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Entrepreneurship can simply be described as having the ability to develop and run a new business venture (Cambridge Dictionary, 2024) however the entrepreneur is more complex to explain as what makes an entrepreneur and specifically, a successful entrepreneur, can be influenced by a number of factors and no one entrepreneurial theory can explicitly fit all entrepreneurs (Seth, 2023). Entrepreneurial traits are the typical characteristics, abilities and thought patterns associated with successful entrepreneurs and trait theories of entrepreneurship seek to unravel the characteristics and behaviours that distinguish successful entrepreneurs and explain their impact on entrepreneurial outcomes. This essay will explore prominent entrepreneurship trait theories and through real-life examples, assess the significance of each theory in shaping entrepreneurial success. The essay will also look at the ongoing debate surrounding the relative influence of nature versus nurture in fostering entrepreneurial achievement.
Elizabeth Chell et al.'s (2008) theory challenges the notion of a fixed entrepreneurial personality and emphasises the influence of socialisation processes, cultural values, and institutional contexts on individuals' perceptions of entrepreneurship and their entrepreneurial behaviours. Jan Koum, the co-founder of WhatsApp, embodies the social construction perspective of entrepreneurship. Koum's upbringing in Soviet-era Ukraine and his experience as an immigrant in the United States heavily influenced his entrepreneurial journey in creating a communication platform accessible to all, regardless of socio-economic status (Miller, 2020). Determination to succeed was a significant trait that Koum embodied and lead to him teaching himself computer programming and persevering when his inability to get the application to work nearly caused him to give up (McDonald, 2019). Anita Roddick, the founder of The Body Shop, is another example of an entrepreneur who aligns with Chell et al.'s theory. Roddick's entrepreneurial journey and success was influenced by her commitment to social activism and environmental sustainability (Entrepreneur, 2008). Her ability to integrate social and environmental concerns into her business model illustrates the influence of cultural values and institutional contexts on entrepreneurial behaviour.
Jessica Alba, co-founder of The Honest Company, fits into Timmons and Spinelli (2008) theory of entrepreneurship based on opportunity, team, and resources in several ways including the ability to recognise a gap in the market for safe, non-toxic household and personal care products, working with a diverse team of experts in product development, marketing, and business operations to bring her vision to life and utilising her celebrity status and personal brand to leverage resources to capitalise on that opportunity (O’Connor, 2015). Through this, Jessica Alba’s success can be attributed to the fact that she had a very clear vision and commitment to the goal she wanted to achieve (Wahba, 2022). Another example is Brian Chesky, Joe Gebbia, and Nathan Blecharczyk, the co-founders of Airbnb, who exemplify Timmons and Spinelli's theory by recognising the opportunity to disrupt the hospitality industry. They identified a gap in the market for short-term lodging options and created a platform that connects travellers with hosts offering unique accommodations (Product Habits, 2018). Their ability to leverage technology, build a trusted brand, and scale the business globally illustrates their entrepreneurial acumen in seizing and capitalising on market opportunities.
Knight (1921) emphasises the role of risk-taking propensity in entrepreneurship, suggesting that successful entrepreneurs are willing to take calculated risks to capitalise on opportunities and create value. One such entrepreneur who is known to take risks is Richard Branson, the founder of the Virgin Group. Branson's willingness to take bold risks, such as launching Virgin Atlantic and selling Virgin Records (Branson, 2017), has been integral to his entrepreneurial success. Whilst some of his risks haven’t paid off, his rocket company Virgin Orbit filed for bankruptcy in 2023, he still considers risk taking to be a necessity for entrepreneurs (Taylor, 2023). Jeff Bezos, the founder of Amazon, is another example of an entrepreneur with a high risk-taking propensity. Bezos risked everything by leaving his job in finance to found Amazon which began as an online bookstore and expanded it into the world's largest e-commerce company. Throughout Amazon's history, Bezos has taken bold risks, such as investing in new technologies, expanding into new markets, and acquiring companies like Whole Foods (Clifford, 2019). Jeff Bezos and Richard Branson both exhibit characteristics associated with Knight's theory of risk-taking propensity, but their approaches to risk-taking differ based on their respective industries, personalities, and entrepreneurial philosophies. Bezos has taken risks primarily in the realm of technology and innovation, such as investing in new technologies, developing hardware devices like Kindle and Echo, and expanding into emerging markets like cloud computing and artificial intelligence. His risks often involve pioneering new technologies and disrupting traditional industries. Branson's risks are often characterised by his adventurous spirit and willingness to enter unconventional markets. He has launched ventures such as Virgin Galactic, which aims to commercialize space travel, and Virgin Oceanic, which seeks to explore the depths of the ocean. Branson's risks involve pushing the boundaries of what is possible and exploring new frontiers.
Rotter's (1966) theory focuses on individuals' beliefs about control and agency, suggesting that those with an internal locus of control are more likely to engage in entrepreneurial activities. Elon Musk, who consistently the world richest people charts (Forbes, 2024), in particular displays an internal locus of control in that his investments are usually concentrated on his own entrepreneurial ventures such as Tesla and SpaceX. This means he is able to have much more hands on involvement in the businesses (Rossolillo, 2024) and believes in his own success enough that he also understands if the businesses were to fail then the responsibility of this would also fall on his shoulders. Another example of this is one of the most successful media moguls and philanthropists in the world, Oprah Winfrey who also embodies an internal locus of control. Winfrey built an empire through her media platforms and is known for her strong work ethic, determination, and credits her success to having an indestructible inner life (Denning, 2018). Both Oprah Winfrey and Elon Musk exhibit traits such as demonstrating self-confidence, belief in themselves, autonomy in decision-making, and resilience in the face of adversity, all of which are indicative of a strong internal locus of control. 
Each entrepreneurship trait theory offers valuable insights into the characteristics and behaviours associated with entrepreneurial success. However, the relative significance of these traits and their impact on entrepreneurial outcomes may vary depending on the context and individual circumstances. It can be suggested that whilst one entrepreneur may embody multiple traits, not all entrepreneurs need to have the same level of traits to be successful as suggested by Theo Paphitis (Shahin, n.d.) who stated that the level of entrepreneur you is determined by how far you want to go as an entrepreneur. Pierre Omidyar, for example, started eBay initially as a hobby and stayed employed at a software company before finally leaving when the company’s success grew (magazine, 2023). This shows that whilst he eventually became substantially successful, by choosing to stay employed before achieving significant success meant he took less risk than other risk taking entrepreneurs as he had a job that he could fall back on if his business venture did not succeed. However, entrepreneurship is inherently challenging and those with lower levels of entrepreneurial traits may face additional obstacles that contribute to the failure of a business. For example, CEO of Blockbuster, John Antioco's failure to innovate, adapt to changing consumer preferences, and envision the future of entertainment and the digital streaming revolution contributed to Blockbuster's demise which was once a leader in the video rental industry, eventually filing for bankruptcy in 2010 (Satell, 2014).
Another aspect to also consider is that whilst many entrepreneurs start their successful business ventures on new ideas, there are many who have become successful through endeavours based on ideas that already exist or even on inventions that were never meant to exist. For example, the Post-it Note was not discovered by it’s original inventor, Spencer Silver, but instead by a colleague of his, Art Fry, who was trying to find a solution to bookmarking a place in his hymnal book (Skonord, 2021). 
How much of entrepreneurial achievement is influenced by nature or nurture is also debated and it is essential to recognise the relationship between inherent qualities and environmental factors. While some individuals may possess innate entrepreneurial traits, such as creativity, resilience and risk-taking predispositions, environmental influences can play a significant role in shaping entrepreneurial aspirations and behaviours. Many entrepreneurs themselves have been part of this debate for example Lord Alan Sugar who claims you have to be born an entrepreneur (Shahin, n.d.) whilst others such as Duncan Bannatyne suggest that anyone can become an entrepreneur (Wright, 2006). 
Nature proponents argue that certain individuals are predisposed to entrepreneurship due to their innate characteristics. These individuals exhibit traits such as creativity, passion, and a high tolerance for ambiguity, which drive their entrepreneurial pursuits. Elon Musk for example is widely considered a natural born entrepreneur with an innate talent for technology and innovation (Khan, 2023). He himself then goes on to look for innate traits and the potential of individuals when recruiting employees for his own businesses, believing this is essential to their success (Creative Personnel, Inc., n.d.). Conversely, nurture proponents emphasize the role of environmental factors, such as upbringing, education, and socio-cultural context, in shaping entrepreneurial behaviour. Examples, such as Jessica Alba and Jan Koum, highlight how societal norms and cultural values influence individuals' entrepreneurial aspirations and behaviours. Jessica Alba’s personal experiences of reactions that her children had to certain detergent products was the driving force behind starting the company and this played an essential part in consumers perception of the brand and in making it successful (Montes de Oca, 2021). For Jan Koum, his own negative experiences growing up in a Communist regime played a huge role in wanting to build an encrypted and accessible messaging service for its users. He eventually decided to leave the company following parent company, Facebook’s attempts to use WhatsApp users’ data to generate revenue and potentially weaken it’s encryption (Ingram, 2018).
In conclusion, the study of entrepreneurship reveals a number of theories, each offering valuable insights into the complex dynamics of entrepreneurial success. From Rotter's emphasis on internal locus of control to Timmons and Spinelli's focus on opportunity recognition and resource leveraging, these theories shed light on the diverse array of characteristics and behaviours exhibited by successful entrepreneurs. Jan Koum and Jessica Alba illustrate how societal influences, personal experiences, and individual traits intersect to shape entrepreneurial journeys. Moreover, the ongoing debate regarding the relative influence of nature versus nurture underscores the intricate interplay between inherent qualities and environmental factors in fostering entrepreneurial achievement. While some argue for the existence of innate entrepreneurial traits, others emphasise the pivotal role of upbringing, education, and socio-cultural context in nurturing entrepreneurial aspirations. Ultimately, the evidence suggests that while certain individuals may possess predispositions toward entrepreneurship, the most successful entrepreneurs are those who possess a combination of innate traits, acquired skills, and adaptive strategies. Entrepreneurship, as evidenced by the diverse range of entrepreneurial paths and outcomes, is a dynamic and comprehensive phenomenon that defies simple categorisation and it is crucial for those wishing to become entrepreneurs to have an understanding of the complex interaction of factors and traits influencing entrepreneurial success.
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