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Bouncing Back from Bankruptcy - Narratives of Entrepreneurial Antifragility

Introduction

Bankruptcy can be deeply traumatising for entrepreneurs’ and their families because it involves a
significant decrease in revenues and/or a substantial increase in expenses to the extent where the
entrepreneur becomes insolvent; without the ability to attain equity funding and subsequently cannot
continue to function under the current owner (Shepherd, 2003; Moulton and Thomas, 1993).
Bankruptcy can thus be classed as a complete business failure where the possibility to restart can be
very minimal, with only 19-30% of business owners starting up again (Walsh and Cunningham, 2016;
Westhead, Ucbasaran et al 2005; Hyytinen and limakunnas 2007). The sheer of impact of bankruptcy
can deter an entrepreneur’s creation of future companies as it has been found to be severely
detrimental to their physical and psychological health, causing huge grief coupled with the process
being described as comparable to the death of a loved one (Shepherd, 2003; Van Kesteren, Adriaanse,
et al 2017)

Existing research on ‘renascent entrepreneurs’—company owners who have started up again post
exiting a business or the firm failing have extended our understanding on entrepreneurs’ learning and
personality traits (Byrne and Shepherd, 2015; Nielsen and Sarasvathy, 2011; Ucbasaran, Westhead, et
al 2008). Other work has also shown how entrepreneurs’ deal with the social stigma that comes from
a business that has gone bust (Wyrwich, Stuetzer et al 2016; Shepherd and Patzelt 2015; Cardon,
Stevens, et al., 2011), and the impact of differential bankruptcy policies on their livelihoods post-
bankruptcy (Metzger, 2008; Van Auken et al., 2009).

However, we still know very little as to ‘when’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ some bankrupted entrepreneurs
attempt to start another business post-bankruptcy. Given that over 100,000 people, including
business owners, go bankrupt in the UK annually (BBC, 2019), such studies have the potential to
extend our understanding as to why some entrepreneurs are more likely to bounce back post-
bankruptcy, their sources of courage, and how they come to identify potentialities to start a new
business.

In response, through drawing on the concept of antifragility (Taleb, 2012) as a meta-theoretical lens,
this study will examine stories as recounted by entrepreneurs who have gone through bankruptcy to
explore why some business owners are able to restart a company post-bankruptcy. The antifragility
perspective suggests that an individual or a set of processes gets stronger from being subject to
stressors and trauma (Taleb, 2012). At its core, antifragility goes further than being resilient, as the
resilient endures pain and can survive, the antifragile in fact benefits from the pain (Taleb, 2012). It is
explained as a convex reaction to a source of stress leading an individual or organisation to handle this
unpredictability and stress better then they initially did (Taleb, 2012).

Literature Review

There is a whole range of reasons why entrepreneurial firms fail and an entrepreneur is declared as
bankrupt and these can involve both internal and external factors (Numani, 2017). From an internal
perspective, scholars have shown how the experience of failure can hamper future learning due to the
grief that a firm owner can encounter which can cloud their judgements (Shepherd, 2003; Shepherd,
Covin, et al 2009; Yamakawa, Peng, et al 2015). Fang, Singh et al (2018) have more lately further
supported this, demonstrating that failure may cause feelings that could hinder the former business
owner’s learning. Cope (2011) has revealed that failure is paradoxical in its nature as it can in fact
enhance an entrepreneur’s preparedness in starting their next business as well as be of a hindrance
too. Despite that, the psychological costs of failure can be harmful, destroying the emotional



relationships the owner has with others due to feelings of embarrassment which can impact future
business ventures (Jenkins, Wilkund, et al 2014; Wolfe and Shepherd 2015a, b; Singh, Corner and
Pavlovich, 2007).

However, several scholars have also found entrepreneurial human capital experience and the risk-
taking element of entrepreneurship has helped many business owners start afresh with a new
enterprise (McGrath, 1999, Metzger, 2006, Byrne and Shepherd, 2015; Nielsen and Sarasvathy, 2011;
Ucbasaran, Westhead et al, 2009). Conversely, business owners that restart a company again after
failure (including bankruptcy) have been found to fail again despite the previous human capital from
the former ownership of a business (Metzger, 2007; Van Kesteren, Adriaanse, et al 2017).

Nevertheless, irrespective of the mixed views of entrepreneurial learning, from a personality
perspective, Hayward, Forster et al (2010) have demonstrated that more confident entrepreneurs are
likely to rise from the ashes of their failure because of the resilience they have developed which is
applied in successive ventures. Others have also shown repeat entrepreneurs’ disposition is more
optimistic than their novice counterparts which influences how they perceive risks (Ucbasaran,
Westhead, et al 2008; Baron, 2004). Additionally, previous literature has indicated how a business
owner’s attributes blame, meaning how they explain the causes of the behaviour can impact their
entrepreneurial re-entry (Walsh and Cunningham, 2016; Eggers and Song, 2015).

Externally, financial factors are key in determining entrepreneurial re-entry post-bankruptcy (Metzger,
2008; Dyer, 1994; Van Auken, Kaufmann, et al 2009). An array of work has exhibited a positive
correlation between the leniency of bankruptcy policies and the likelihood of an entrepreneur starting
a business again (Lee, Peng and Barney, 2007; Peng, Yamakawa, and Lee, 2010; Eberhart, Eesley et al
2017).

Alternatively, other literature has revealed that it is societies attitudes towards the failure of the
business and stigma attached to it can impact an entrepreneurs’ re-entry (Shepherd and Haynie, 2011,
Cardon, Stevens, et al 2011; Walsh, 2017; Kirkwood 2007). Further work has also demonstrated that
entrepreneurial perception in society is cardinal in shaping future entrepreneurial decisions (Wyrwich,
Stuetzer et al 2016; Shepherd and Patzelt 2015).

Overall, research in the area has looked at a host of factors that impact renascent entrepreneurship
following business failure, primarily focussed on entrepreneurial learning and a business owner’s
outlook post failure in addition to overcoming the financial constraints and social stigma attached to
bankruptcy. One can also see that both internal and external factors influence entrepreneurial re-
entry and therefore they cannot be looked at in isolation of each other. It can be inferred that more
work is required on these areas to clarify current findings. Specifically, how entrepreneurs overcome
bankruptcy as part of their learning process as some of these studies do not include these types of
business owners, but instead focus on those who have just failed by losing a significant amount of
money (Ucbasaran, Westhead, et al 2008; Eggers and Song, 2015). To be even more precise, research
is needed on the ‘when’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ those who have been bankrupted overcome the challenging
experience to restart again with focus on their courage. The topic is also required to be explored
qualitatively as a lot of research in the domain of renascent entrepreneurs who overcome business
collapse is conducted with quantitative measures (Walsh and Cunningham, 2016)

An antifragile approach will be applied to this study, showing how company owners become better
off through going through bankruptcy (Taleb, 2012). Recent scholars in the area of antifragility have
presented the notion of an antifragile personality, whose modus operandi on how to act within the
world gets better when faced with immense uncertainty as they ultimately benefit from “trial and



error” (Markey-Towler, 2018; Bridge, 2018). The approach will specifically examine the behavioural
traits of entrepreneurs who have conquered the social stigma, financial struggles and other negative
effects of bankruptcy in the quest to courageously start again.

The following research questions will be driving the research inquiry:

1) How does entrepreneurial antifragility come to be identified and labelled in discourse on
restarting a business venture after bankruptcy?

2) When and how does entrepreneurial antifragility lead to the identification of opportunities for
new business start-up post-bankruptcy?

3) What are the organizing practices that enable (or impede) the entrepreneurial antifragility
required to restart a business venture after bankruptcy)?

Proposed Methodology and Data Collection
Qualitative Design:

The qualitative design has been chosen for this study, which follows the interpretivist paradigm that
aims to broadly understand behaviour from an individual’s perspective and collect non-numerical data
(Aliyu Bello, Kasim et al 2014; Sale, Lohfeld et al, 2002; Weber, 2004). The reasoning for this choice
stems from the natural methodology used as part of a qualitative design, allowing the researcher to
obtain detailed descriptive data to understand the complex topic through the phenomenological
experiences of previously bankrupted entrepreneurs (Amaratunga, Baldry et al 2002; Corbin and
Strauss, 1998).

Sampling:

Participants will be recruited through a non-probability manner (Small, 2009). A snowball sampling
technique will be implemented where participants will be contacted via the researcher’s network and
sequentially the participants’ networks (Noy, 2008). The researcher’s network will include
entrepreneurs who have been declared as bankrupt and restarted a venture, accountants with
contacts to these previously bankrupt business owners who will obtain their consent to take part and
other individuals who are aware of suitable prospective participants. The researcher will also use
online databases such as The Gazette (database of bankrupted individuals) and the UK Company
House to reach out to prospective participants to recruit them for the study. Each participant must
meet the below criteria:

1) Be a UK based entrepreneur who has been declared as bankrupt within the last 10-25 years
1a) The bankruptcy should be accessible and verifiable via The Gazette
1b) The entrepreneur has now re-started a business or businesses

2) The current business or businesses must be registered on the UK Company House
2a) Their current re-established business or businesses are in working operation for a
minimum of 6 months

A minimum of thirty participants (fifteen males and fifteen females) will be selected for the study. The
clear split of genders ensures that the sample is as representative as possible.

Data Collection — Research Method:

Detailed case-study style semi-structured face-to-face interviews, lasting one to two hours in length
will be conducted. The data collection process will begin with a creation of an Instruction Sheet and



the Interview Protocol Sheet that will act as a guide of topics, so all questions are covered, as
suggested by Bryman (2011). There will be a set number questions, which will get gradually more
intricate and they will be divided into sections as based on the applicable previous research and
theoretical framework. The procedure will commence with emails being sent out to prospective
participants with a Participant Information Sheet attached which will pertain the details of the study,
participant requirements and next steps to take part; followed by the actual interviews. The
researcher will then plan to conduct a theoretical thematic analysis at a semantic level (Braun and
Clarke, 2006).

Potential contributions to theory and practice of entrepreneurship

This research will endeavour to provide theoretical contributions, via producing an alternative
theoretical stance to the current literature on how entrepreneurs bounce back from bankruptcy. It
will also aim to generate in-depth data on the topic via qualitatively investigating the area which is
important since there is not a single qualitative study on the exact research area that will be explored.

The study can yield the following practical implications, given that it endeavours to look at a range of
factors that a bankrupt business owner has gone through on their quest to start again:

1) The study’s findings of the key entrepreneurial mind-set required to relaunch ventures can be
leveraged in the form of formal outreach programmes for both those who have gone through
business failure (including but not limited to bankruptcy) and want to re-start their journey of
entrepreneurship or novice entrepreneurs that want to avoid failure. These programmes can
be used to support company founders psychologically with stress reducing tactics, ways to
cope with the stigma of bankruptcy and strategies to help prevent business failure.

2) The research findings could help governmental departments to craft optimal bankruptcy laws
that do not make it too easy to go bankrupt, but also tolerable enough to encourage
entrepreneurship.
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