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outcomes, is to create them through 

the process of networking. ‘Through 

interactions with others, means, ideas 

and outcomes are moulded or shaped 

by the process of interacting,’ she says.

This creation approach of entre-

preneurial networking requires a new 

mindset, Dr Kaandorp says. First, en-

trepreneurial networkers must be pre-

pared to ‘embrace the unexpected,’ she 

says – for it is often from the unexpect-

ed that new ideas and goals emerge. 

‘Entrepreneurs operating under uncer-

tainty, and with regards to networking 

in particular, need to be open to un-

expected opportunities or unexpected 

outcomes, and see them as opportuni-

ties, not as threats,’ she says. 

An open-to-the-unexpected mind-

set, Dr Kaandorp notes, allows seren-

dipity to play a role. ‘Networking is a 

way to fuel serendipity,’ she explains. 

Networking involves ‘taking action into 

a certain area, working on the idea, be-

ing busy, and having some awareness of 

what's going on and what outcomes are 

emerging – all of this will help to crystal-

lize the idea. So serendipitous outcomes 

are also outcomes of the process of en-

trepreneurial networking.’

Intelligent altruism 
The entrepreneurial networking mind-

set also includes different motiva-

tions behind the networking efforts. 

Entrepreneurial networkers, she ex-

plains, approach their network with 

altruistic motives – that is, having the 

desire to help others as much as the 

desire to be helped. ‘If you're uncertain 

about the future, if you don't know when 

someone new will be valuable for your 

In this interview with RSM Discovery  

magazine, Dr Kaandorp describes why 

an effectuation-based model of entre-

preneurial network addresses the un-

certainty inherent in entrepreneurship 

and offers a path to new opportunities 

for entrepreneurs – and new oppor-

tunities for managers and companies 

beyond the world of entrepreneurship.

Creating outcomes
Networking guided by effectuation, Dr 

Kaandorp explains, is the opposite of 

goal-driven networking. With traditional 

ideas on networking, a person will have a 

precise goal and will seek out the precise 

information needed to achieve that goal. 

With effectual networking, she says, the 

entrepreneur recognises that future out-

comes are uncertain; the only way to 

ultimately achieve any outcomes, and 

the goals and ideas that lead to those 

In a recent Journal of Business Venturing 

article, written by Dr Kaandorp with Yuval 

Engel of the University of Amsterdam, 

and former RSM professor Tom Elfring 

(now at the University of Liverpool), the 

authors ask: ‘How can entrepreneurs 

strategically network when the future 

is unpredictable? How can they inten-

tionally target ties when their own goals 

are underspecified and their preferences 

unordered? And how can they plan tie 

formation when every networking ac-

tion alters information on which such 

plans are based?’

Dr Kaandorp and her co-authors 

argue that this large presence of un-

certainty in entrepreneurship suggests 

that entrepreneurial networking should 

be based on the theory of effectua-

tion, a psychological term describing 

how people behave or take actions in  

uncertain conditions.

“Entrepreneurs… need to be open 
to unexpected opportunities or 
unexpected outcomes, and see 
them as opportunities…”

Entrepreneurs who network to potential partners and contributors are 
often seen as “heroic captains” navigating with deliberate focus toward 
networking targets or ties who can help them achieve their goals. 
However, this goal-driven perspective of networking by entrepreneurs 
is based on assumptions of certainty that are unrealistic in the world of 
entrepreneurship, believes RSM assistant professor, Mariëtte Kaandorp. 

Entrepreneurial networking: 
from uncertainty to opportunity
Chris Murray talks with Mariëtte Kaandorp
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end goal or not, it is better to behave 

altruistically. Because if you falsely in-

terpret this interaction as a one-shot 

interaction and it turns out you meet 

this person later on, then it's better to 

be assistive.’

In other words, she says, ‘Under un-

certainty entrepreneurs should act un-

der the general assumption that if I do 

something for you, maybe somewhere 

down the road I will also get something 

in return from you or from someone 

else. It’s like planting seeds.’

Of course, there are limits to what 

an entrepreneur can or should give 

to others, which is why the authors 

call for “intelligent” altruism. ‘We call 

it “intelligent” altruism because it's not 

just blanket driven,’ says Dr Kaandorp. 

‘It's really giving what an entrepreneur 

can afford to give; just time, for exam-

ple, or maybe some money – what-

ever different constraints he or she 

has will put boundaries on this notion  

of altruism.’

Finding partners 
As the entrepreneurial networking pro-

gresses, the entrepreneur will begin to 

garner interest and find partners who are 

ready to invest in the venture. Using Dr 

Kaandorp’s term, they “self-select” them-

selves into the venture. ‘It's up to the oth-

ers to decide whether they want to "buy 

in" or what they are willing to commit to 

the venture,’ she explains.

Related to the question of what to 

commit to the venture, one of the guid-

ing principles of the self-selection pro-

cess, Dr Kaandorp says, is the concept 

of “affordable loss.” In the article, Dr 

Kaandorp and her colleagues use the 

example of Boeing’s participation in 

Richard Branson’s creation of the Virgin 

Atlantic airline. When first beginning the 

airline, Branson connected with Boeing 

and negotiated the lease of a plane for 

one year (Boeing thus self-selected itself 

into Branson’s venture).

Boeing was making an investment 

driven by affordable loss. That is, if 

Branson’s airline was not successful, the 

manufacturer would not have lost any-

thing by leasing the plane to Branson. 

The bottom line for partners self-select-

ing into the venture, Dr Kaandorp ex-

plains, is: ‘What are they willing to invest 

or what can they invest while not being 

sure what the outcomes will be?’

Affordable loss applies to the entre-

preneur as well. As Dr Kaandorp notes, 

leasing a plane for one year was an in-

vestment than Branson could afford to 

lose – if the airline was not successful, 

then Branson was out just one year’s 

lease. In contrast, buying one or more 

planes at the beginning of the venture 

would have been an unaffordable loss 

for Branson if the venture failed.

Networking model
Within the context described above – 

entrepreneurs embracing uncertainty 

by being willing to connect with a wide 

network of ties who may or may not 

prove to be helpful, but always being 

alert to serendipity so that they can lev-

erage any surprises that might occur – 

how exactly do entrepreneurs manage 

and organise their networking efforts? 

In their article in the Journal of Business 

Venturing, Dr Kaandorp and her col-

leagues lay out a specific step-by-step 

model for networking by entrepreneurs. 

The first step is for entrepreneurs 

to assess the means that they have: 

whom do they know? What knowledge 

do they have? How could they help  

potential contacts?

Once this means assessment has 

been completed, the entrepreneur 

starts contacting the network relations 

they know (ie, existing network ties). 

Entrepreneurial networking: 
from uncertainty to opportunity
Chris Murray talks with Mariëtte Kaandorp
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Entrepreneurial networking could 

also be applied to job opportunities or 

career switches, she says: ‘You have a 

feeling that you're not happy in your job 

or you have too much pressure. And you 

have some area that you feel is inter-

esting, and you know a few people in 

that area. So you can start talking to 

these people. And once you have met 

these people, maybe new influences will 

emerge along the way.’

Dr Kaandorp makes another power-

ful argument for the wide application of 

entrepreneurial networking: ‘It's an ap-

proach that is not very costly. As a re-

sult, you don't have to know what you're 

heading for. You can just start and keep 

it small and simple, and just see where 

it gets you. So, I think it's very practical.’

In a world of business in which un-

certainty might be the only certainty, the 

outcome creation approach exempli-

fied in entrepreneurial networking can 

be a powerful new tool in just about any 

endeavour. 

The paper, Toward a dynamic process 

model of entrepreneurial networking un-

der uncertainty, written by Yuval Engel, 

Mariëtte Kaandorp, and Tom Elfring, ap-

pears in the Journal of Business Venturing, 

Volume 32, Issue 1, January 2017, Pages 

35-51. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.

jbusvent.2016.10.001

Dr Mariëtte Kaandorp is Assistant 

Professor, Department of Organisation 

and Personnel Management, Rotterdam 

School of Management, Erasmus 

University Rotterdam. 

 EMAIL   mkaandorp@rsm.nl

endipitous emergence of new entrepre-

neurial goals.’ 

Beyond entrepreneurship
Dr Kaandorp believes that uncertainty 

driven entrepreneurial networking is a 

powerful approach to networking with 

applications far beyond entrepreneur-

ship. ‘While we describe entrepreneurial 

networking in the context of new entre-

preneurial ventures or start-ups where 

there's a lot of uncertainty,’ she says, ‘you 

could more generally apply it to any situ-

ation that features uncertainty.’

As Dr Kaandorp explains, ‘You start off 

with your means, you talk to people about 

your intentions, people share ideas with 

you, you think about those ideas, and then 

you talk to other people. So, by starting 

off with your means, then interacting and 

reflecting, you're incrementally develop-

ing into a direction that you think is vital.’

One example could be a company’s 

search for innovation or innovative ide-

as, especially innovations that have a re-

lational component, she says. As with 

entrepreneurship, innovation involves 

uncertainty. Thus, a company would as-

sess its knowledge and resources and 

then seek out information and ideas 

on innovation from potential partners  

and contributors.

Simultaneously, they contact and con-

nect with new network ties. ‘They start 

off with their existing ties and see if they 

can find common ground they haven't 

discovered yet,’ Dr Kaandorp explains. 

For example, an entrepreneur might have 

a relationship with someone in an unre-

lated domain, but still presents the idea 

to that person. ‘Maybe you will find some 

undiscovered overlap on the topic of en-

trepreneurship that you want to explore 

as an entrepreneur,’ she says.

The next step is to reach out to new 

contacts. ‘By first talking to the people 

they know, entrepreneurs might already 

discover some more information,' Dr 

Kaandorp says. ‘Then we say they need to 

contact new others, because they don't 

know how and when those others will be 

valuable.’ Given the uncertainty of who 

will be helpful in the short and long run, 

the wider the net, the better, she says.

Through these open conversations, 

entrepreneurs find the stakeholders who 

start to self-select themselves into the 

venture, she says. Over time, the entre-

preneurs networking efforts will shape 

and change the portfolio of network 

ties ready to pre-commit to the ven-

ture, generating unexpected oppor-

tunities and, as Dr Kaandorp and her 

collaborators write, ‘enabling the ser-

“…by starting off with your means, 
then interacting and reflecting, you're 
incrementally developing into a direction 
that you think is vital.”
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