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Abstract Intrapreneurship as a sub-field of entrepreneurship has increased in 
importance. Due to the crucial role of entrepreneurial employees with regard to 
innovation and competitive advantage, research has increased and various concepts 
have emerged. Despite the growing interest in the field, intrapreneurship is still lack-
ing a clear classification of the related concepts as research has thus far been based 
on diverse theoretical approaches. Indeed, contributions in the field are fragmented, 
using various definitions. There is no systematic review providing an overview of 
the field. By distinguishing between corporate entrepreneurship, entrepreneurial ori-
entation and intrapreneurship, this paper clearly positions intrapreneurship as indi-
vidual-level concept. Most prior research has been done at the organizational level, 
focusing on concepts such as corporate entrepreneurship, but research concentrating 
on individual intrapreneurial employees is rare. Therefore, this paper closes the gap 
by performing a systematic literature review and using a narrow focus to present the 
current state of research with regard to the individual-level perspective on intrapre-
neurship. The results of the review make it possible to identify five different research 
streams based on the analytical levels applied. The research streams examined used 
various lenses and cover business, technological and academic contexts. In a final 
step, the findings and possible research agendas are integrated in a model that serves 
as the basis for future research initiatives. Hence the paper offers the possibility of a 
clearer justification for future research and is a first step towards a holistic research 
model related to intrapreneurship.
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1 Introduction

Entrepreneurship in existing organizations has gained relevance in research as well 
as in practice. Due to the increasingly turbulent and competitive economic envi-
ronment, firms have been looking for ways of managing innovation and generating 
competitive advantage. In this regard, entrepreneurial employees have been placed 
at the centre, as it has been emphasized that innovative employee behaviour leads to 
firm growth and strategic renewal (Veenker et al. 2008). Based on this assumption, 
various studies have been developed, focusing on different perspectives (individual-, 
team- and organizational level) and diverse theoretical foundations. The outcome of 
this is a new sub-field in entrepreneurship research, called intrapreneurship (Anton-
cic and Hisrich 2003). Due to the lack of a consistent definition of the concept of 
intrapreneurship (Åmo and Kolvereid 2005; Christensen 2005; Menzel et al. 2007), 
as well as different theoretical perspectives, intrapreneurship is a broad concept 
addressed in various research areas.

In this context, intrapreneurship is an emerging field in research and entrepre-
neurial employees especially and their skills and competencies gain in importance. 
Human capital plays a significant role when it comes to the success of ventures (e.g. 
Parker 2011). Intrapreneurs, defined as entrepreneurial-thinking people within exist-
ing firms, are crucial as they think across the boundaries of organizational units 
(Pinchot 1985). Therefore, these intrapreneurial employees are the foundation for 
innovation and the subsequent competitive advantage of firms (Guerrero and Peña-
Legazkue 2013).

Depending on the varying theoretical approaches, related concepts such as entre-
preneurial orientation (Anderson and Covin 2014; Covin and Wales 2012), corpo-
rate entrepreneurship (Dess et al. 2003; Ireland et al. 2009) and corporate venturing 
(Antoncic and Hisrich 2003) have emerged. Moreover, similar but nevertheless dif-
ferent concepts and synonyms have developed, leading to further confusion in the 
field of intrapreneurship (e.g. Edú Valsania et al. 2016).

Responding to the need for clarification of the intrapreneurship concept, this 
paper seeks to examine the emphasis in intrapreneurship research and provides an 
overview of relevant issues in the field. Antoncic and Hisrich (2003) have already 
tried to clarify the concept of entrepreneurship within existing organizations and 
have provided an overview differentiating it from similar concepts, such as diver-
sification strategy, organizational learning and organizational innovation. Further-
more, they point out the different dimensions of entrepreneurship and describe an 
eight-dimensional concept for organizational-level entrepreneurship. Although the 
authors used the term intrapreneurship in their research, their focus was not on the 
individual entrepreneurial employees but on organizations as a whole. The fact that 
their research was based on literature in the fields of management, innovation, strat-
egy and entrepreneurial orientation further underlines that their focus was on the 
firm level than on the individual level.



921

1 3

An individual‑level perspective on intrapreneurship: a review…

In contrast, the aim of this paper is to identify the current research focus and 
possible research gaps in the intrapreneurship field at the individual level. Organiza-
tional-level concepts such as corporate entrepreneurship have already been investi-
gated and results concerning the effects on a firm’s success are available. However, 
research providing an overview of individual-level intrapreneurship is rare, leading 
to the need for a research focus at this level. Based on the idea that entrepreneurial 
employees and their human capital are key to the success of ventures, a closer look 
is taken at intrapreneurs. To complement the organizational perspective of Antoncic 
and Hisrich (2003), the paper performs a systematic literature review and presents 
the findings focusing on intrapreneurship at the individual level. The results make it 
possible to present a research map and point out different research streams, as well 
as a future research agenda.

The paper accesses the field from the individual level perspective and hence con-
tributes in several ways to the current development of the intrapreneurship field. 
As intrapreneurship is based on various theoretical concepts and perspectives, the 
contributions in the field are fragmented and employ various definitions (e.g. Turro 
et al. 2016). Despite the emergence of intrapreneurship research over recent years, 
there has as yet been no systematic review showing a detailed overview of the field. 
Therefore, this paper aims to close this research gap by performing a systematic lit-
erature review and presenting the current state of research. In addition, the paper 
answers the call for a clearer picture of the intrapreneurship concept by using a nar-
row focus and clearly distinguishing organizational- and individual-level concepts 
related to intrapreneurship. Hence, the contributions are threefold. First, as proposed 
by Åmo (2010), the paper distinguishes the concepts of corporate entrepreneurship, 
entrepreneurial orientation and intrapreneurship by mapping the literature. Further-
more, by clarifying the diverse concepts and their cutting points, it enables the iden-
tification of interesting gaps and shows the distinct position of intrapreneurship as an 
individual-level concept in the field. Second, with regard to current knowledge, it is 
the first paper to examine the intrapreneurship literature of the last few years by con-
ducting a systematic literature review. By concentrating on the individual-level per-
spective, the review is restricted to a narrow focus which has been almost neglected 
in research as a separate area until now. The research performed in this paper takes a 
closer look at intrapreneurial individuals and therefore provides a knowledge base in 
this research field. Third, it contributes to the identification of the different streams 
in intrapreneurship research by shaping five different clusters dealing with vari-
ous analytical levels. Therefore, the review tries to differentiate the various related 
emphases in individual-level intrapreneurship and points out paths for future holistic 
research approaches in this field.

The paper is structured as follows. The next section provides the theoretical foun-
dations for this research and differentiates individual-level intrapreneurship from 
other concepts of entrepreneurship within firms. Section  3 introduces the review 
approach and the sample of journal articles included in the systematic literature 
review. Then, the findings of the research are presented by restructuring the intrapre-
neurship literature into different research streams in Sect. 4. In the next section, the 
paper discusses major findings and the research gaps identified. Furthermore, based 
on the review results, implications for theory are drawn and an outlook is provided 
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on future research in the field of intrapreneurship. The paper concludes with impli-
cations for practice, as well as limitations.

2  Theoretical background

2.1  Conceptualizing entrepreneurship within firms

Changes in the global economy have forced existing firms to put a particular focus 
on being innovative and moreover gaining competitive advantage (Kuratko and 
Audretsch 2013). Therefore, the research in the entrepreneurship field has clearly 
expanded by focusing not only on new venture creation and entrepreneurs, but also 
on the value of entrepreneurship within existing organizations (Antoncic and His-
rich 2003). The basic assumption is that innovative employee behaviour influences 
the firm’s performance by facilitating strategic renewal and access to new resources 
and skills (Dess et  al. 2003; Kuratko and Audretsch 2013; Veenker et  al. 2008). 
Although entrepreneurs also show innovative activities, research clearly distin-
guishes entrepreneurs from entrepreneurial employees. Entrepreneurial employees 
have been defined as intrapreneurs based on the work of Pinchot (1985). He intro-
duced the term “intrapreneur” as a combination of “intracorporate” and “entrepre-
neur” and stated that intrapreneurs “closely resemble entrepreneurs […] who turn 
ideas into realities inside an organisation” (Pinchot and Pellman 1999, p. 16). Three 
main differences in particular are highlighted between intrapreneurs and entrepre-
neurs: intrapreneurs are able to use the existing resources of the company, they oper-
ate within organizations and they work within organizations that already have their 
own policies and bureaucracy (Baruah and Ward 2015; Camelo-Ordaz et al. 2012).

Shortly after its inception, research on entrepreneurship within firms emerged and 
focused on different levels of examination. Since this new field of research focuses 
on entrepreneurship in organizations, it is not surprising that much of the work con-
ducted in the last decades has been established at the organizational level (Covin and 
Slevin 1991). Research based on this perspective examined organizational factors 
that influence employees’ entrepreneurial behaviour and the effect of this on com-
pany performance (Camelo-Ordaz et al. 2012; Menzel et al. 2007). Other research 
focused on the opposite perspective and was centred on the individual. Hence the 
individual characteristics of intrapreneurs (e.g. Martiarena 2013) as well as the 
determinants of employees’ entrepreneurial behaviour within firms have been exam-
ined (e.g. Douglas and Fitzsimmons 2013). Based on these two main perspectives, 
researchers indicated the need for a third perspective—the team-level perspective—
in studies of employee entrepreneurship (Gapp and Fisher 2007). Research focusing 
on this level is scarce and only a few authors deal with intrapreneurial teams, e.g. 
their influence on the service and product development process (Gapp and Fisher 
2007), or how intrapreneurial teams operate in various business contexts (Iacobucci 
and Rosa 2010).

As result of these three perspectives, different concepts dealing with entrepre-
neurship in firms were established. Approaches such as corporate entrepreneur-
ship, corporate venturing, entrepreneurial orientation and intrapreneurship emerged, 



923

1 3

An individual‑level perspective on intrapreneurship: a review…

leading to some confusion as a clear classification is missing (Christensen 2005; 
Urbano and Turro 2013). Antoncic and Hisrich (2003) tried to provide an overview 
of the concepts and identified two streams of research at the organizational level. As 
a first stream, the authors pointed to the entrepreneurial orientation (EO) approach, 
which is based on the idea that innovation is a dimension of strategy making (Wales 
2015). Hence, EO is defined as a firm-level construct (Anderson and Covin 2014), 
which is observable through EO on the part of the entire organization and a col-
lection of organizational behaviours (Covin and Wales 2012). The construct devel-
oped through a series of studies and identifies an entrepreneurial firm as “one that 
engages in product-market innovation, undertakes somewhat risky ventures, and is 
first to come up with ‘proactive’ innovations” (Miller 1983, p. 771). Based on three 
dimensions—innovativeness, risk taking and proactiveness—a basic strategic orien-
tation was established to measure the EO of firms (Bouchard and Basso 2011; Covin 
and Slevin 1991). Further research added two dimensions—autonomy and com-
petitive aggressiveness—and established a five-dimensional construct (Lumpkin 
and Dess 1996; Wales 2015). Also based on the organizational level is the second 
stream identified by Antoncic and Hisrich (2003), which points to the fostering of 
innovation and opportunity exploitation within a firm (Rigtering and Weitzel 2013). 
The so-called corporate entrepreneurship (CE) approach (e.g. Dess et al. 2003; Ire-
land et al. 2009) is similar to the EO approach, but distinguishes clearly two main 
streams. Corporate entrepreneurship can result either in corporate venturing (CV) 
and the creation of new business or the renewal of an existing organization. Later 
research also distinguishes these two characteristics and labels CV on the one hand 
and strategic entrepreneurship (dealing simultaneously with the topics of oppor-
tunity seeking and advantage seeking) on the other hand, under the banner of CE 
(Kuratko and Audretsch 2013).

Researchers in this specific field of entrepreneurship have increasingly differen-
tiated between an organizational- and individual-level perspective (Moriano et  al. 
2014; Wakkee et al. 2010). Prior research has highlighted that CE and the intrapre-
neurship concept are closely linked, but are nevertheless not the same (Åmo 2010). 
In recent research, one characteristic in particular has gained recognition in differ-
entiating between CE and intrapreneurship: CE can be seen as innovation process 
initiated from the top down within an organization, whereas intrapreneurship can be 
seen as bottom-up approach related to the intrapreneurial behaviour of employees 
(Åmo and Kolvereid 2005; Rigtering and Weitzel 2013; Sinha and Srivastava 2013). 
This clearly shows the different perspectives and the need for a clear classification 
between CE and intrapreneurship.

2.2  Intrapreneurship

As stated, the concepts of intrapreneurship and CE are closely linked to each other. 
Various researchers in this field have provided fruitful insights into how to differenti-
ate the two approaches. The intrapreneurship concept is based on the idea that valua-
ble human capital resides in entrepreneurial employees within existing organizations 
(Guerrero and Peña-Legazkue 2013; Parker 2011). In particular, the characteristics 
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of human capital, observable through intrapreneurial behaviour, provide a bridge 
between intrapreneurship and CE, either in terms of CE as a desired result from 
the firm’s top level or in terms of intrapreneurship as self-determined behaviour of 
employees (Åmo and Kolvereid 2005). It is also stated that CE does not automati-
cally result in intrapreneurship behaviour as “the decision to opt for intrapreneur-
ship remains an individual and personal decision” (Rigtering and Weitzel 2013, p. 
342). Based on the aforementioned approaches and prior research, this paper tries 
to differentiate clearly the intrapreneurship concept as being at the individual level 
from the related concepts by mapping the diverging research approaches. Therefore 
CE and EO are categorized as organizational-level approaches and distinct from one 
another, as supposed by Antoncic and Hisrich (2003).

To sum up prior research and create an initial starting point for the systematic 
literature review, the paper maps the literature (Fig. 1) based on two dimensions: the 
level of perspective (organizational or individual) and the context of either an exist-
ing organization or new venture creation. Both EO and CE are categorized at the 
organizational level. Based on the assumption that these two constructs are related 
(Bouchard and Basso 2011) but not the same, they are separated. EO, mainly focus-
ing on firms’ general strategic orientation towards entrepreneurship (Wales 2015), 
is mapped as approach for existing organizations. In contrast, the CE approach is 
divided into strategic entrepreneurship (referring to existing organizations) and CV 
(referring to new venture creation). This is also in line with prior work that identifies 
these two main streams of the CE construct (Antoncic and Hisrich 2003; Kuratko 
and Audretsch 2013).

The paper clearly categorizes intrapreneurship as an individual-level approach 
in existing organizations, supported by the definition of the intrapreneur as an 
employee who “recognizes opportunities and develops innovations from within an 
existing hierarchy” (Camelo-Ordaz et  al. 2012, p. 3). Thus, it can be argued that 
intrapreneurial behaviour is not possible in CV, as it focuses on the creation of new 
businesses rather than developing innovations in existing ones. Rather, CV and new 

EO  
approach

Strategic 
entrepreneurship:
strategic renewal

CV: 
new venture 

creation

CE approachORGANIZATIONAL 
LEVEL 

(top-down)

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL 
(bottom-up) 

Intrapreneurship

Existing organization New venture 

Entrepreneurship

Fig. 1  Mapping research on entrepreneurship within firms. Based on the works of Antoncic and Hisrich 
(2003), Bouchard and Basso (2011), Kuratko and Audretsch (2013) and Rigtering and Weitzel (2013)
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venture creation are associated with separation from the existing corporate firm and 
will lead to entrepreneurial tasks with higher risks and responsibilities, as well as 
the use of own resources. Hence, it is considered that CV will result in entrepreneur-
ial behaviour at the individual level. Prior research has offered the insight that the 
organizational level (EO and CV) is closely linked to intrapreneurship. EO and CE 
can be seen as a breeding ground for intrapreneurship and vice versa. Both organi-
zational antecedents and the individual self-determined behaviour of employees are 
necessary to enable intrapreneurial behaviour within established firms (Åmo and 
Kolvereid 2005).

Based on the literature map in Fig.  1, the paper is positioned in the field of 
intrapreneurship. As there is existing research on organizational concepts and also 
reviews on CE and EO are available (e.g. Dess et al. 2003; Kuratko and Audretsch 
2013; Wales 2015), this paper focuses on the concept of intrapreneurship as an indi-
vidual-level approach. By concentrating the review on this specific field, the paper 
sheds light on intrapreneurial individuals within organizations, constitutes a review 
of various research efforts on intrapreneurship and creates a knowledge base for 
future research directions.

3  Methodology

3.1  Review approach

To investigate the current state of research on individual-level intrapreneurship, a 
systematic literature review (SLR) was performed. This approach makes it possi-
ble to provide an overview of prior research in the field and a holistic perspective 
on the common knowledge base. Furthermore, the review contributes to the devel-
opment of the intrapreneurship field by identifying different research streams and 
illustrating possible future research agendas. A systematic review approach is char-
acterized by thoroughness and rigour, leading to legitimacy and the objectivity of 
results (Creswell 2009; Jesson et al. 2011; Tranfield et al. 2003). Based on this, the 
paper follows the suggestion of Tranfield et al. (2003) as a reference framework for 
conducting an SLR in the field of management and business. Therefore, the research 
was carried out by adopting the basic guidelines of these authors, dividing the SLR 
into the following steps: (1) planning the review, (2) conducting the review and (3) 
reporting and disseminating the review.

As Fig. 2 shows, in a first step the field of research was accessed by gaining an 
overview of relevant concepts in the field of intrapreneurship. In doing so, the cur-
rent need for an SLR was identified, as different concepts emerged but a clear clas-
sification was missing. The aim was to identify relevant journal articles referring 
to intrapreneurship as an individual-level concept. The databases Ebsco, Emerald, 
ScienceDirect, Scopus and Web of Science were used. As intrapreneurship is a sub-
field of entrepreneurship, in Ebsco four relevant entrepreneurship databases were 
selected: Business Source Premier, EconLit, Entrepreneurial Studies Source and 
PsycINFO. To be included in the review, the title, abstract or keywords of an arti-
cle had to contain the search term “intrapreneur*”. As the focus of the SLR was 
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on the individual level only, the search term was defined in a tight manner based 
on the definition of intrapreneurship. However, as already stated, researchers in the 
intrapreneurship field use different terms to describe intrapreneurship as a consistent 
definition is missing. To take this vagueness into account, the search term had to be 
included either in the title or abstract or keywords. Thus, research on intrapreneur-
ship using for example the term “corporate entrepreneurship” in the title, but “intra-
preneurship” in the abstract or keywords was also included in the search results. 
The use of an asterisk with the search term ensured that variations (e.g. intrapre-
neurs, intrapreneurial, intrapreneurship) were included in the results of the literature 
search. As further inclusion criteria, the type of publication was defined as a journal 
article, in English and published between 2005 and 2016.

Gaining an overview in relevant research fields
Identification of the need for an SLR

Databases
Ebsco (Business Source Premier, EconLit, Entrepreneurial 

Studies Source, PsycINFO), Emerald, ScienceDirect,
Scopus, Web of Science

Search terms
Keyword: intrapreneur*

in title, abstract or keywords

Inclusion criteria
journal article, in English, published between 2005 and 2016

N=530

ranking: AJG and VHB

N=311

Elimination of duplicates: N=144
Inclusion criteria: relevant subject area of AJG 

and VHB ranking: N=58

Abstract screening
Exclusion criteria

Organizational- and team-level research

N=32

Reporting and dissemination of research

Step 1:
Planning the review

Step 2:
Conducting the review

Step 3:
Reporting and 

disseminating the review

Fig. 2  Approach for systematic literature review
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Using this approach, an initial sample of 530 publications was identified. To 
ensure the inclusion of high-quality research, a quality assessment was performed 
and only those publications that were published in journals ranked in the Academic 
Journal Guide 2015 (AJG) of the Chartered Association of Business Schools or the 
VHB ranking 2015 (Jourqual 3) of the German Academic Association for Business 
Research were retained (N = 311). Usually only papers that meet specific ranking 
criteria (e.g. a ranking ≥ 2 in the AJG or ≥ C in VHB) are kept in review samples 
to provide a quality threshold. As a result of the narrow focus of the SLR, no further 
restriction concerning ranking criteria was defined. After the elimination of dupli-
cates, further inclusion criteria were tested to ensure the quality threshold. As intra-
preneurship is defined as a sub-field of entrepreneurship, enabling innovation within 
organizations, only those articles published in journals clustered in the relevant sub-
ject areas of AJG (Entrepreneurship and Small Business Management and Innova-
tion) or VHB (Entrepreneurship and Technology, Innovation and Entrepreneurship) 
were included. Following this limitation, a sample of 58 articles was tested through 
an abstract-screening process. Based on the narrow definition of intrapreneurship as 
an individual-level concept, articles applying an organizational- or team-level view 
were excluded. The final sample of the SLR consisted of 32 articles dealing with 
intrapreneurship at the individual level.

As a first step, the articles were analysed with regard to their theoretical empha-
ses and the research design applied. In the second step, the articles underwent a 
detailed content analysis. Relevant issues in the articles were coded and finally dif-
ferent research subjects were identified, synthesized and in a final step re-organized 
into research streams based on the analytical level applied.

3.2  An overview of intrapreneurship research

The sample of the SLR provides insight into the journal classes in which articles 
concerning intrapreneurship have been published. Different research areas were 
clustered based on the scope of the journals. The majority of articles appear in jour-
nals that focus on Business, Management and Strategy (N = 12), which is not sur-
prising considering the theoretical foundations in management. The 32 articles in 
the review were published in 21 journals. The journal with the most publications in 
the thematic field is the International Entrepreneurship and Management Journal, 
with eight articles in total (see Table 2 in the Appendix). In the period considered, 
2005–2016, the number of articles dealing with the topic of intrapreneurship shows 
a growing trend. In particular, there is a peak in the year 2013, in which nine articles 
were published. The majority of the articles were published in the research areas of 
business and management, with only seven articles published in the research areas 
of innovation and technology.

Although the individual-level perspective was an inclusion criterion, some pub-
lications also considered the organizational-level of intrapreneurship (either EO or 
CE). Regarding the research subject, the sample articles examined factors predicting 
innovative behaviour, differences between entrepreneurship and intrapreneurship, 
individual and organizational antecedents of intrapreneurship activities, as well as 
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management and leadership. Some authors focused on management themes, such 
as the role of middle-level managers (Kuratko et al. 2005), coaching by managers 
and its influence on employees’ entrepreneurial self-efficacy (Wakkee et  al. 2010) 
and a processual perspective on intrapreneurship, which considers various actors 
at different management levels (Belousova and Gailly 2013). Other research has 
been done examining CE and its influence on employee behaviour, such as the new 
roles of engineers as technology intrapreneurs (Menzel et  al. 2007), the influence 
of transformational leadership style on intrapreneurial behaviour (Moriano et  al. 
2014), organizational antecedents leading to intrapreneurial behaviour and as a fur-
ther step to intrapreneurship (Rigtering and Weitzel 2013), the influence of intra-
preneurial experience on CV (Guerrero and Peña-Legazkue 2013) and bootlegging 
behaviour of employees to develop ideas not supported by management (Globocnik 
and Salomo 2015). Three articles also tried to link the organizational and individual 
levels by developing a combined model of CE and intrapreneurship to predict inno-
vative behaviour (Åmo and Kolvereid 2005), clarifying the intersection of CE and 
intrapreneurship (Åmo 2010), or developing a link between EO and intrapreneurship 
(Bouchard and Basso 2011).

In addition to thematic diversity, the articles in the sample also applied different 
methodological approaches. As shown in Table 3, most authors used a quantitative 
research design (69%) to examine intrapreneurship. Only seven articles concerned 
qualitative research, applying interviews and case studies. Six articles drew on case 
studies, of which two applied a multiple case study approach. Furthermore, theoreti-
cal research work is underrepresented, as only three publications were of a concep-
tual nature. As is apparent from the sorting of the publications in Table 3 by year of 
publication, qualitative research designs were mainly employed from 2005 to 2010. 
From 2010 onward, quantitative research outweighed qualitative and conceptual 
research, a development that is quite typical of emerging research fields. Most of 
the quantitative publications were based on large and well-known databases, such as 
the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) survey or the Panel Study of Entrepre-
neurial Data (PSED). Almost all studies were cross-sectional and only one applied 
a longitudinal research approach, using interviews to analyse the changed role of 
engineers and a shift from engineering to entrepreneurial tasks.

The sample contained no article giving an overview of prior research in the field 
of intrapreneurship or a review of the literature in this field. This further underlines 
the need for an SLR undertaken to map the literature streams and focus on intrapre-
neurship research at the individual level.

4  Results

4.1  Theoretical frameworks and perspectives on intrapreneurship

The sample articles used various theoretical perspectives to investigate individual-
level intrapreneurship. The majority of the journal articles clearly defined a theo-
retical foundation; indeed most were based on more than one theory. Only two 
empirical publications lacked a clarification of the theoretical framework. In terms 
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of definitions provided in the sample articles, the theoretical concepts of intrapre-
neurship, CE and EO were the theoretical foundations most mentioned. Pinchot’s 
work (1985), as seminal in the field, was applied in eight contributions focusing on 
the concept of intrapreneurship, defining intrapreneurs and distinguishing intrapre-
neurship from other concepts. Besides meeting the inclusion criterion of a focus 
on individual-level intrapreneurship, some papers also applied organizational-level 
constructs. Articles based on the CE approach tend to be rooted in the work of Ant-
oncic and Hisrich (2003), as they clarified the intrapreneurship concept and devel-
oped a framework to distinguish CE from intrapreneurship, as well as dimensions 
of organizational-level intrapreneurship. A second source applied to CE research is 
the work of Kanter (1984). She underlined the relevance of initiatives undertaken 
by individuals within organizations and stated that CE should result in innovation 
behaviour among employees. Articles using the EO framework are based on the idea 
that EO is an organization-wide strategy for fostering innovation. Covin and Slevin 
(1991) identified innovativeness, risk taking and proactiveness as dimensions for 
measuring organizations’ EO and hence their work also provides a framework for 
the sample articles.

Besides the basic theoretical foundations rooted in the related concepts of intra-
preneurship, CE and EO, the sample articles applied various lenses and theories to 
investigate intrapreneurship. Three theories, presented here, were applied most in 
the journal articles analysed. The Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) is well-estab-
lished in the intention literature and relevant for analysing entrepreneurial inten-
tions (Ajzen 1985, 1991). It is assumed that intentions predict human behaviour and 
therefore are of high relevance in research. Based on the assumption that attitudes, 
subjective norms and perceived behavioural control influence intentions, intrapre-
neurship research has attempted to delineate differences in entrepreneurial versus 
intrapreneurial intentions (Douglas and Fitzsimmons 2013; Tietz and Parker 2012). 
By investigating attitudes (e.g. to income and risk), researchers have aimed to shed 
light on intrapreneurial intentions and factors influencing these. Furthermore, moti‑
vation theories are applied in the sample articles to examine motivational factors for 
engaging in innovative behaviour within established organizations (Bicknell et  al. 
2010). In addition, different motives, e.g. financial and independence, have been 
investigated with regard to intrapreneurial intentions. The third theory most used 
is social learning theory (Bandura 1986), which states that the learning of novel 
behaviour is a cognitive process embedded in a social context and occurs through 
observation and imitation of others. The theory suggests that cognition, behaviour 
and environment are connected in a reciprocal fashion. The construct of “self-effi-
cacy” is part of social learning theory (Bandura 1977) and is defined as a person’s 
perceived ability to show certain behaviours or fulfil certain tasks. Self-efficacy 
is influenced by skills, their application and the feedback on applying these skills. 
Therefore self-efficacy is not only the result of performance, but is also the determi-
nant for further and revised performance. In the field of entrepreneurship, the term 
entrepreneurial self-efficacy (ESE) has been established. The sample articles exam-
ined the ESE of employees and its key role in showing innovative behaviour and 
forming intrapreneurial intentions (Douglas and Fitzsimmons 2013; Globocnik and 
Salomo 2015; Wakkee et al. 2010).
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In addition to the various theoretical lenses, the researchers also employed differ-
ent definitions of intrapreneurship. As no common definition exists with regard to 
the perspective applied to the phenomenon, the journal articles examined specified 
intrapreneurship differently. Most researchers drew on Pinchot’s work (1985) and 
used well-known criteria to specify the term intrapreneurship. The majority of the 
research primarily characterized intrapreneurship through its organizational con‑
text (22 articles) by defining it as “entrepreneurship within existing organizations”, 
“entrepreneurship in the large organization”, “inside an organization”, “in-company 
entrepreneurship” or “entrepreneurial activities within the organizational context”. 
This is in line with Pinchot’s argument that the organizational context in particular 
differentiates entrepreneurship from intrapreneurship. A further criterion is the ori-
gin of intrapreneurial initiatives. In this regard, some studies (nine) clearly branded 
intrapreneurship as “bottom-up”, indicating that intrapreneurial activities emerge 
from entrepreneurial employees themselves. These publications argued that employ-
ees play a key role in realizing intrapreneurial initiatives. Other publications (seven) 
do not use the term “bottom-up” in their definition, but instead underline the rel-
evance of individuals to intrapreneurship. Two publications concretely distinguish 
intrapreneurship as an “individual-level concept” from CE as an organizational-level 
concept. A further attribute often used to define intrapreneurship is the (expected) 
outcome (13 articles). Terms like “innovation”, “strategic renewal” and “out-of-the-
box thinking” were applied to flag intrapreneurship as behaviour in pursuing new 
opportunities and competitive advantage. Besides the constituents of these main 
attributes mentioned above, the authors used different terms for intrapreneurship. 
Therefore, the result is a puzzle of similar terms and synonyms that lead to the mix-
ing of different theoretical perspectives (e.g. using the term CE to examine indi-
vidual employee behaviour).

4.2  Research streams

The articles in the SLR were organized into different research streams based on the 
analytical level applied. As Table 1 shows, by clustering, five streams dealing with 
different perspectives on intrapreneurship research were defined: individual- and 
organizational-level perspectives, context-oriented research, research focusing on 
outcomes and studies concentrating on possible promoting factors of intrapreneur-
ship. To cluster the research, both deductive codes (e.g. individual level), based on 
the theoretical foundations of the studies, and inductive sub-codes (leadership) that 
emerged from the data were deployed.

In the following sections, an overview of the research done in the various identi-
fied streams is provided. As shown in Table 1, the streams identified follow a spe-
cific flow: the first is based on the individual- and organizational-level perspective 
from the intrapreneurship literature; the next stream focuses on context orientation 
in research; further research examines the possible outcomes of intrapreneurship 
and in addition factors further promoting intrapreneurial activities. The research 
stream focusing on individual-level factors is divided into two sub-categories of 
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operational-level employees and middle-level managers, as they play different 
roles in the intrapreneurship process due to their relative positions in established 
organizations.

4.2.1  Individual‑level perspective on intrapreneurship

Operational-level employees Various authors have examined factors predicting the 
innovative and entrepreneurial behaviour of the individual employee. An applied 
focus on demographic characteristics showed mixed results. Research work on edu-
cation and age shows negative associations with innovation (Camelo-Ordaz et  al. 
2012). In contrast, other research shows that high levels of education increase the 
likelihood of intrapreneurship (Urbano and Turro 2013). Therefore, investigations 
focusing mainly on demographic variables are divergent and vague. In response, 
one approach often used in the entrepreneurship field to examine individual-level 
characteristics focuses on personality traits. Intrapreneurship researchers have tried 
to examine personality factors to identify intrapreneurs within organizations based 
on their specific traits (e.g. Williamson et al. 2013). Based on the Big Five model, 
researchers have described specific traits that point to innovative employee behav-
iour. Sinha and Srivastava (2013) examined the impact of personality traits and 
work values on innovative employee behaviour (the authors call it intrapreneurial 
orientation). Their research reveals that extraversion and the work values of altru-
ism, creativity, management and achievement are positively associated with innova-
tive behaviour. The results also show a negative association between neuroticism 
and intrapreneurial orientation. Research based on the entrepreneurial value system 
shows that values such as persistence, ambition, creativity, risk taking and optimism 
can be said to influence innovation performance (Camelo-Ordaz et al. 2012). When 
looking at these results, it should be borne in mind that the authors investigated 
individual-level factors in the context of creative firms and found that values such 
as creativity are of high importance by nature. As a further individual character-
istic, initiative seems to play a key role, as employees with personal initiative are 
more likely to be intrapreneurs and are also more involved in intrapreneurial projects 
(Rigtering and Weitzel 2013). In line with this, Åmo (2010) identified employees as 
the initiators of and main contributors to innovation processes. The author argued 
that based on this, it is possible to determine if the innovation behaviour of employ-
ees is intrapreneurship (bottom-up) or rather CE (top-down) driven.

Zhu et  al. (2014) also investigated personal characteristics and their research 
offers detailed insights. In the context of an intra-organizational idea contest, the 
authors examined the effect of the creativity and proactivity of employees on their 
performance in this contest. To this end, they measured the number of ideas con-
tributed, the number of ideas accepted and the number of comments on others’ 
ideas. The results show that a higher level of creativity is positively related to higher 
numbers of ideas being contributed, whereas a higher level of proactivity is posi-
tively related to higher numbers of ideas being accepted. Based on their research, 
the authors developed a framework of four different innovation roles: follower (low 
creativity and proactivity), proactive founder (low creativity and high proactiv-
ity), creative innovator (high creativity and low proactivity) and intrapreneur (high 
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creativity and proactivity). Hence, they underlined the characteristics of intrapre-
neurs as follows: “they are a combination of thinker, doer, planner, and worker. They 
combine vision and action” (Zhu et al. 2014, p. 1440015-12).

One limitation of research focusing on personality is the static character of traits. 
To take into account a more dynamic perspective, research concentrating on entre-
preneurial behaviour is also a research approach identified in this field. Drawing 
on the TPB, Kirby (2006) highlighted individuals’ attitudes, perceived ability to 
be entrepreneurial and social support as relevant factors in fostering intrapreneur-
ship. Research on different attitude types and entrepreneurial careers has shown that 
attitudes to income, independence and ownership are related to entrepreneurship, 
whereas intrapreneurship is related to a weak risk tolerance. Also, the motives for 
potential intrapreneurs to show a certain behaviour have been analysed. Research 
on financial, independence, recognition and role model motives undertaken by Tietz 
and Parker (2012) shows that the same motives that stimulate nascent venturing 
have the reverse effect on being selected by an organization into intrapreneurship. 
Closely linked to behaviour—and therefore the TPB—is the topic of perceptions. In 
intrapreneurship research, perceptions concerning risk and uncertainty in particular 
are of high relevance in distinguishing intrapreneurs from entrepreneurs. The results 
of research show that intrapreneurs are quite similar to entrepreneurs with regard to 
uncertainty and risk perceptions (Matthews et al. 2009). In contrast, intrapreneurs 
seem to be more elaborate planners, with higher growth expectations. The authors 
explained these results based on the established organizational environment of intra-
preneurs, which forces them to engage in planning activities that in turn also lead to 
higher growth expectations. In addition, the research of Martiarena (2013) shows 
that intrapreneurs present greater levels of risk aversion and lower levels of expected 
earnings than entrepreneurs.

One main research stream focuses on the human capital of intrapreneurs. Fol-
lowing prior research, the sub-categories distinguish between general and specific 
human capital related to intrapreneurship. General human capital refers to skills, 
knowledge and experiences that are useful in multiple situations, whereas specific 
human capital refers to content-specific situations that are primarily useful in intra-
preneurial situations. One main contribution referring to general human capital is 
the work of Parker (2011), who examined the issue of entrepreneurship or intrapre-
neurship. He identified several factors and pointed out that general human capital 
leads to start-up activities (entrepreneurship and intrapreneurship)—and to entrepre-
neurship in particular—as it is useful in various situations within and outside an 
existing organization. Other research applying human capital theory also points to 
the relevance of general human capital in terms of the provision of necessary entre-
preneurial skills (Gwynne and Wolff 2005; Martiarena 2013) and competencies. 
Bjornali and Støren (2012) concentrated on different competencies and investigated 
their influence on innovative employee behaviour. They examined the effect of dif-
ferent types of competencies, as well as participation in entrepreneurship educa-
tion programmes among European higher education graduate professionals. The 
authors’ research shows interesting results, as professional/creative competencies 
and communicative/championing competencies increase the employees’ probability 
of introducing innovations at work, whereas competencies related to efficiency and 
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productivity do not. Bjornali and Støren (2012) highlighted the relevance of a third 
competence type, i.e. brokering. Employees with brokering competencies are able to 
combine knowledge with organizational knowledge, social capital and networking 
skills. Therefore, with regard to intrapreneurial behaviour, brokering competencies 
are of special interest. Entrepreneurship education programmes were also found to 
increase the likelihood of introducing innovations at work.

In contrast to the factors mentioned above, specific human capital focuses on 
specific—in this case intrapreneurship-oriented—skills and experiences. Similar to 
the case of entrepreneurship, opportunity recognition plays a significant role when 
it comes to intrapreneurship. Research results show that the ability to identify busi-
ness opportunities enhances the opportunity for intrapreneurship (Urbano and Turro 
2013). Detailed research stresses opportunity recognition as an important factor in 
defining intrapreneurs in contrast to entrepreneurs and employees: entrepreneurs 
recognize more business opportunities than intrapreneurs, but intrapreneurs recog-
nize more business opportunities than employees (Martiarena 2013). Opportunity 
recognition and entrepreneurial opportunities have also gained in importance for 
engineers. Research based on a longitudinal study of graduate engineers revealed 
that engineers’ tasks underwent a shift from recognizing engineering to entrepre-
neurial opportunities (Solymossy and Gross 2015). In addition, the authors investi-
gated different types of knowledge and their value. The results estimate that poten-
tial knowledge (the adaptability to transfer knowledge) is of particular value to firms 
as it enables them to adapt to changes. Potential knowledge lies in the individual 
and can been seen as intellectual property. If firms do not value this, individuals 
will want to maximize their personal return on the potential knowledge and there-
fore will decide either to become entrepreneurs or to foster intrapreneurial activities. 
As a further factor, business planning activities are a distinctive feature of entre-
preneurs versus intrapreneurs. Due to the established organizational environment, 
intrapreneurs are tied to planning activities and hence also show higher levels of 
business planning activities (Matthews et al. 2009). One relevant entrepreneurship-
specific aspect with regard to intrapreneurship again concerns the concept of ESE. 
Individuals’ perceptions of their ability to meet competitive challenges will influ-
ences entrepreneurial employee behaviour. Johnson and Wu (2012) examined the 
influence of external entrepreneurial support and stated that ESE is a “pull” factor 
for entrepreneurship. In particular: “their perception of certainty may provide the 
extra confidence for an already overly optimistic individual, thereby boosting their 
entrepreneurial self-efficacy leading to the eventual exodus from the corporation” 
(Johnson and Wu 2012, p. 342). The crucial role of ESE is also part of the work of 
Douglas and Fitzsimmons (2013), who examined differences in entrepreneurial and 
intrapreneurial intentions. ESE was related to both entrepreneurial and intrapreneur-
ial intentions, but showed a higher level of significance for entrepreneurial inten-
tions. Douglas and Fitzsimmons speculated that individuals with higher ESE are 
more likely to engage in self-employed behaviour and individuals with lower ESE 
also intend to be entrepreneurial, but as intrapreneurs within an organization. In line 
with this, Guerrero and Peña-Legazkue (2013) examined specific human capital and 
its influence on corporate venturing activities. They investigated the effect of intra-
preneurial experiences and found that employees with intrapreneurial experience are 
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more likely to create a corporate venture for the organization. Their results also indi-
cate that the effect of intrapreneurial experiences on corporate venturing is higher 
than that of other human capital forms based on education level. Similarly, Glob-
ocnik and Salomo (2015) stressed the relevant role of intrapreneurial self-efficacy. 
They argued that employees with high levels of intrapreneurial self-efficacy are con-
vinced of their abilities and may even exhibit bootlegging behaviour to develop their 
ideas further.

As entrepreneurship and entrepreneurs are embedded in social systems, it is not 
surprising that another focus in intrapreneurship research is on social capital. Intra-
preneurs’ networks and their roles are issues in intrapreneurship research. The indi-
vidual’s personal network (Urbano and Turro 2013), networking skills (Gwynne and 
Wolff 2005) and relationships outside the organizations’ boundaries (Bicknell et al. 
2010) seem to be relevant individual characteristics of intrapreneurs. These results 
are especially in line with Pinchot’s (1985) original idea of intrapreneurs and their 
ability to think across organizational boundaries. In line with social capital (Cole-
man 1988) and social network theory, the results indicate that social capital is a 
specific form of resource that originates from interaction and facilitates individuals’ 
actions. A main requirement for benefiting from social ties and the capital resid-
ing in them is trust. As demonstrating intrapreneurial behaviour within an organi-
zation often means departing from the usual way of doing things and challenging 
confirmed habits, it is not surprising that trust also plays a key role in the intrapre-
neurial context (e.g. Edú Valsania et al. 2016). Wakkee et al. (2010) highlighted the 
relevance of trusting relationships between employees and managers in influencing 
employees’ ESE perceptions and increasing their self-efficacy. These results are also 
in line with the work of Rigtering and Weitzel (2013), who indicated the importance 
of trust in managers as an influence on intrapreneurial behaviour.

A further research focus derives from the fact that intrapreneurs are embedded in 
established organizations and hence focuses on the individuals’ organizational affili‑
ation. Prior research has suggested that entrepreneurial employees leave the corpo-
ration and implement their own ideas due to dissatisfaction. However, in contrast 
to this assumption, Johnson and Wu (2012) revealed a different logic. Considering 
entrepreneurship versus intrapreneurship, they tested the job satisfaction model and 
the person-environment fit model. Their research does not support the assumption 
that employees quit the organization due to dissatisfaction; rather, their results show 
that nascent entrepreneurs leave the corporation with high levels of job satisfaction. 
The authors argue that this is the case because nascent entrepreneurs, whilst working 
as employees, collect experience of the industry and afterwards leave the corpora-
tion to start a new business within the same industry. Therefore, nascent entrepre-
neurs are satisfied with their job but still leave the corporation to start their own 
venture. Further research work taking into account affiliation to an organization 
shows that the individual’s organizational tenure negatively affects intrapreneur-
ship in terms of innovation performance. Camelo-Ordaz et al. (2012) argue that long 
organizational tenure is associated with a passive attitude to decision making, resist-
ance to change and therefore a reduced willingness to exhibit innovative behaviour 
und implement new ideas. Another factor is the employees’ organizational identi-
fication. Moriano et  al. (2014) examined its effect on intrapreneurship and found 
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organizational identification to be positively related to intrapreneurial behaviour. 
Employees identifying with their organization experience the organization’s success 
and failure as personal success and failure, are strongly engaged and therefore show 
some “extra-role” behaviour. These employees are highly motivated to show behav-
iour over and above their organizational role und hence to engage in intrapreneurial 
behaviour.

Middle-level managers Besides the focus on the individual operational level 
employees, a second stream emerges from research concentrating on management 
issues and managers with regard to intrapreneurial behaviour within organizations. 
In this regard, middle-level managers’ personalities and behaviour and their influ-
ence on employees are of particular interest. Research shows that managers’ per‑
sonalities and attitudes are key factors driving intrapreneurial activities within an 
organization (Bouchard and Basso 2011). As a further step, research has also exam-
ined managers’ behaviour. Kuratko et al. (2005) noted the special role of middle-
level managers as they are a relevant tie between top-level management’s CE percep-
tions and lower-level management’s intrapreneurial initiatives. In their research, the 
authors focused on middle-level managers’ entrepreneurial behaviour by examining 
their role with regard to intrapreneurship. Middle-level managers endorse, refine 
and shepherd entrepreneurial opportunities and as a further step identify, acquire 
and deploy necessary resources to pursue entrepreneurial opportunities. The authors 
emphasize that “middle-level managers endorse CE perspectives coming from top-
level executives and ‘sell’ their value creating potential to the primary implement-
ers—first-level managers” (Kuratko et al. 2005, p. 705). They stress that there is an 
individual-level outcome of entrepreneurial behaviour. A personal positive evalua-
tion affects the middle-level managers’ perceptions and thus leads to engagement in 
entrepreneurial behaviour.

Not only has middle-level managers’ individual entrepreneurial behaviour been 
investigated, but also middle-level managers’ influence on other employees. Moriano 
et al. (2014) examined management practices and their effect on intrapreneurship. 
They examined the influence of leadership styles in combination with employees’ 
organizational identification on intrapreneurial behaviour. Their research indicates 
that transformational leadership (associated with adopting the organization’s vision 
and achievement of collective goals) is positively related to intrapreneurial behav-
iour. Furthermore, organizational identification mediates the relationship between 
transformational leadership and employees’ intrapreneurial behaviour. This under-
pins the relevance of managers’ behaviour and their potential to foster intrapreneur-
ial behaviour. Also, authentic leadership, labelled as future-oriented, proactive and 
trustworthy leaders, is positively related to employees’ intrapreneurial behaviour. 
Edú Valsania et al. (2016) investigated the relationship between authentic leadership 
and employees’ intrapreneurial behaviour and possible mediators. Similar to Mori-
ano et al. (2014), their results show that organizational identification partially medi-
ates this relationship. Based on these research results, the authors note the relevance 
of an appropriate leadership style as an antecedent of intrapreneurship.
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4.2.2  An organisational‑level lens on intrapreneurship

Based on the assumption that individual-level initiatives, as well as organizational-
level approaches such as CE, are necessary to enable intrapreneurial behaviour 
(Åmo and Kolvereid 2005), a second stream of research offers an organizational-
level lens on intrapreneurship. By focusing on organizational structures and pro‑
cesses that permit intrapreneurship, research offers insights into influential organi-
zational characteristics such as the role of the business owner, planning activities 
or formalization (Bouchard and Basso 2011). Various formal management pro-
cesses that allow strategic autonomy, for example, are relevant factors in ensuring 
an intrapreneurship-friendly environment (Feyzbakhsh et  al. 2008; Globocnik and 
Salomo 2015). Furthermore, organizational-related promoters offer an appropriate 
physical environment that creates physical nearness and stimulates various aspects 
of cooperation, as well as a reduced hierarchy and bureaucracy to ensure knowledge 
sharing and joint idea generation (Menzel et al. 2007). Authors have also stressed 
organizational empowerment as one important factor. The concept of empowerment 
allows employees to develop proactive behaviour through the implementation of an 
organizational structure that aims for the autonomy and commitment of employees 
in decision-making processes. The experience of organizational empowerment is a 
success factor and even mediates the relationship between authentic leadership and 
intrapreneurial behaviour (Edú Valsania et  al. 2016). Menzel et  al. (2007) further 
highlight the need for new methods in the teaching and training of intrapreneurship. 
Simulations and action-orientated approaches are useful preparing employees for 
intrapreneurship. Therefore, management processes should also shed light on suit-
able training tools to pioneer the intrapreneurial behaviour of employees.

As a second sub-category, organizational support and promoters are said to play 
a crucial role in fostering intrapreneurship activities (Urbano and Turro 2013). In 
particular, the role of management in fostering intrapreneurship in practice is of 
considerable relevance, as management acts as enabler for demonstrating entrepre-
neurial behaviour within the organization. Parker (2011) argues that potential intra-
preneurs do not express interest in entrepreneurship until management, for example, 
presents a suitable opportunity. Various studies have demonstrated that the realiza-
tion of intrapreneurial activities requires management support (Feyzbakhsh et  al. 
2008; Kirby 2006). In particular, management’s clear commitment to intrapreneur-
ship is a precursor for intrapreneurial activities and as a further step an intrapre-
neurship-friendly environment within the established organization. In addition to 
management support, high availability of resources leads to higher levels of intra-
preneurial behaviour (Menzel et al. 2007; Rigtering and Weitzel 2013). Therefore, 
access to resources is an important organization-related promoter of intrapreneur-
ship. Not only do support by managers and the availability of resources affect poten-
tial intrapreneurs, but also the opportunity to participate in various decision-making 
processes influences intrapreneurship initiatives on the part of employees. Research 
states that low organizational participation (with employees being the main con-
tributors to processes) and high horizontal participation (broadly defined jobs of 
employees) are positively related to intrapreneurship (Åmo 2010; Rigtering and 
Weitzel 2013). Closely linked is also the communication of organizational strategies 
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to employees as a success factor, strengthening the commitment and participation 
of employees. To complement organizational support, rewarding intrapreneurs has 
also been examined in research. Besides honouring the innovative accomplishments 
of intrapreneurs (Globocnik and Salomo 2015), rewards provide a signalling effect 
within the organization und emphasize intrapreneurial behaviour as desirable (Kirby 
2006; Menzel et al. 2007).

As well as the parameters presented above, an underlying success factor of intra-
preneurship is an organization-wide intrapreneurship culture. Authors have shown 
that the development of an intrapreneurial mindset allows organizations to foster an 
intrapreneurship culture and further facilitates organizational change (Hagedorn and 
Jamieson 2014). As intrapreneurs are characterized by their broad mindset, enabling 
them to cooperate and generate ideas across organizational boundaries, the cul-
ture needed is defined by trial and error, an innovative mindset and opportunities 
for experimenting and continuous refinement (Hagedorn and Jamieson 2014; Kirby 
2006; Menzel et al. 2007).

4.2.3  Context orientation in intrapreneurship research

Besides the perspectives concerning the influence of individual- and organizational-
related factors on intrapreneurship, research in the field also focuses on context 
orientation. Researchers have examined not only different firm types, but also the 
national level, as well as the technological and academic context.

The first stream consists of research work concentrating on different firm types. 
Bouchard and Basso (2011) examined factors at the organizational level of small 
and medium sized enterprises (SMEs). The authors aimed to link the organizational 
concept of EO with the individual-level concept of intrapreneurship. By examin-
ing the effect of managers’ personalities and organizational characteristics on EO 
and managers’ attitudes on intrapreneurship, Bouchard and Basso identified two dif-
ferent types of SMEs: traditional SMEs (with a central role of the owner, limited 
planning activities and informal structure) and in contrast to this, “miniature large 
firms” (with less centrality of the owner, more planning and some formalization 
of structure). From this perspective, EO and intrapreneurship are not simple cor-
related constructs, as it is possible that firms will show various combinations of EO 
(high or low) and intrapreneurship (high or low). Hence the authors propose that 
in traditional SMEs high EO will be associated with low or no intrapreneurship, 
whereas in miniature large firms high EO will be associated with diffuse intrapre-
neurship activities. Camelo-Ordaz et  al. (2012) took a closer look at micro firms 
in the creative business sector. The authors investigated individual characteristics 
and intrapreneurs’ entrepreneurial value systems (e.g. creativity) with regard to 
innovation. Due to the creative context, the authors pointed especially to the role of 
business background. Business background, namely possessing the necessary mana-
gerial skills, was found to have a negative influence on innovation performance in 
micro firms, whereas creative background was found to exert a positive influence 
on innovation performance. Looking at these results, the special context of crea-
tive firms should be borne in mind. Furthermore, the field of business seems to be 
an interesting factor regarding intrapreneurship. Parker’s (2011) research shows 
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that business-to-customer opportunities are associated with entrepreneurship and 
business-to-business opportunities rather lead to intrapreneurship, possibly due to 
industry-specific knowledge, greater access to resources and the higher legitimacy 
of established organizations.

Besides the perspective on various firm types, one paper also considered the 
national-level perspective. As well as individual-level factors, Urbano and Turro 
(2013) examined external factors (at the national level), such as fear of failure, suc-
cessful storytelling and procedures for creating a company. The authors argue that a 
high level of education, the individual’s personal network and the ability to identify 
business opportunities increase the opportunity for intrapreneurship. However, sur-
prisingly research displays no significant effect of external factors, which are prob-
ably diminished by the need to achieve economic results.

In addition to the diverse perspectives mentioned above, two other streams in 
intrapreneurship research have emerged as an answer to changed conditions in prac-
tice. One such stream concentrates on intrapreneurship in the technological con‑
text. As intrapreneurship is closely linked to innovation, this is not surprising. One 
theme is the new role of engineers within organizations. Due to changes in the work 
environment, engineers are facing managerial responsibilities within firms and con-
tribute to innovations throughout the whole innovation process. Therefore, the role 
of engineers has changed. Menzel et al. (2007) concentrate on technology intrapre-
neurs and describe how engineers become active in intrapreneurship. They identify 
organizational-related promoters of engineers’ intrapreneurship. The physical envi-
ronment, reduction in hierarchy and bureaucracy, rewarding behaviour, coaching for 
intrapreneurs and available resources are shown to be relevant factors. In addition, 
Williamson et al. (2013) focus on the new role of engineers. In contrast to Menzel 
et  al. (2007), who focused on organizational-related factors, they examine various 
personality traits (For detailed results on all tested traits see Williamson et al. 2013, 
p. 161.). The results reveal that engineers differ from non-engineers and the authors 
indicate the relevance of this result with regard to finding engineers fitting into the 
new role within firms. Research based on a longitudinal study of graduate engineers 
also reveals that engineers’ tasks have undergone a shift from recognizing engi-
neering to recognizing entrepreneurial opportunities (Solymossy and Gross 2015). 
Based on the new role of engineers, the development of skills has also become the 
focus of research. Gwynne and Wolff (2005) provided some insights into a special 
programme for (women) scientists entailing networking, workshops, advice and 
mentoring to develop intrapreneurial skills.

A further research stream focuses on intrapreneurship in the context of aca‑
demia. Kirby (2006) called for the creation of entrepreneurial universities to allow 
students and staff to commercialize their intellectual property and ideas. He argued 
that universities have spent decades on learning how to routinize and control pro-
cesses and therefore are facing barriers in developing an entrepreneurial mindset. 
Hence, by drawing on individuals’ attitudes, perceived ability to be entrepreneurial 
and social support (TPB), as well as intrapreneurship theory, he highlighted relevant 
factors for developing entrepreneurial universities. With regard to intrapreneurship, 
he especially noted the need for management support of entrepreneurship, a univer-
sity-wide model of entrepreneurship, an intrapreneurial culture and the rewarding 
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of intrapreneurs. Bicknell et al. (2010) also address the topic of intrapreneurship in 
academia and focus on academic staff engaging in knowledge transfer activities. The 
underlying motivation of these academics is to use their academic knowledge for a 
wider purpose than research and teaching. The authors term the knowledge transfer 
among active academics as academic intrapreneurship. In their research, they iden-
tify “pull factors” for engaging in knowledge transfer. For instance, academic intra-
preneurs are proactive in networks and relationships outside academia and value the 
moderate risk of being entrepreneurial within the university. In particular, proactive-
ness and risk aversion point to academics having an intrapreneurial role.

Hagedorn and Jamieson (2014) also focused on intrapreneurship in the aca-
demic context and highlighted the need for an entrepreneurial mindset, but instead 
of concentrating on staff in particular, they focused on how organizational change 
in academia can be implemented. The authors argued that academia is facing sev-
eral challenges (e.g. tightening budgets and intensive competition) and therefore an 
intrapreneurial mindset is necessary to redefine academia’s strategic capabilities. 
Furthermore, this requires the collective development of mental modes that encour-
age an intrapreneurial and innovative mindset in academia.

4.2.4  Outcome lens on intrapreneurship

The fourth research stream that emerged applied an outcome perspective on intra-
preneurship. Various studies have focused on possible outcomes of intrapreneurial 
behaviour. As intrapreneurship is a sub-field of entrepreneurship, one sub-category 
concentrates on the difference between entrepreneurship and intrapreneurship. By 
focusing on possible behavioural outcomes of intrapreneurship, authors have exam-
ined the issues of the differences between entrepreneurship and intrapreneurship. As 
already explained in 4.2.1, based on research multiple distinguishing features have 
been investigated: expectations, uncertainty, risk preference, human capital, job sat-
isfaction, field of business and intentions (Douglas and Fitzsimmons 2013; Johnson 
and Wu 2012; Matthews et  al. 2009; Parker 2011). Even motives have been con-
sidered to differentiate possible nascent venturing from possible nascent intrapre-
neurship (Tietz and Parker 2012). However, Parker (2011) also stated that there are 
unobservable attributes that result in entrepreneurship rather than in intrapreneur-
ship. With regard to CV, research points to intrapreneurial experience as a specific 
form of human capital that leads to a higher willingness to engage in CV activities 
(Guerrero and Peña-Legazkue 2013). Only one study in the sample investigated the 
outcome perspective at the national level. Based on the idea that knowledge cre-
ated in an organization is an important source of entrepreneurial opportunities, 
Stam (2013) examined innovation indicators in correlation with total entrepreneur-
ial activity (TEA) and entrepreneurial employee activity (EEA) at a national level. 
The results show that innovation indicators such as gross expenditure on R&D are 
positively related to EEA but are not related or are even negatively related to TEA. 
Stam (2013) argued that knowledge and innovation are primarily linked to intra-
preneurship. Radical innovations are likely to be recognized by employees within 
knowledge-intensive organizations. Therefore Stam (2013) clearly linked innovation 
to intrapreneurship and stated that entrepreneurship is only marginally innovative.
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A further sub-category deals with intrapreneurial activities in detail. Åmo and 
Kolvereid (2005) examined factors predicting innovative behaviour. They tested dif-
ferent models and the proportion of variance in innovation behaviour: one model 
based on the CE literature (an organization’s strategic orientation towards entrepre-
neurship), one model based on the intrapreneurship literature (intrapreneurial per-
sonality) and a combined model. The results showed that the combined model of CE 
and intrapreneurship explained a significantly higher proportion of variance in inno-
vation behaviour. This underlines Åmo and Kolvereid’s (2005) point that innova-
tive behaviour is a result of both CE and intrapreneurship. In further research, Åmo 
(2010) again pointed to the need for clarification of the similar but diverging terms 
of CE and intrapreneurship. In his research, he clearly defined employees’ innova-
tion behaviour as a connection between the two theoretical perspectives, bottom up 
and top down.

Similar to the work of Åmo and Kolvereid (2005), Rigtering and Weitzel (2013) 
developed a two-step model of intrapreneurship based on prior work. Their work 
shows that employees need to address two steps to be intrapreneurs. First, intrapre-
neurship is stimulated by the organization, as employees are able to develop and 
identify opportunities (intrapreneurial behaviour). As a second step, the employees 
are actively involved in innovation projects (intrapreneurship). Examining formal 
and informal work contexts, the authors state that horizontal aspects of partici-
pation at work, available resources and trust in managers lead to higher levels of 
intrapreneurial behaviour (concerning innovative behaviour and personal initiative, 
but not risk taking). In a second step, their research shows that employees exhibit-
ing innovative behaviour and personal initiative are more likely to be intrapreneurs 
and are also involved in more intrapreneurial projects. Risk taking does not have 
a significant effect. Thus, the authors show that intrapreneurship is only indirectly 
affected by work context, namely through individual-level factors, such as innova-
tive workplace behaviour and personal initiative. To further stimulate intrapreneur-
ship, management and leadership styles play an important role and help foster the 
existing intrapreneurial potential of employees (Moriano et al. 2014). The intrapre-
neurial behaviour approach combines the individual- and organizational-level per-
spectives, as well as the intrapreneurship and CE levels, and is therefore in line with 
Åmo’s (2010) notion that the perspective on employees’ innovative behaviour takes 
into account management’s role as an enabler and employees’ individual decisions 
to engage in innovative behaviour.

Research on employees’ innovation behaviour provides diverse approaches in 
further describing intrapreneurs. Based on an ownership dimension, the research of 
Martiarena (2013) divided intrapreneurs into four different categories to differentiate 
between entrepreneurs, engaged intrapreneurs (new business activity for corpora-
tions, expecting to demand an ownership stake), intrapreneurs and employees (both 
within a corporation). The results show that the self-perception of entrepreneurial 
skills is positively related to entrepreneurship and engaged intrapreneurship, as 
intrapreneurs who believe in their own entrepreneurial ability demand an ownership 
stake of a new corporate business and become engaged intrapreneurs. Nonetheless, 
Martiarena (2013) indicates that engaged intrapreneurs are similar to entrepreneurs, 
whereas intrapreneurs are similar to employees. Bager et al. (2010) further divided 
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intrapreneurs into four sub-categories: project intrapreneurs, venture intrapreneurs, 
spin-off entrepreneurs and independent entrepreneurs. Their results reveal that intra-
preneurs are similar to entrepreneurs, but appear to be more experienced and growth 
oriented. Likewise, spin-off entrepreneurs seem to be more experienced and growth 
oriented than independent entrepreneurs. Moreover, they quickly attain higher per-
formance than their independent counterparts. In addition, the authors estimate that 
these four sub-categories need further examination and that management support 
appears to play a key role.

One sample article also examined a specific form of employee behaviour of intra-
preneurs: bootlegging. In this case, employees develop their ideas without formal 
legitimization by ignoring formal structures. Globocnik and Salomo (2015) exam-
ined whether formal management processes and intrapreneurial self-efficacy lead 
to bootlegging behaviour. The authors show that strategic autonomy, rewards for 
innovation accomplishments and also intrapreneurial self-efficacy are indicators for 
bootlegging behaviour (bootlegged projects, bypassing official channels and provid-
ing own resources to develop ideas). Surprisingly, the results show a negative effect 
of front-end formality (formal mechanisms for idea exploration, development and 
selection) on bootlegging. This implies that to some extent formal structures are 
needed to guide employees’ innovation behaviour.

Only a few papers have applied an outcome perspective, investigating the rela-
tionship between intrapreneurship and measureable performance: intrapreneurial 
behaviour and its influence on performance in an idea contest (Zhu et  al. 2014), 
business performance of spin-off entrepreneurs (Bager et al. 2010) and innovation 
performance in creative firms (Camelo-Ordaz et al. 2012). Hence the sample articles 
have mainly focused on performance in terms of innovative or creative outcomes, 
rather than objective business performance measures, such as key financial data.

4.2.5  Factors promoting intrapreneurship

The papers in the last research stream deal with additional factors promoting intra-
preneurship. Kuratko et al. (2005) highlight the key role of middle-level managers in 
their research. Due to their role and tasks in motivating employees, acquiring neces-
sary resources and selling innovative ideas to top-level management, middle-level 
managers can themselves be defined as intrapreneurs. The authors therefore also 
argue that middle-level managers behave in an entrepreneurial manner and that there 
is an individual-level outcome of this behaviour. As a further step, positive evalua-
tion of this behaviour affects individual perceptions and leads to increased engage-
ment in intrapreneurship in the future. Therefore, the role of managers is crucial 
in motivating operational-level employees, but at the same time the entrepreneurial 
behaviour undertaken also promotes the intrapreneurial initiatives of employees and 
managers.

Belousova and Gailly (2013) also point to the promotional role of middle-level 
managers and present interesting results concerning the contribution of different 
organizational members in line with the CE process. The so-called dispersed CE 
process is divided into the stages of discovery, evaluation, legitimation and exploita-
tion. The authors show that different levels of organizational managerial membership 
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(top-, middle- and operating-level) are involved in this process. The role of middle-
level managers is crucial as they encourage operational-level employees to work on 
innovative ideas and at the same time champion ideas in relation to management. In 
addition, the various stages of the process (e.g. evaluation, legitimation) are promot-
ers, facilitating feedback, evaluation, continuous adjustment and experimentation.

In line with this, Wakkee et  al. (2010) argue that with regard to intrapreneur-
ial behaviour, there is a reciprocal connection between cognition, environment and 
behaviour. Thus intrapreneurial behaviour is not just the result of ESE. As show-
ing behaviour allows feedback, intrapreneurial behaviour is also a determinant of 
ESE. The authors state that ESE has a positive effect on entrepreneurial employee 
behaviour, as a person’s perception of being capable of behaving entrepreneurially 
is reflected in actual entrepreneurial behaviour. A further promoting factor that has 
emerged from research is developmental support in the form of coaching (Men-
zel et al. 2007; Wakkee et al. 2010). As employee coaching by managers provides 
access to resources and strengthens the awareness of intrapreneurship, the role of 
coaching in entrepreneurial employee behaviour and ESE has been investigated. The 
results reveal a positive effect of coaching on intrapreneurial behaviour, demonstrat-
ing that coaching can be an important factor promoting intrapreneurship. In addi-
tion, workshops, developmental advice and mentoring (Gwynne and Wolff 2005) 
provide developmental support in fostering intrapreneurial skills and promoting 
intrapreneurship.

5  Discussion and paths for future research

The purpose of this paper was to examine intrapreneurship research and identify the 
current research focus in the field. By mapping the current research, the paper has 
clearly distinguished intrapreneurship as distinct from the organizational concepts of 
corporate entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial orientation. The results of the sys-
tematic literature review indicate different analytical clusters of research focusing 
on intrapreneurship: studies related to individual- and organizational-level factors, 
contextual-oriented research, an outcome lens on intrapreneurship and research con-
centrating on possible promotional factors.

The articles explored in this review offer an overview of interesting and cur-
rent key aspects in intrapreneurship research. Based on the results, it can be argued 
that corporate entrepreneurship as a top-down approach and intrapreneurship as a 
bottom-up approach (Åmo and Kolvereid 2005; Rigtering and Weitzel 2013; Sinha 
and Srivastava 2013) are definitely linked to each other. As stated, “there will not 
be any innovation without the individual being involved” and it “also involves the 
organisation as a given process parameter” (Menzel et  al. 2007, p. 734). This is 
also in line with earlier conceptual work (e.g. Bouchard and Basso 2011), which 
pointed to the need for a combined perspective on the intrapreneurship phenom-
enon and the necessary integration of individual and organizational concepts. As 
researchers (e.g. Kuratko et al. 2005) have indicated, middle-level managers support 
CE activities from top-level managers and also promote their value to operational-
level management; middle-level managers’ role is to link the constructs of CE and 
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intrapreneurship within firms. Furthermore, due to their specific role in selling ideas 
and acquiring resources, middle managers themselves are intrapreneurs.

A further interesting finding is the key role of entrepreneurial self-efficacy in fos-
tering intrapreneurship. Research points to the possibility that the individual’s per-
ceived ability influences intrapreneurial behaviour. In particular, prior research has 
investigated individuals’ choice of entrepreneurship and employment but has “failed 
to recognise the intermediate case where the individual, as an intrapreneur, can 
behave entrepreneurially as an employee within a corporate context” (Douglas and 
Fitzsimmons 2013, p. 116). In particular, this corporate context enables the indi-
vidual to gain entrepreneurial experience as an intrapreneur in a safe setting within 
an organization and hence increases entrepreneurial self-efficacy. In a further step, 
this increase in ESE can result either in creating an independent firm (entrepreneur-
ship) or an ownership stake in a new corporate business as an engaged intrapreneur. 
However, ESE seems to be a key factor in promoting the intrapreneurial behaviour 
of employees and seems to have a leverage effect on intrapreneurship.

Besides the research emphasis on individual factors, organizational aspects, out-
comes and promoting factors, the sample articles were applied in diverse contexts. 
Notably, studies investigated not only the business context, but also technological 
and academic contexts. In particular, the applied focus on intrapreneurship in aca-
demia characterizes intrapreneurship as a broad concept and points to employees’ 
intrapreneurial activities in public sector institutions. With regard to the changed 
role of academia and the third mission of universities (Zomer and Benneworth 
2011), the intrapreneurship research illustrates recommendations concerning the 
design of knowledge transfer processes and the establishment of an intrapreneurship 
culture in academia.

In addition to the various research streams identified, the lack of a consistent 
definition of intrapreneurship is recognized. The terms used in the articles exam-
ined vary according to their particular research focus. Synonyms such as “employee 
entrepreneurship” emerge and authors focusing on intrapreneurship at the individ-
ual level use the term “corporate entrepreneurship” (e.g. Urbano and Turro 2013). 
Therefore, clarifying the intrapreneurship concept seems to be challenging. The def-
inition of intrapreneurs seems to relatively clear, as all authors except one offer simi-
lar definitions of entrepreneurial employees within established organizations. Only 
Camelo-Ordaz et al. (2012) define intrapreneurs as founders within organizations.

5.1  Future research agenda

The results of the systematic literature review indicate that intrapreneurship research 
is an emerging field. Prior research has hardly focused on the individual intrapre-
neur’s perspective. To close this research gap, the paper used a narrow focus con-
centrating on intrapreneurship at the individual level. Hence the related concepts 
of corporate entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial orientation were excluded from 
the investigation and the paper did not present a holistic picture of the concepts as 
shown in Fig. 1. Furthermore, only publications in journals clustered in the relevant 
subject areas of AJG and VHB were included to illustrate the state-of-the-art in this 



945

1 3

An individual‑level perspective on intrapreneurship: a review…

specific field. Based on this narrow focus, the review yielded a comparatively small 
number of articles. However, the review results close a well-defined research gap 
and offer fruitful insights which will be of help in developing the intrapreneurship 
field. The SLR adds value by distinguishing the different analytical levels applied in 
intrapreneurship research, synthesizing prior research in the field and providing an 
overview of relevant research issues, as well as starting points for future research. 
Figure 3 summarizes the research streams identified (in light grey) and integrates 
them with possible future research agendas based on the results of the SLR.

Research focusing on the analytical level of individual factors, such as personal-
ity and behaviour, delivers insights into operational-level employees. Based on the 
specific characteristics of intrapreneurs, such as being innovative and building rela-
tionships even outside the organization, research especially highlights the relevance 
of human and social capital. Research takes into account specific human capital, 
such as ESE and the possibility to collect intrapreneurial experience and its influ-
ence on intrapreneurial behaviour. In particular, when employees have the chance 
to collect intrapreneurial experience by trial and error within an established organi-
zation, entrepreneurial skills and competencies can be fostered. This in turn leads 
to higher self-perceptions of the personal ability to show intrapreneurial behaviour. 
By concentrating on organizational-level factors, authors mainly underline the sup-
porting function of organizations and management’s key role in developing an intra-
preneurship-friendly structure and culture. Beside aspects grounded in an organiza-
tion’s structure, such as autonomy and organizational empowerment, management’s 
role in particular is of high relevance. The commitment of management, access to 
resources and appropriate rewarding of intrapreneurs are organizational-related ena-
blers of intrapreneurial initiatives. In addition to structure and processes that pro-
mote intrapreneurship, an organization-wide intrapreneurial mindset is also impor-
tant. Employees experiencing a culture of trial and error are more willing to show 
some “extra-role” behaviour, experiment and generate new ideas.

Context of intrapreneurship

Organisational level factors

Individual level factors

OutcomesCombined perspective
Promotors: 

ESE 
developmental support

Social embeddedness

Middle-level managers

Network theory

Fig. 3  Research streams identified and future research directions based on the SLR results
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An outcome orientation in intrapreneurship research focuses on behavioural outcomes 
(entrepreneurship vs intrapreneurship) rather than measureable intrapreneurship perfor-
mance. Hence individual differences between entrepreneurs and intrapreneurs have been 
investigated. In addition, intrapreneurial behaviour is a well-researched topic. Based on 
individual factors such as proactiveness, creativity and an ownership dimension, prior 
research has developed categories to differentiate intrapreneurs from entrepreneurs and 
others. In this regard, researchers have shown that there are further sub-categories for 
differentiating diverse intrapreneur types, e.g. intrapreneurs from engaged intrapreneurs. 
Beside behavioural outcomes, work on measureable intrapreneurship effects on an 
organization’s performance is also necessary. Prior research focusing on intrapreneurship 
and its outcomes has been based on the organizational level, examining the influence on 
organizations’ performance (e.g. in idea contests). Based on this, Bierwerth et al. (2015) 
performed a meta-analysis to investigate the CE-performance relationship. Although 
their research model is based on different CE activities, the authors provide first hints 
concerning how strategic renewal and innovations affect different types of performance. 
Thus, future research should concentrate on the intrapreneurship-performance relation-
ship, investigating individual intrapreneurs’ capabilities (serving as specific human capi-
tal) and their contribution to organizations’ performance.

The model also considers promoters, either individual- or organizational-driven, 
as intensifiers of individual and organizational factors leading to various outcomes. 
Based on the content analysis of the sample articles, it can be stated that in particular 
ESE and the availability of developmental support (both presented in the model in 
Fig. 3) are catalysts or (if absent) constraints for employees’ intrapreneurial initiatives. 
It can be assumed that promoting factors such as intrapreneurial experience and ESE 
can serve as intensifiers of intrapreneurial behaviour. Employees who behave entrepre-
neurially within the safe setting of an established organization can develop and foster 
entrepreneurial skills, show intrapreneurial behaviour and experiment on new ideas. If 
all this is accompanied by an intrapreneurship-friendly culture and guidance of man-
agers, continuous refinement of ideas and a learning cycle for intrapreneurs is pos-
sible. These learning effects especially serve as helix by increasing the individual’s 
perceived ability and ESE and hence the likelihood of intrapreneurial activities.

Also, a too narrow context orientation of intrapreneurship research and there-
fore an emphasis exclusively on the business context are outdated. The changing 
career requirements of engineers and major challenges in academia show that the 
intrapreneurship approach has found its way into various contexts. While the paper 
provides interesting findings concerning intrapreneurship, further emerging research 
themes can be highlighted. Hence in Fig. 3, as well as the research streams identi-
fied, related future research issues are also presented (in dark grey and bold text). 
Therefore, the model also includes new research ideas.

First, to deepen understanding of entrepreneurship within firms, a combined per‑
spective, focusing on corporate entrepreneurship in combination with intrapreneurship, 
is needed and would give interesting insights into how these two concepts enhance 
entrepreneurial employee behaviour within firms. A combined approach allows link-
ing of the individual and organizational levels and applies a “factor mix”. As already 
postulated in prior research, an integrative research approach and therefore a com-
bined model (e.g. Åmo and Kolvereid 2005) promises the identification of meaningful 
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factors to predict intrapreneurial behaviour in firms. However, research applying inte-
grative models and considering organizational- as well as individual-level factors is 
rare. Therefore, there is a call for far more research linking the two levels and concen-
trating on connecting the top-down CE and bottom-up intrapreneurship approaches. 
Furthermore, in this context, researchers should consider the crucial role of the organi-
zation’s management in the interplay between organizational and individual initiatives 
towards intrapreneurship. Most of the research applying the organizational-level lens 
investigates the supporting role of the organization and management, but does not 
pay attention to the stimulating role of management. Hence, there is a need to explore 
the double role of management as enablers of intrapreneurship on the one hand and 
impulse generators for intrapreneurial behaviour on the other.

With reference to this, research has recognized the influencing role of middle-
level managers as bridging actors (Kuratko et al. 2005). As a result of middle-level 
managers’ closeness to employees but also top management, they play a key role 
in facilitating and fostering intrapreneurship in organizations. Based on the organi-
zational commitment and orientation to intrapreneurship, middle-level managers 
have a double role, acting as enablers and a stimulus for intrapreneurial activities. 
As research has underlined, managers’ coaching of employees provides a breeding 
ground for intrapreneurship. The coaching provides access to resources, raises the 
awareness of intrapreneurial behaviour and in particular cases even has a positive 
influence on the self-efficacy of employees. The review results reveal a positive 
effect of coaching on intrapreneurial behaviour, but not on individual entrepreneurial 
self-efficacy. One reason stated in the research is that perhaps only trusting coach-
ing relationships lead to an increase in ESE. Edú Valsania et al. (2016) also high-
light trust as an antecedent of intrapreneurial behaviour and in particular trusting 
relationships with employees’ supervisors as enablers of intrapreneurial employee 
behaviour. Therefore, it can be argued that middle-level managers contribute in 
particular to promoting factors such as the ESE of employees, but only if trusting 
relationships between middle-level managers and employees exist. Hence the leader-
ship style of managers is also an important antecedent of intrapreneurial activities 
in organizations. Leadership styles, characterized by a future orientation, participa-
tion of employees and proactive and authentic leaders, influence employees’ intra-
preneurial behaviour (e.g. Moriano et al. 2014) and are an important foundation for 
trusting ties between managers and employees. In addition, due to managers’ own 
role of motivating employees, acquiring resources and challenging innovative ideas 
with the top-level management, middle-level managers themselves can be defined as 
intrapreneurs. Thus, besides enabling the intrapreneurial initiatives of operational-
level employees, middle-level managers themselves serve as a stimulus for intrapre-
neurship. Within the organization, they offer valuable impulses for intrapreneurship 
and serve as role models for potential intrapreneurs. Research in this area should be 
strengthened to discover relevant intrapreneurial skills and competencies of manag-
ers, necessary to support employees and their innovative ideas on the one hand and 
to initiate intrapreneurial behaviour within the organization on the other hand.

By coaching employees, managers provide an important resource for potential intra-
preneurs: developmental support. As intrapreneurship research shows, developmental 
support in the form of coaching, mentoring and advice is an important promoting factor 
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of intrapreneurship. Employees value this as it supports them in gaining knowledge and 
entrepreneurial skills. The tasks and competencies of intrapreneurs comprise perhaps 
an even more essential future research direction. When looking at the typical tasks and 
challenges intrapreneurs face when developing ideas, the results of the review under-
line the importance of so-called brokering competencies. As Pinchot (1985) stated, 
the ability to think across different organizational units boundaries is crucial. To push 
innovation and strategic renewal, the exchange of ideas and knowledge is important. 
Intrapreneurs are proactive in networks and establish relationships inside and outside 
the organization. These ties enable them to be open-minded, discover business oppor-
tunities and develop brokering competencies. Therefore the social embeddedness 
of intrapreneurs should be taken into account when investigating the development of 
intrapreneurial behaviour on the part of employees. One of the main differentiating 
characteristics of intrapreneurs versus entrepreneurs is the embeddedness in an exist-
ing organizational structure (Camelo-Ordaz et al. 2012; Pinchot and Pellman 1999) and 
thus it is surprising that such embeddedness is underrepresented in the intrapreneur-
ship field. The surrounding social context of intrapreneurs within the organization and 
the relationships between employees and ties to different organizational departments 
should be on the research agenda, as these factors influence the development of specific 
human capital and intrapreneurial behaviour. The organizational settings of intrapre-
neurial activities within organizations define an intrapreneur as a team player. There-
fore, future research should integrate the individual- and team-level perspectives. Only 
few researchers have focused on team-level intrapreneurship. However, against the 
background of intrapreneurs as informal leaders who push innovative ideas further, this 
topic is emerging.

Not only within the established organization, but also outside it, intrapreneurs are 
part of a social system. To broaden the understanding of intrapreneurs’ social embed-
dedness, research should also focus on the whole network of intrapreneurial employ-
ees. As mentioned above, trust and relationships are of high relevance for intrapreneurs 
and promote intrapreneurial behaviour. Both factors are typical sub-themes of another 
research field in entrepreneurship—social network theory (added as new field in Fig. 3). 
In this context, an individual’s network is defined by relationships and trusting ties (e.g. 
Granovetter 1973) from all social spheres, including the work and non-work context 
(Dobrow et al. 2012). Network theory shows that ties to different people, as well as the 
social capital (Coleman 1988) residing in these relationships, influence people’s devel-
opment (e.g. Higgins and Kram 2001) and attitudes and behaviour. Urbano and Turro 
(2013) examined network factors in the intrapreneurship context and showed that an 
individual’s personal network influences the likelihood of intrapreneurship. Hence it can 
be argued that employees’ network ties influence team-level and individual-level intra-
preneurship. This leads to the fourth recommendation for future research, namely com-
bining intrapreneurship and network theory and paying attention to the overlap between 
these two concepts. Research in this area promises useful insights into whether or not 
networks and trusting relationships influence the ESE of employees and as a second 
step intrapreneurial intention. Furthermore, this provides the possibility of investigating 
intrapreneurs’ networks and gaining answers to the question of whether such relation-
ships facilitate the development of intrapreneurial behaviour. Also, more research on 
the role of social capital—inside and outside the established organization—is needed as 
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intrapreneurs develop and operate in an already established social setting and not apart 
from it. Research focusing on this would offer detailed insights into an individual’s net-
work and its relevance for developing specific human capital and social capital. Prior 
research assumes that trusting ties facilitate the development of intrapreneurial skills 
and allow access to other intrapreneurs who act as role models and in addition enhance 
the development of ideas across organizational departments.

Another interesting field of future research derives from the stream of intrapreneur-
ship in the academic context. Academia also has to meet the demand to be innovative 
and generate competitive advantage, just as firms do. As universities are facing new and 
various challenges, they are forced to be entrepreneurial and become so-called entrepre-
neurial universities. As noted in research, universities should generate a university-wide 
model of entrepreneurship culture to foster the innovative behaviour of students and 
staff (Kirby 2006). This highlights the new role of academic staff: academics should 
develop an intrapreneurial mindset to think across university departments’ boundaries 
and redefine the university’s capabilities. In addition, the academic staff operating in 
teaching, impart entrepreneurial competencies to their students. This strengthens the 
modification from traditional to entrepreneurial universities and creates an intrapre-
neurship culture. In addition, the relevance of successful knowledge transfer gains in 
importance. To realize the transfer of knowledge from research and to recognize busi-
ness opportunities, there is a need for intrapreneurial approaches and research staff at 
universities need to develop entrepreneurial skills (Bicknell et al. 2010). In contrast to 
universities’ traditional goals of routines and control processes, nowadays they have to 
encourage a culture associated with trial and error and experimentation (Hagedorn and 
Jamieson 2014). Research in this field is very rare and is mainly based on innovation 
research. The field of entrepreneurship has almost entirely neglected the topic of intra-
preneurship in academia until now. Hence future research should investigate the intra-
preneurship culture of universities and the tasks and competencies needed for success-
ful knowledge transfer, as well as the knowledge transfer process itself.

All the future research agendas mentioned above place an emphasis on one particu-
lar analytical level. This clear focus on a single level offers deeper insights into intra-
preneurship topics. Nevertheless, this clearly focused research has a certain limitation. 
The results will offer detailed insights at the expense of a holistic view of the intrapre-
neurship phenomenon. A holistic view, integrating various analytical levels, including 
individual, organizational, team, network, contextual, environmental and other factors, 
is the only approach that will allow a comprehensive picture of intrapreneurship. There-
fore, there is a call for holistic research using a processual perspective on intrapreneur-
ship. This would guarantee the adoption of an integrative lens closing the gap between 
examination of the antecedents of intrapreneurship, innovative employee behaviour, 
influencing factors and intrapreneurship activities. In addition, such a research approach 
would also answer the call for research that combines the various theoretical founda-
tions of the intrapreneurship field. Research in this area is complex, so one main task 
would be to combine CE, EO, intrapreneurship and other concepts from entrepreneur-
ship and management theory. Although a considerable challenge, this research approach 
would have high impact in the research field, as it would add to the clarification of the 
intrapreneurship field and would highlight intrapreneurship as a holistic approach that 
exists at the intersection of various thematic fields.
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Based on the holistic model in Fig.  3, the research streams and future research 
agenda presented additionally provide further clarification of the intrapreneurship con-
cept. Although definitions depend on the research focus and goals, this paper makes a 
contribution by defining intrapreneurship at a general level: intrapreneurship is entre-
preneurial behaviour on the part of employees within established organizations in 
various contexts (private and public sector) that is proactively initiated by employees. 
Based on specific human capital, as well as social capital, so-called intrapreneurs per-
ceive that they have the ability to engage in intrapreneurial behaviour and thus proac-
tively apply their entrepreneurial know-how to push new ideas in the safe setting of an 
already existing firm. The engagement in entrepreneurial tasks across their unit bound-
aries leads to the on-going development of entrepreneurial skills and enhanced ability 
to show “extra-role-behaviour” and finally results in organizational outcomes, such as 
strategic renewal and innovations. Intrapreneurs—employees but also entrepreneurial 
masterminds—value autonomy, trustworthy leaders and participation in decision mak-
ing and strongly identify with their organization. Although intrapreneurship is a bot-
tom-up approach, the two aspects are required for intrapreneurs’ potential to unfold: 
proactive intrapreneurs but also organizational support and an appropriate culture that 
allows experimentation, feedback and learning by trial and error.

6  Conclusion

Intrapreneurship is an emerging field in research and is also gaining increasing 
attention in organizational practice. A deep understanding of factors influencing 
the intrapreneurial behaviour of employees is important for researchers, but also 
for firms aiming to foster intrapreneurship. This paper provides a systematic litera-
ture review on individual-level intrapreneurship and hence offers an orientation for 
researchers to identify relevant research issues. Prior research has also focused on 
intrapreneurship, but has only investigated single aspects and therefore no compre-
hensive picture of the intrapreneurship field has yet been provided. In particular, the 
narrow focus on individual-level intrapreneurship in contrast to CE and EO, as well 
as the interplay of the concepts, serve as the basis for a clarification of the intrapre-
neurship concept and much clearer justification of future research.

Based on the systematic literature review, this paper presents the state of research 
on intrapreneurship. Five clusters are built, dealing with the various analytical lev-
els applied: organizational and individual, context orientation, outcome level and 
possible promoters. The paper provides insights into these research areas and inte-
grates them within a model that shows existing research streams and possible paths 
for future research initiatives. By clustering the research based on the perspective 
applied, the paper is the first to give an overview of analytical levels and show pos-
sible linkages between the various lenses on intrapreneurial behaviour. Hence the 
paper contributes to the research field as a first step towards a holistic research model 
of intrapreneurship. Besides presenting the state of research and future research 
agendas, the paper also reveals the impetus for enabling and fostering intrapreneur-
ship in practice. The research results allow insights concerning factors influencing 
the intrapreneurial behaviour of employees and are of high relevance for practice.
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6.1  Implications for practice

The review has highlighted several future research themes, in addition to the sug-
gestions made by the articles reviewed. In addition, the research contributes to the 
field of intrapreneurship in practice by underlining relevant issues. The findings sug-
gest that entrepreneurial orientation and the implementation of corporate entrepre-
neurship are not enough to increase intrapreneurial behaviour. Rather, organizations 
should provide a suitable environment that enables intrapreneurship and initial-
izes intrapreneurial activities on the part of employees. Hence organizational fac-
tors such as strategic autonomy, coaching of potential intrapreneurs and available 
resources are crucial, but the development of an intrapreneurial culture and man-
agement’s clear commitment to intrapreneurship are also needed. To foster intrapre-
neurship, both aspects are crucial, as top management’s vision of innovativeness and 
employees’ entrepreneurial initiatives are both necessary to realize intrapreneurship.

Middle-level managers are key in combining the perceptions of top management and 
the intrapreneurial activities of employees. Organizations should be aware of the “bridg-
ing role” of these managers and give them an active part in developing an intrapreneurial 
culture. Also managers’ specific leadership styles support the intrapreneurial behaviour of 
employees. Thus, middle-level managers’ contribution to intrapreneurship within a firm 
is broad: from motivating employees to be innovative and think across organizational unit 
boundaries, to demonstrating opportunities to realize ideas, supporting intrapreneurial 
employees and serving as role models. Therefore, middle-level managers themselves 
should be characterized by entrepreneurial skills and innovative behaviour. Organizations 
should consider this when recruiting managers and developmental training should further 
develop these capabilities to exploit the huge potential residing in these managers.

Furthermore, organizations should also pay attention to developing the intrapre-
neurial skills of their employees. As research has shown, the perceived ability to 
engage in entrepreneurial behaviour is crucial for actually demonstrating entrepre-
neurial behaviour. To increase the perceived ability of employees, practising this 
behaviour and receiving feedback is important. The reciprocal connection between 
recognizing business opportunities, behaving entrepreneurially and receiving feed-
back affords an increase in the self-efficacy of employees. Organizations should 
therefore provide possibilities for learning and developing intrapreneurial skills. 
This enables employees to gain entrepreneurial experience within the safe setting of 
an existing organization and develop their intrapreneurial skills further.

As intrapreneurship in the academic context has gained in importance, research also 
provides recommendations for academia. The current challenges faced by universities, 
such as tightening budgets and intensive competition, are forcing academia to redefine 
strategic capabilities by developing an intrapreneurial and innovative mindset. Therefore, 
innovative and intrapreneurial staff at universities play a key role. The underlying moti-
vation for these so-called academic intrapreneurs is the opportunity to use their acquired 
academic knowledge for a wider purpose than teaching and research. Hence they value 
the possibility of realizing ideas outside research and transfer the knowledge generated 
into new projects and above all new products or processes. University management 
should be aware of the high potential of academic intrapreneurs, as they are the ones 
leading academia in a new strategic direction and fostering “out-of-the-box” thinking 
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within universities. To support academic intrapreneurs, researchers have underlined the 
importance of a clear orientation towards an entrepreneurial university, a university-
wide model of entrepreneurship, an intrapreneurship-friendly culture and the rewarding 
of intrapreneurs. Universities should offer an environment suitable for idea exchange, 
experimenting, innovative projects, cooperation between institutes and relationships out-
side academia, e.g. with industry. Such an environment and simultaneously the safe set-
ting of an established organization like a university could foster successful knowledge 
transfer by scientific staff in a way that is innovative and forward thinking.

6.2  Limitations and implications for research

The systematic literature review was carried out using five relevant databases in the 
entrepreneurship field. Based on the literature, specific search terms and inclusion 
criteria were identified. To ensure a quality threshold, VHB and AJG rankings were 
additional inclusion criteria. Despite these efforts to ensure a systematic approach, 
the review may not have included all research addressing intrapreneurship as books 
were not part of it. A further limitation arises from the individual-level focus of the 
review. To close the research gap concerning the individual-level perspective, a nar-
row focus on intrapreneurship had to be used. Hence the related concepts of corpo-
rate entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial orientation were excluded from the inves-
tigation. Furthermore, to present the state of research, only publications in journals 
in the thematic areas of entrepreneurship and innovation were included. Therefore, 
possibly relevant studies within other research fields were excluded.

In the course of the review, the sample articles were also investigated with regard 
to their research implications and suggestions for future research. With regard to the 
thematic orientation of intrapreneurship research, the authors in the sample mentioned 
in particular the use of combined models of organizational and individual factors and 
research improving and refining the measurement scales used. There was a clear call 
for research working on objective measurement scales of intrapreneurial personal-
ity, innovative behaviour and human capital. In addition to the authors’ suggestions 
in the sample articles, future research should investigate the intrapreneurship concept 
in combination with the organizational-level concepts of corporate entrepreneurship 
and entrepreneurial orientation. Such a combined approach has been claimed for 
organizations’ practice and research should also aim at working with combined mod-
els. This would provide a more holistic view that has thus far mostly been neglected. 
Furthermore, research should include other perspectives. Studies should investigate 
the influence of team-level factors on the intrapreneurial behaviour of employees. In 
this review the team-level perspective was excluded and research in this area is rare. 
Nevertheless, it can be argued that the team-level perspective also provides interest-
ing insights into intrapreneurial behaviour within firms, as topics such as networks 
and relationships between employees and different organizational departments can 
play a crucial role for innovation processes and intrapreneurship projects. A combined 
approach rooted in organizational and individual concepts and the integration of vari-
ous analytical levels would be an important step towards developing a holistic view of 
intrapreneurship.
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Another suggestion for future research, also indicated in the sample articles, is a 
focus on possible external factors influencing intrapreneurial behaviour. While research 
has recognized the various possible contexts of intrapreneurship, there is a lack of 
attention paid to national factors concerning environment and culture. As intrapreneur-
ship is rooted in entrepreneurial values, behavioural components (e.g. attitudes) and 
also social capital, research focusing on the influence of the environment and cultural 
differences would be interesting. In particular, the issue of cultural factors as moderat-
ing variables is of considerable importance and would offer insights into whether and 
what role culture might play in fostering intrapreneurial behaviour.

In addition, there are research implications in terms of methodology. As the review 
sample showed, research conducted in the field of intrapreneurship has developed over 
time, from a few articles that were qualitative and conceptual in nature to articles using 
mostly quantitative research methods. The review provided in this paper gives an over-
view of the field, but to gain deeper insights into intrapreneurial behaviour and the indi-
vidual intrapreneur, other methods are needed. Researchers have pointed to the need for 
longitudinal studies in intrapreneurship research. The use of longitudinal studies should 
be the subject of future research as they promise detailed knowledge of the intrapre-
neurship concept. Furthermore, longitudinal research would allow insights into intra-
preneurial activities and their impact on organizational performance, a research area 
under-represented in existing studies. In particular, intrapreneurs’ behaviours leading 
to strategic renewal “require a considerable amount of time to exert their full effect” 
(Bierwerth et al. 2015, p. 273.), a long-term benefit of intrapreneurship not measure-
able with cross-sectional research designs. Based on the proposition of Rigtering and 
Weitzel (2013), intrapreneurship can be viewed as a two-step-process: first employ-
ees are stimulated to develop intrapreneurial skills and behaviour and afterwards are 
involved in intrapreneurship projects. Hence, future research should consider how intra-
preneurial experience is gained and the role of the support of managers, management 
processes and organizational settings in changing employees’ entrepreneurial self-effi-
cacy and thus intrapreneurial behaviour over time.
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