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Abstract
Overconfidence has been reported to be a common bias among entrepreneurs and might
be one cause of the high failure rates observed for new ventures. In this study, we investigate the overconfidence bias in a sample of 92 Austrian entrepreneurs, who responded to a
general-knowledge questionnaire. Their levels of overconfidence were assessed by their
responses to hard, medium and easy knowledge questions, and the relations of individual,
organizational and environmental factors to the bias score were analyzed. The results confirmed that entrepreneurs are indeed prone to expressing overprecision, a type of overconfidence, but not when answering questions of all levels of difficulty. Being a single founder
instead of a co-founder was identified as a significant predictor of overconfidence. Confidence, on the other hand, was associated with age and prior entrepreneurial experience,
while accuracy was determined solely by age. The results of this study only partly agree with
those of previous studies conducted in different national and cultural settings.
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1. Introduction
1.1. Entrepreneurial miscalibration
Understanding how founders of new ventures assess probability or make judgments under
conditions of uncertainty is essential if we define the entrepreneur as someone who specializes
in taking responsibility for and making judgmental decisions under such conditions [1,2].
While the market entry may be attributed to optimism [3] or overplacement, in terms of confidence in one’s skill relative to that of others [4], market success could be predicted by accuracy
of calibration. There is a positive relationship between entrepreneurial success and appropriate
calibration of the entrepreneurs (Bonnefon et al. 2006, reported in [5]. Miscalibrated entrepreneurs achieved worse results with regard to venture performance and individual rewards [6].
Accuracy in judgment can produce more positive outcomes in competitive market situations
compared to motivation and persistence [7].
Overconfidence has been reported to be one prevalent, intrinsic, cognitive bias expressed
by entrepreneurs and has been shown to have detrimental effects on decision outcomes [8].
But as more research on this cognitive bias is conducted, it becomes more important to
become aware of the different definitions and measures applied in various studies in the field
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when overconfidence is addressed. These variations in definitions are a great obstacle toward
understanding overconfidence [9] in general and as a cognitive bias germane to entrepreneurs.
In this regard, [10] differentiated among three types of overconfidence: overestimation, overplacement and overprecision. Pertaining to entrepreneurs, the dominant biases that have been
studied as a form of overconfidence are overestimation, overoptimism and overprecision.
Overestimation–defined as the overconfidence in the ability to do something–has been the
basis of a great deal of research in entrepreneurship and is the most commonly studied form of
overconfidence [8]. In this sense, overestimation refers to: an event having a positive outcome
[11], the skills, knowledge and ability needed to start a business [12] and the predictive validity
of a cue [13]. The way overestimation is measured also varies among researchers: e.g., the difference between what was estimated in the budget and the actual results [11], differences
between self-reports of life expectancy and the actual life span [14], or simply using the level of
effort of the entrepreneur as a proxy for overconfidence [15].
Overoptimism is defined as the tendency towards believing and reporting to be more likely
than others to gain positive outcomes [16–19]; or being certain of success and facing disappointment at the end [20]. Some of the ways to measure overoptimism include asking respondents if the outcomes of a new-venture creation are in accordance with what they expected at
the beginning [19] or, with reference to comparative overoptimism, asking them to rank the
odds that they will achieve success in their business as well as for any other business like theirs
[18].
Overprecision is another judgmental bias which is not well understood [21]. In the literature, overprecision is also found as one type of overconfidence, and some authors refer to it as
judgmental overconfidence [17]. Overprecision is the excessive, expressed belief that one
knows the truth [22] or the overestimation of the precision of one’s knowledge or information
[3,17,23,24]. The findings of the experiment conducted by [17] indicated that judgmental
overconfidence inhibits innovation.

1.2. Determinants of overconfidence
When dealing with overconfidence in terms of general knowledge, the hard-easy effect should
be acknowledged. This effect is related to the ubiquitous occurrences in which people appear
more overconfident when faced with hard questions or tasks, while their overconfidence
decreases when they are faced with easier items or tasks [2,24]. The moderating role of the
level of difficulty of the questions or tasks on overconfidence [4] was framed in entrepreneurial
terms by [25] as: “overconfidence is particularly likely when tasks are difficult and/or when
judgments are made with high confidence, conditions that characterize those which founders
face”.
Overprecision is a specific type of overconfidence, and factors that determine other types of
overconfidence may not be (the only ones) applicable to overprecision. An argument that supports this assumption appears in the findings of research comparing general-knowledge overconfidence to other affiliated biases such as overoptimism. The findings of this research
showed that each of these is a distinct bias with distinct effects [17,20]. And last but not least,
determinants that were shown to be explanatory in samples of students may not be explanatory
when entrepreneurs are examined. Therefore, when interpreting the findings of this and other
studies on overprecision, the definitions used, methodology applied to measure overconfidence and the sample used must be considered while drawing comparisons with the findings
of other studies on determinants of entrepreneurial overconfidence.
Factors that have been most often linked to entrepreneurial overconfidence, irrespective of
its form, include: age [6,26,27], education [11,12,19], entrepreneurial experience [12,18,25],
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firm age [27], ownership structure [11,19], external investments [27,28], innovative activity
[13,17,20,29] and environmental dynamism [6,19,20,25].

1.3. Aims of the paper
Overconfidence in general knowledge has not been studied extensively among European
entrepreneurs, to the best of our knowledge. The sample of [28] included 764 inventor-entrepreneurs from Canada; [6] used a sample of 102 entrepreneurs from the USA; Busenitz and
Barney’s [26] sample included 124 entrepreneurs from the USA; and [27] gathered responses
from 97 entrepreneurs in the USA. Herz et al.’s [17] sample is unique as it consisted of 119
Swiss students and 35 Swiss managers. We assumed that European/Austrian entrepreneurs do
not significantly differ from North-American entrepreneurs with regards to overconfidence,
considering the global culture of entrepreneurship [30], and we expected that entrepreneurs
from the Austrian sample would manifest overconfidence as well. The hypotheses regarding
determinants of entrepreneurial overprecision, therefore, were developed on the basis of
insights gained from the reviewed international studies.

2 Methods
2.1. Development of hypotheses
This study was conducted to examine overconfidence among Austrian entrepreneurs. Based
on possible determinants of overconfidence found in the peer-reviewed scientific literature,
we formulated the following hypotheses.
H1: Entrepreneurial overprecision decreases with age.
Age plays an important role in entrepreneurial decision-making, and cognitive processes
change as people get older [31]. In general, the probability of starting a business has been
found to be higher among older individuals but only up to a certain age, at which this probability starts to decrease [32].
The findings of [6,27] indicated that younger entrepreneurs are more overconfident than
older ones. By observing the effect of age on overestimation in the entrepreneurial forecasts of
financial data, [11] found no significant effect unless the entrepreneur was younger than 35
years of age. According to [33], older managers usually search for more information before
making a decision, and they are generally less confident about the decision reached.
H2: Higher levels of education negatively affect the level of entrepreneurial overprecision.
Education seems to be a factor that simply cannot be neglected when discussing overconfidence measured as overprecision. [11] concluded that education has a negative impact on
overconfidence (measured as overestimation), and [2] reached the conclusion that “those who
know more do not generally know more about how much they know” (p. 179) and, therefore,
are even prone to underconfidence. [19] took a distinct approach when describing the role of
education in entrepreneurial calibration: they differentiated between a general knowledge
which positively relates to overoptimism and specific knowledge which leads to a reduction in
overoptimism.
H3: Prior entrepreneurial experience positively affects entrepreneurial overconfidence.
Confidence and experience are associated, and positive feedback increases confidence while
negative feedback decreases it [24].
The environment in which entrepreneurs work is dominated by information overload as
well as high levels of uncertainty, novelty, emotion and time pressure which may lead to overconfident individuals [34]. In the model of [25], entrepreneurs were shown to be more prone
to overconfidence when their current business was not similar to any prior entrepreneurial
experience they had.
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Nevertheless, evidence that experience has the opposite effect on overconfidence has also
been found. Nascent entrepreneurs are more confident in terms of their expression of their
skills, knowledge and experience than established ones [12]. But repeat entrepreneurs with no
experience with business failure are more susceptible to comparative optimism than novice
entrepreneurs [18].
H4: Entrepreneurs running their business alone are more prone to overconfidence than those
who are cofounders.
While there has not been any research in terms of the overprecision and the ownership
structure, our expectations can be based on the research focused on another type of overconfidence. Entrepreneurs running their businesses alone are more likely to overestimate forecasts
for certain financial results, but entrepreneurial teams are also not immune to biased decisionmaking [11]. Regarding overoptimism, asking for outside help and not preferring to do everything alone have negative impacts [19].
H5: Overprecision is positively related to attracting external investments.
A well-established belief that appears in the entrepreneurial literature is that overconfidence
might be beneficial to entrepreneurs during their negotiations with potential external investors. The use of external investments is viewed in two different ways regarding overconfidence.
Firstly, entrepreneurial cognitive biases (planning fallacy in particular) have a positive impact
on attracting investors. The more biased the entrepreneur (in terms of planning fallacy and
optimism), the more likely they are to get loans from strong-tie investors (family and friends).
The effect of these cognitive biases is the opposite when it comes to obtaining funding from
weak-tie investors [28]. From another point of view, entrepreneurs who use external investments are less overconfident than those who do not [27], and this implies that the use of external investments “pushes” entrepreneurs to analyze information more carefully because they
are held accountable by the investors.
H6: There is a positive correlation between entrepreneurial overprecision and innovative
activity.
Judgmental overconfidence was observed to have a negative effect on innovative activity in
an experimental task where the participants were students and business managers [17]. On the
other hand, the findings of a study conducted with high-tech companies showed that overestimation was positively related to the introduction of more pioneering products rather than
incremental products [13]. Overoptimism of product success has also been shown to be positively related to the introduction of more pioneering products that require more resources
[20]. Using GEM data, [29] reported that innovation would more probably be found among
individuals with higher levels of self-confidence.
H7: The greater the environmental dynamism, the greater the entrepreneurial miscalibration.
[27] referenced the study of environmental dynamism in relation to entrepreneurial overconfidence as a research gap, and [6] addressed this question, finding that overprecision
increases with environmental dynamics. Optimistic overconfidence, on the other hand, has
been negatively related to environmental dynamism [20]. Environmental hostility was
observed separately in their study, and it increased optimistic overconfidence, while in the
study of [6], environmental hostility appeared as one of the items that was incorporated in the
measure of environmental dynamism.
By and large, our research adds to the existing literature on entrepreneurial overconfidence.
We start by questioning whether Austrian entrepreneurs are miscalibrated, as has been suggested by the results of previous research. This research has mainly been conducted with
American entrepreneurs. In contrast to previous studies, we apply an overprecision measure
that deals with the hard-easy effect. First and foremost, we asked whether the individual, organizational and environmental factors examined in previous studies (target groups: American
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entrepreneurs or students), for this or other forms of overconfidence, also influence Austrian
entrepreneurs’ levels of overprecision. To gain a better understanding of the entrepreneurial
overconfidence in terms of knowledge, we also examined which factors are related to the two
variables from which overconfidence is derived: the average confidence level and the accuracy.

2.2. Sample and data collection
The hypotheses were rigorously tested with data collected from a sample of ninety-two entrepreneurs from Austria. The data was collected in November and December 2017 by means of
an online survey. An invitation letter, which included background information on the study
and the link to the survey, was forwarded to entrepreneurs with the help of incubators, accelerators and other Austrian entrepreneurial networks. A reminder was sent after two weeks. For
the purposes of this study, entrepreneurs were defined as individuals who had already started a
business or were preparing to do so at the time of the study.

2.3. Test instrument / questionnaire
The questionnaire consisted of two parts. The first part contained questions on the individual,
organizational and environmental factors that previous research had found to be related to
entrepreneurial overconfidence. The second part of the survey was a general-knowledge questionnaire made up of 18 questions. The respondents were clearly informed about the anonymity of the submitted responses, and they were not told about the particular aspect of cognitive
bias, the assessment of which was the goal of the research.
Overprecision is usually measured by using one of the following two approaches: setting
confidence intervals in confidence-range tasks [35] or stating a confidence level for n-choice
tasks [2,36]. In our study, we used the second way to measure overprecision, which is regarded
as closer to the way people think about and express their confidence in everyday situations
[37]. This approach requires the respondents to select the correct answer from n alternatives
and, after that, to assign a confidence level that the provided answer is correct on a scale of 1/
n 100 to 100 percent. The individual bias score (overconfidence level) was calculated as the difference between the average confidence level (certainty or knowledge perception) and the percentage of correct answers (accuracy or knowledge) given by each of the entrepreneurs. If the
average confidence level is higher than the percentage of correct answers (or the bias score is
positive), the person is considered to be overconfident; if it is lower (or the bias score is negative), they are considered to be underconfident; and if the bias score equals 0, the person is
considered to be well-calibrated.
The method of measuring overprecision by asking general-knowledge questions has already
been used in the entrepreneurial context [6,26,27], but those questionnaires only consisted of a
few questions and were mainly used to identify the differences between entrepreneurs and
managers regarding overconfidence. The hard-easy effect was neglected, because those questions represented moderate to high levels of difficulty [27].
[23,38] developed the test-18 as an instrument to measure overprecision. Their instrument
has not been used so far to study entrepreneurs. This study applies 16 questions from the original questionnaire test-18, while two questions were replaced with similar ones. Since the
respondents were offered three possible answers from which to choose, they were instructed to
assign the confidence level by using a scale of 33% (guessing) to 100% (completely sure). The
resulting bias scores had a potential range of -67 (least overconfident) to 100 (most
overconfident).
After obtaining the answers, the questions could be categorized into easy, medium and
hard questions, based on the rate of correct answers. The goals here were to obtain three levels
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of difficulty with high degrees of homogeneity within each level, and heterogeneity between
the three levels; and an equal number of questions in each difficulty level. Consequently, questions with 0–40% correct answers were classified as hard, questions with 40–70% correct
answers as medium, and questions with 70–100% correct answers as easy, similar to the categorization made by [24].
Entrepreneurial age was coded in 28 categories, from 18 to 71 or older. The level of education was coded as a dichotomous variable: compulsory education/high school/Bachelor’s and
Master’s/Doctoral degree. Prior entrepreneurial experience was coded as a dummy variable,
dividing entrepreneurs into two groups: those with no prior experience (their current business
is the only one they have ever been involved in) and those who had founded at least one venture prior to their current one. Ownership structure and external investments were coded as
dummy variables. Innovative activity was coded as a dummy variable, derived from the
answers to three questions. More details on the definition of the types of innovative activity are
provided in [29]. Environmental dynamism was treated as a continuous variable and measured
by asking five Likert-scale questions regarding the competitive environment, as applied in [6].
The questionnaire and collected survey data are provided in the S1 and S2 Files.

2.4. Ethics statement
As the survey did not involve the release of private/personal data, it was not necessary to gain
the approval of the ethics committees of University of Graz and Ss. Cyril and Methodius University in Skopje. All data collected during this study were treated confidentially, in accordance
with ethical standards and anonymized for the purpose of the analysis.

3. Results
Table 1 summarizes the descriptive statistics for the dependent variables confidence, accuracy
and overconfidence. Subjects in the sample were on average overconfident (mean = 13.63,
SD = 16.24, range: from -29.58 to 66.67; 15.2% were underconfident, 1.1% were well-calibrated
and 83.7% were overconfident). The average confidence level measured in the sample was
63.72%, the average accuracy was 50.09% and the average overconfidence level was 13.63%.
The entrepreneurs were not perfectly calibrated: When stating 100% confidence on the correctnes of an answer, the respondents only were correct in 71.6% of the cases.
We observed a significant, moderately positive correlation between the accuracy and confidence scores (Pearson’s r = 0.37, p = 0.000) and between confidence and overconfidence (Pearson’s r = 0.37, p = 0.000).
Our results suggest that entrepreneurs displayed overconfidence when answering hard
questions and underconfidence when answering easy questions or those of medium difficulty.
Ninety out of the ninety-two entrepreneurs showed higher overconfidence scores for hard
questions as compared to overconfidence they showed for easy questions, and only two were
more overconfident when answering easy questions than when answering hard questions. A
Wilcoxon signed-rank test of the data showed a significant increase in the overconfidence
Table 1. Descriptive statistics for the dependent variables.
All questions

Easy

Medium

Hard

Mean

SD

Mean

SD

Mean

SD

Mean

SD

Confidence

63.72

12.04

73.23

15.72

48.87

14.48

69.07

14.06

Accuracy

50.09

16.23

80.98

24.69

49.46

27.48

19.84

19.45

Overconfidence

13.63

16.24

-7.75

19.91

-0.59

26.95

49.23

24.97

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0197085.t001

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0197085 May 8, 2018

6 / 15

“Yes, we know!” (Over)confidence in general knowledge among Austrian entrepreneurs

score when respondents answered the hard questions (Mdn = 49.75) compared to the overconfidence score obtained when they answered the easy questions (Mdn = -11.88), z = 8.290,
p = 0.000.
Table 2 shows the results of the independent-samples t-tests which were used to determine
if a difference exists between the means of two independent groups on the continuous dependent variables: overconfidence, confidence and accuracy. The Pearson’s correlation coefficients that measure the statistical association between the continuous independent variables
(age and environmental dynamism) and the continuous dependent variables, are shown in
Table 3. Table 4 shows the results of the multiple regression analysis. The explanatory power of
the models is rather low, as is typical when studying human behavior, and more particularly
when studying overprecision or overestimation [11,27].
H1, which assumed that entrepreneurial miscalibration will decrease with age, was initially
tested with a Pearson product-moment correlation. Older entrepreneurs were significantly
more confident than younger ones, r(90) = 0.472, p = 0.000, with age explaining 22% of the
variation in the confidence level. The relationship between age and accuracy was also statistically significant, r(90) = 0.430, p = 0.000, with age explaining 18% of variation in accuracy.
Because these two effects counterbalance one another (i.e., older entrepreneurs were more
confident but also more knowledgeable), entrepreneurial age was not associated with the overconfidence score, r(90) = -0.080, p = 0.446. We found support for age as a significant determinant of confidence level and accuracy from the multiple regression analysis as well, where the
entrepreneurial age coefficient was shown to be positive and significant in the models for confidence (p = 0.000) and accuracy (p = 0.001).
An independent samples t-test was performed to determine whether the overconfidence
score was different for entrepreneurs with Master’s or Doctoral degrees and those with lower
education levels, as predicted by H2. As would be expected, the accuracy was statistically significantly different between the two different levels of education, t(90) = -2.425, p = 0.017. The
Table 2. Bivariate analysis for independent dummy variables and dependent variables.
Overconfidence

Confidence

Accuracy

Percentage

Mean

SD

Mean

SD

Mean

SD

1 = with Master’s or Doctoral degree

69.6

11.86

14.87

64.60

11.95

52.73

15.72

0 = otherwise

30.4

17.68

18.66

61.73

12.22

44.05

16.01

1 = with entrepreneurial experience

27.2

15.99

14.15

68.65

13.36

52.67

15.72

0 = otherwise

72.8

12.75

16.96

61.88

11.06

49.13

16.42

1 = cofounder

57.6

10.60

16.26

62.80

12.16

52.20

17.23

0 = otherwise

42.4

17.76

15.46

64.98

11.91

47.22

14.48

1 = no external investments

69.6

14.38

17.00

63.99

12.16

49.61

16.56

0 = otherwise

30.4

11.93

14.49

63.12

11.96

51.19

15.67

1 = some kind of innovation

79.3

12.81

16.30

63.83

12.26

51.03

16.49

0 = otherwise

20.7

16.81

16.01

63.30

11.46

46.49

15.04

Total

100

13.63

16.24

63.72

12.04

50.09

16.23

Education

Experience

Ownership

Funding

Innovation

Note: Significant differences among categories are marked in the Mean columns.
Significance at the 0.05 level.



https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0197085.t002
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Table 3. Pearson correlations between independent and dependent variables.
1

2

3

1. Age

1

2. Educationy

0.49

1

3. Experience

0.16

0.03


4

5

6

7

8

9

1

4. Ownership

0.15

0.20

0.13

1

5. Funding

-0.18

-0.13

0.14

-0.38

1

6. Innovation

0.06

0.07

-0.11

0.21

-0.28

7. Environment

-0.10

-0.07

0.11

0.02

-0.002

-0.11

8. Overconfidence

-0.08

-0.17

0.09

-0.22

0.07

-0.10

-0.02

1

9. Confidence

0.47

0.11

0.25

-0.09

0.03

0.02

-0.15

0.37

1

10. Accuracy

0.43

0.25

0.10

0.15

-0.05

0.11

-0.09

-0.73

0.37



1
1

Significance at the 0.1 level



Significance at the 0.05 level
Significance at the 0.01 level, (2-tailed)



https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0197085.t003

percentage of correct answers increased from entrepreneurs with a lower level of education to
those with Master’s or Doctoral degrees. The confidence level was not statistically significantly
different between the two groups, t(90) = -1.053, p = 0.295. The differences in overconfidence
between the two groups were also not statistically significant, t(90) = 1.595, p = 0.114. If we
analyze education as a categorical variable (Master and Doctoral degree are separated into two
groups), the relationship between education and confidence and accuracy is monotonic:
higher education is related to higher confidence level but also to higher accuracy which counterbalances, thus not leading to overconfidence.
H3, which predicts that entrepreneurial experience negatively affects miscalibration, was
tested with an independent samples t-test. The confidence level significantly increased for
those entrepreneurs with previous entrepreneurial experience, t(90) = -2.465, p = 0.016. Those
with previous entrepreneurial experience did not know significantly more than the others, but
they thought they did. The results from the bivariate analyses showed that the differences
Table 4. Predictors of entrepreneurial overconfidence, confidence and accuracy.
Overconfidence


Confidence
β

B (SE)

Sig.

Accuracy
β

B


Sig.

β

B


Sig.

Constant

29.61

0.014

57.19

0.000

30.28

Age

-0.08 (0.45)

-0.02

0.857

1.38 (0.29)

0.51

0.000

1.46 (0.40)

Education

-4.35 (4.26)

-0.12

0.310

-3.18 (2.72)

-0.12

0.246

1.16 (3.95)

0.03

0.769

Experience

4.87 (4.02)

0.13

0.230

5.63 (2.58)

0.21

0.032

0.76 (3.74)

0.02

0.839

Ownership

-7.24 (3.84)

-0.22

0.063

-4.02 (2.46)

-0.17

0.106

3.23 (3.57)

0.10

0.368

Funding

-2.35 (4.18)

-0.07

0.576

0.86 (2.68)

0.03

0.749

3.21 (3.89)

0.09

0.411

Innovation

-2.08 (4.42)

-0.05

0.640

1.51 (2.83)

0.05

0.596

3.59 (4.11)

0.09

0.385

Environment

-0.23 (0.49)

-0.05

0.640

-0.42 (0.31)

-0.13

0.178

-0.20 (0.45)

-0.04

0.668

(10.67)

R2

0.09

(6.83)

0.32

(9.91)

0.002
0.001

0.21

Standard multiple regression analysis


Significance at the 0.1 level



Significance at the 0.05 level
Significance at the 0.01 level, (2-tailed)



https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0197085.t004
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between the two categories regarding their overconfidence score were not statistically significant, t(90) = -0.848, p = 0.398. Results from the regression analysis suggested that having
entrepreneurial experience in general was associated with a higher confidence level
(p = 0.032).
An independent samples t-test was also run to determine whether there were differences in
overconfidence scores between single entrepreneurs and cofounders (H4). Entrepreneurs who
founded their business alone were statistically significantly more overconfident than those
with a business partner, t(90) = 2.132, p = 0.036. Furthermore, results from the multiple regression analysis showed that ownership structure was a significant determinant of overconfidence
among Austrian entrepreneurs: having a business partner was associated with a lower overconfidence score (p = 0.063), which provides support for H4. However, the origin of this bias
is not obvious, because the difference between these two groups in terms of their confidence
level and accuracy was insignificant.
H5 proposed that overprecision is positively related to attracting external investments. The
results of the independent samples t-test showed no significant differences in the overconfidence scores between entrepreneurs using external investments and those who did not, t(90) =
-0.66, p = 0.509, and these results were confirmed by those of the regression analysis.
With respect to H6, entrepreneurs were categorized into two groups according to their
innovative activity, as entrepreneurs who perceive their business to be a conventional business
model and founders who reported that they applied some kind of innovation, with regard to
customers, competition, technology, or some combination of these. No statistically significant
difference in the overconfidence scores was observed between these two groups, t(90) = 0.96,
p = 0.341, a result which was also supported by the results of the regression analysis.
The environmental dynamism scale had a Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient of 0.61.
While this reliability level is not very high, the same scale has been found of acceptable reliability in a study among entrepreneurs from the USA [6]. H7 proposed the existence of a relationship between the degree of self-reported environmental dynamism and overconfidence, and a
Pearson correlation was used to test this. No relationship could be found between these two
variables, and the results of the multiple regression analysis confirmed this finding.

4. Discussion
Considering the high failure rate of newly founded enterprises in Austria, and the proposal in
the literature that market success can be predicted by accuracy of calibration [3], this study
provides insights on biases in the entrepreneurial context. The study also adds to the entrepreneurial literature in a wider context. The SME sector in Austria has been one of the most resilient ones in Europe during the Eurozone crisis [39]. The vast majority of those engaged in
entrepreneurship are motivated by a desire to pursue an opportunity, rather than by necessity
[40]. Although opportunity entrepreneurs remain self-employed longer than those pushed to
entrepreneurship out of necessity [41], the five-year survival rate in Austria is 50.7% [42]. This
approaches the survival rate in Europe, in general, where less than half of enterprises survive
for more than a five-year period [43]. In our sample, more than the half of the firms (55%) had
been in operation for up to two years, and 76% of the total sample had been in operation up to
five years. Most of the respondents (73%) indicated that the current business was their first
entrepreneurial experience.
Assessing probability in a well-calibrated way should be taken seriously by those who make
decisions in highly uncertain environments when they are not knowledgeable about the probability that different alternative outcomes occur or, better yet, the possible alternative outcomes
[44]. Although the research findings have pointed out differences in probabilistic thinking
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with regard to culture [45], our study corroborated that entrepreneurs from Austria are as
overconfident as research findings have shown for their counterparts in the USA. In other
words, our study affirmed the existence of a discrepancy between subjective confidence judgments and observed accuracy among entrepreneurs. The entrepreneurs were not perfectly calibrated (i.e. only 71.6% accuracy in questions with 100% confidence level) and these results are
related to those reported for probabilistic thinking, i.e., numerical probabilities assigned for
general knowledge questions [45]. These findings must be interpreted with caution, as the
study was conducted in a European country where information regarding entrepreneurial
miscalibration and its determinants is thus far extremely limited.
As suggested in [46], disaggregating the constituent parts of overconfidence bias adds
explanatory value, as the overconfidence might originate either from extreme confidence
accompanied by insufficient knowledge or a lack of knowledge combined with an inflated perception of knowledge. In accordance with the findings of [47], the more accurate the entrepreneurs are, the more confident they feel about their knowledge. Our findings are also in line
with those of [37]: the more confident individuals are, the more overconfident they are.
As previosly stated, a common finding appearing in the miscalibration literature is that
answers to hard questions are mostly related to overconfidence, whereas those to easy questions are related to underconfidence. In contrast to previous work, our measurement of
entrepreneurial overprecision reflects the hard-easy effect and how the overconfidence score
evolves across the different levels of difficulty. We measured overconfidence as suggested by
authors of previous studies [24,38,48], and our results indicate that entrepreneurs are most
overconfident when answering hard questions and underconfident when answering easy and
medium questions. In line with the findings of recent research [38], the overconfidence scores
for the easy and hard questions showed significant differences. It would also be informative to
examine in detail whether entrepreneurs are prone to higher market entry in industries they
perceive as easy compared to those they perceive as difficult. As [4] found in a sample drawn
from a university community, entry judgments were related to overplacement or the betterthan-average effect, which is greatest in easy tasks unlike the hard-easy effect.
With respect to the determinants of overconfidence and its components, our results show
that older entrepreneurs are significantly more confident and more accurate than younger
ones. The fact that older respondents are more knowledgeable than the younger ones may suggest that the general-knowledge questions were just more familiar to members of the older
generation. Still, this is not an obvious explanation because the questions were not principally
related to historical events, as were those in the study of [49], which found that old respondents
provided more accurate answers to historical, factual questions than young ones. Entrepreneurial age was not statistically significantly related to overconfidence, and this finding is in
line with the results of [26] but conflicts with those of [6,27]. The studies on age-related differences about the accuracy of confidence judgments [50] may provide more valuable insights
regarding the differences in probability thinking between young and old entrepreneurs.
The typical approach of measuring overprecision by asking general-knowledge questions
was not taken to make a judgment about the general knowledge of the respondents, and they
were clearly informed about this in the instructions. Still, highly educated people are expected
to provide more accurate answers, as was the case for our sample. If we achieve more heterogeneity on the education level or we separate those with Master’s and Doctoral degrees into two
categories, the difference in the confidence level also becomes significant. This provides an
affirmative answer to the question asked by [2]: Those who know more, also know more about
how much they know.
Previous entrepreneurial experience is a significant predictor of confidence, and those who
have it are significantly more confident in their knowledge, but not significantly more
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accurate. The self-serving attributions, which [51] lists among the most important positive illusions, might play a role here: Individuals attribute positive results to their own decisions and
abilities, but ascribe failures to things beyond their control. Future research might address the
impact of experience on overconfidence by further differentiating between repeat entrepreneurs who have experienced a business failure and repeat entrepreneurs who have not experienced a business failure [18].
Having a business partner was the only significant predictor of entrepreneurial overconfidence we were able to identify, suggesting that entrepreneurs who founded businesses alone
were statistically significantly more overconfident than cofounders. This might even explain
their decision to found businesses alone. [11] found that single entrepreneurs were keener to
make overestimated forecasts for certain financial results. The relationship between ownership
structure and entrepreneurial miscalibration has not been studied yet, so we cannot directly
compare our results others. Overconfidence is often ascribed to information-seeking strategies
[35,37]. Faced with making a prediction, the individual leans toward one perspective, an act
that is facilitated by the mechanisms of associative memory, seeking support for his or her initial judgment. As [35] highlighted, evidence that does not confirm a belief must be sought to
form a realistic level of confidence in the belief, and that is why having a business partner that
offers counterarguments or simply more options may serve as a cognitive remedy to
overconfidence.
Entrepreneurial overconfidence might be of advantage when the founder needs to convince
potential investors to make an investment decision [6]. In our sample, we found no statistically
significant difference regarding the bias score between those who use and those who do not
use external investments. It is also worth noting that less than one-third of entrepreneurs from
our sample reported using external investments. Regarding the argument that investors are
susceptible to entrepreneurs’ cognitive biases, [28] also found that overconfidence was not
associated with funding, but that planning fallacy or being frequently overdue on projects
made the difference in fundraising.
Innovation activity, as measured in this study, did not seem to be related to overconfidence
in any way. This is unlike the experimental evidence cited by [17], who found that judgmental
overconfidence has a negative impact on innovative activity. Measuring innovation on the
enterprise level with the use of self-reported innovation rates can be substituted in future
research by looking at overconfidence across a range of product introduction decisions (incremental vs. pioneering products) [13].
No significant relationship was found between environmental dynamism and overconfidence. Although we used the same measure for environmental dynamism as [6], this is quite
differently perceived by entrepreneurs in the USA and those in Austria (for USA: M = 3.38,
SD = 0.72 and for Austria: M = 0.55, SD = 0.92). Considering the same measure and approximately the same sample size, our results show that the sample of Austrian entrepreneurs perceived the environment as more stable than the sample of American entrepreneurs.
As any study in social sciences, also this one is subject to limitations. The sample used in
this study is not representative for Austrian entrepreneurs, as young entrepreneurs are overrepresented (modal age 31–32), and biased towards male entrepreneurs (only 18.5% of respondents were female). This might be attributed to the gender bias as noted in relevant studies
showing that males in general are more likely to respond to web surveys than females (McCabe
et al., 2006, in [52]). More than the half (52.2%) of the new sole proprietorships in 2015 in Austria were founded by women [53], which is not comparable to our sample. Note that around
three quarters (74.1%) of enterprises born in 2015 in Austria were sole proprietorships [53].
Other than several previous studies, the current study however involved real entrepreneurs to
study overconfidence, and not students or potential future entrepreneurs. Additional
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limitations stem from the selected general knowledge questions, which however were in line
with questions used by previous studies, and the way how confidence judgments were elicited–asking for confidence intervals instead of a precise confidence level may yield slightly different results.

5. Conclusions
In this study, not all the possible determinants of overconfidence–as reported in the peerreviewed scientific literature, which is mainly based on research among North-American
entrepreneurs–have found to be significant for the Austrian entrepreneurs. The underlying
causes for differences in probabilistic thinking and miscalibration between different and similar cultures are still unclear. Scrutinizing how heuristic thinking may be moderated by different factors in different cultures remains a challenge [54].
Studying the determinants of entrepreneurial overconfidence is a challenging milestone
towards understanding this cognitive bias, but we should remind ourselves of a comment
made by [34] two decades ago: Entrepreneurs who make thoroughly logical assessments face
the danger of becoming paralyzed in inaction. Awareness has grown on several issues that are
at the core of the overconfidence problem which is viewed as prevalent and, at the same time,
has more ruinous potential than other decision biases (Plous, 1993, in [4]). This is particularly
important when considering that overconfidence as a bias is associated with the failure of
young businesses (those less than five years old), which have been shown to contribute disproportionately to job creation.
It is undeniable that much more can be done to comprehend the overprecision in entrepreneurial context. Various advances have been made towards developing the overprecision measure, which are ready to be tested in entrepreneurial settings. For example, the inclusion of
debiasing techniques, such as providing feedback or teaching the subjects about the concept of
calibration may improve our comprehension of entrepreneurial overconfidence [24,36]. Being
aware alone of the fallibility in one’s judgment can count for more than many other cognitive
remedies to overconfidence [35]. Other possible pathways for future research would be to consider running a field experiment like [55] did to study excess market entry, or applying an
incentive-compatible method to measure overprecision like the one developed and tested
among students by [56]. Future research can also examine in more detail whether the factors
are differentially associated to overconfidence across different levels of difficulty.
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Hébert RF, Link AN. In Search of the Meaning of Entrepreneurship. Small Bus Econ. 1989; 1(1):39–49.

2.

Lichtenstein S, Fischhoff B. Do those who know more also know more about how much they know?
Organ Behav Hum Perform. 1977; 20(2):159–83.

3.

Hilton D. Overconfidence, Trading and Entrepreneurship: Cognitive and Cultural Processes in Risk-taking. In: Topol R, Walliser B, editors. Cognitive economics: New Trends (Contributions to economic analysis). Elsevier Press; 2007. p. 225–35.

4.

Cain DM, Moore DA, Haran U. Making Sense of Overconfidence in Market Entry. Strateg Manag J.
2015; 36(1):1–18.

5.

Hogarth RM, Karelaia N. Entrepreneurial Success and Failure: Confidence and Fallible Judgment.
Organ Sci. 2012; 23(6):1733–47.

6.

Arend R, Cao X, Grego-Nagel A, Im J, Yang X, Canavati S. Looking Upstream and Downstream in
Entrepreneurial Cognition: Replicating and Extending the Busenitz and Barney (1997) Study. J Small
Bus Manag. 2016 Feb 1; 54(4):1147–70.

7.

Biais B, Hilton D, Mazurier K, Pouget S. Judgmental Overconfidence, Self-Monitoring and Trading Performance in an Experimental Financial Market. Rev Econ Stud. 2005; 72(2):287–312.

8.

Moore DA, Swift SA. The Three Faces of Overconfidence in Organizations. In: De Cremer D, Murnigham JK, van Dick R. (eds.) Social psychology of organizations. Oxford: Taylor&Francis; 2010. p. 147–
84.

9.

Zhang SX, Cueto J. The Study of Bias in Entrepreneurship. Entrep Theory Pract. 2017; 41(3):419–54.

10.

Moore DA, Healy PJ. The trouble with overconfidence. Psychol Rev. 2008; 115(2):502–17. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0033-295X.115.2.502 PMID: 18426301

11.

Invernizzi AC, Menozzi A, Passarani DA, Patton D, Viglia G. Entrepreneurial overconfidence and its
impact upon performance. Int Small Bus J. 2017; 35(6):709–28.

12.

Koellinger P, Minniti M, Schade C. “I think I can, I think I can:”Overconfidence and entrepreneurial
behavior. J Econ Psychol. 2007; 28(4):502–27.

13.

Simon M, Houghton SM. The Relationship Between Overconfidence and the Introduction of Risky Products: Evidence From a Field Study. Acad Manage J. 2003; 46(2):139–49.

14.

Rietveld N, Groenen P, Koellinger P, van der Loos M, Thurik R. Living Forever: Entrepreneurial Overconfidence at Older Ages. ERIM Report Series Research in Management [Preprint] 2013. Available
from: https://EconPapers.repec.org/RePEc:ems:eureri:40673 (Accessed 20th September 2017).

15.

Everett CR, Fairchild RJ. A Theory of Entrepreneurial Overconfidence, Effort, and Firm Outcomes. J
Entrep Finance. 2015; 17(1):1–27.

16.

Giacomin O, Janssen F, Shinnar RS. Student entrepreneurial optimism and overconfidence across cultures. Int Small Bus J. 2016 Nov; 34(7):925–47.

17.

Herz H, Schunk D, Zehnder C. How do judgmental overconfidence and overoptimism shape innovative
activity? Games Econ Behav. 2014; 83(C):1–23.

18.

Ucbasaran D, Westhead P, Wright M, Flores M. The nature of entrepreneurial experience, business failure and comparative optimism. J Bus Ventur. 2010; 25(6):541–55.

19.

Verheul I, Carree MA. Overoptimism Among Founders: The Role of Information and Motivation. ERIM
Report Series Reference No. ERS-2008-008-ORG. 2008; Available from: https://ssrn.com/abstract=
1117785 (Accessed 19th November 2017).

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0197085 May 8, 2018

13 / 15

“Yes, we know!” (Over)confidence in general knowledge among Austrian entrepreneurs

20.

Simon M, Shrader RC. Entrepreneurial actions and optimistic overconfidence: The role of motivated
reasoning in new product introductions. J Bus Ventur. 2012; 27(3):291–309.

21.

Mannes AE, Moore DA. A Behavioral Demonstration of Overconfidence in Judgment. Psychol Sci.
2013; 24(7):1190–7. https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797612470700 PMID: 23722982

22.

Moore DA, Schatz D. The three faces of overconfidence. Soc Personal Psychol Compass. 2017; 11(8).
Available from: https://doi.org/10.1111/spc3.12331 (Accessed 20th March 2018).

23.

Michailova J. Development of the overconfidence measurement instrument for the economic experiment. MPRA paper No. 26384. Germany: Christian Albrechts University of Kiel. 2010. Available from:
https://mpra.ub.uni-muenchen.de/26384/ (Accessed 15th August 2017).

24.

Pulford BD, Colman AM. Overconfidence: Feedback and item difficulty effects. Personal Individ Differ.
1997; 23(1):125–33.

25.

Hayward MLA, Shepherd DA, Griffin D. A Hubris Theory of Entrepreneurship. Manag Sci. 2006; 52
(2):160–72.

26.

Busenitz LW, Barney JB. Differences Between Entrepreneurs And Managers in Large Organizations:
Biases And Heuristics in Strategic Decision-Making. J Bus Ventur. 1997; 12(1):9–30.

27.

Forbes DP. Are some entrepreneurs more overconfident than others? J Bus Ventur. 2005; 20(5):623–
40.

28.

Adomdza G, Åstebro T, Yong K. Decision biases and entrepreneurial finance. Small Bus Econ. 2016;
47(4):819–34.

29.

Koellinger P. Why are some entrepreneurs more innovative than others? Small Bus Econ. 2008; 31
(1):21–37.

30.

Mitchell RK, Smith B, Seawright KW, Morse EA. Cross-Cultural Cognitions and the Venture Creation
Decision. Acad Manage J. 2000; 43(5):974–93.

31.

Financial Conduct Authority. A Collection of Perspectives: Ageing Population and Financial Services.
London; 2016. Available from: https://www.fca.org.uk/publication/discussion/dp16-01.pdf (Accessed
12th September 2017).

32.
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