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Abstract

Purpose — The effect of a study programme in entrepreneurship on intention to start a business has not
received adequate attention by researchers using a pre- and post-program research design. This paper
seeks to find evidence of entrepreneurship education programme on entrepreneurial intention in the
context of a post-communist transition county.

Design/methodology/approach — Coarsened exact matching (CEM) method is performed to achieve
two similar groups: control (people who did not attend a study programme in entrepreneurship) and
treated (those who attended) groups. Based on a set of covariates as identified in theory, 442 members
were matched. Hypotheses developed in a pre- and post-program setting can be tested by employing
the analysis of covariance (ANCOVA). Members’ scores on intention to start a business before the
programme was introduced, was used as the covariate in this analysis (pre-program).

Findings — The analysis confirm a significant difference between the two groups on entrepreneurial
intention after the study programme in entrepreneurship was completed (post-program). Our results
suggest that entrepreneurial intention is affected by entrepreneurship education programme.

Research limitations/implications — The study offers useful insights for universities and individuals
running a business. Aiming better results in terms of entrepreneurship, university, industry and
government should align their efforts following a triple helix model.

Originality/value — This work adds value to the entrepreneurship literature in the context of post-
communist transition country. Furthermore, it uses a rigor methodology that makes the comparison of
control and treated groups possible.

Keywords: entrepreneurship education, entrepreneurial intention, impact assessment, coarsened exact
matching, ANCOVA, Albania

1 Introduction

1.1 Research problem

Due to the fact that entrepreneurship reduces the unemployment rate and contribute to the economic
growth, there is a constant concern among academics and policymakers on how to foster
entrepreneurship. According to human capital theory (Becker, 1994), one established way of doing it is
by enhancing individuals’ skills and abilities in dealing with entrepreneurship.

There is a consensus among researchers regarding the linkage between entrepreneurship education
programme, intention to start a business and start-ups (Duran-Sanchez et al., 2019; Kuratko, 2005;



Rodrigues et al., 2012). The role of universities is considered very important in triggering the learning
process and transferring the know-how to the individuals which in turn can promote the entrepreneurial
activities (Audretsch, 2017). Of course, as Bosma et al. (2018) highlights, one can argue that the
entrepreneurial activities are associated with economic growth. Also the capacity building in
entrepreneurship is a continuous policy of engagement within the European Union (EU) (Packham et
al., 2010). As per this policy, member countries should attach importance to enhancement of
entrepreneurial competences, since these policies lead to start-up activity and job creation among young
individuals (European Commission, 2012). This is supported by a global report on entrepreneurship
which stresses out that economic advancement and reduction of unemployment can be attained through
policies designed in fostering entrepreneurship (Herrington and Penny, 2017). As a result, this
educational policy commitment regarding entrepreneurship education programmes has been
instrumental in promoting business activity (Fayolle et al., 2006). Other authors (Kok et al., 2012),
claimed that university graduates who attended a study programme in entrepreneurship are prone to
exhibit more positive intention towards becoming an entrepreneur.

In the context of Albania, as a country which aspires to become a member of European Union,
competitiveness has long been regarded as one of the most crucial issue. Its domestic market is
“flooded” by imported products from EU countries due to the weak competition of domestic businesses.
According to Global Competitiveness report, Albania was ranked as the 36" in Europe (Schwab, 2018).
In addition, this report implies that business competitiveness in Albanian is significantly low compared
to other countries, especially to Germany. Researchers’ findings converge in favour of the argument
that a host of aspects are hard at work impacting the performance of businesses. In this regard, this
paper sheds light on intention to start a business as a factor which can improve competitiveness. The
most common question one may ask in this regard is how individuals can be motivated to start a
business. Studies emphasise the important role that education programmes play in boosting business
activity (Fereidouni and Masron, 2012; Martin et al., 2013). For this reason, policy aimed at start-ups
should take into account instruments which foster the improvement of the students’ education in
entrepreneurship.

In case of Albania, the number of graduated students who considered starting and running their own
business is very small. Official data obtained from the national agency of statistics in Albania show that
the start-up rate has been dropping over the past three years (INSTAT, 2018a). At the moment, roughly
eight out of ten students who attend public universities are not introduced to any type of program dealing
and elaborating entrepreneurship skills. On the other hand, the unemployment rate has been reported
very high among the Albanian young people. For the former age group, official data denote that almost
one in four (23%) individuals were unemployed, meanwhile for those over 30 years old it hovered
around 9% in 2018. As it had been noted, study programmes in entrepreneurship leads to better
opportunities at establishing and running a business and, as a consequence, cutting the unemployment
rate among the graduates. As a result, developing entrepreneurship education programmes should be a
priority for both university and policymakers.

1.2 Motivation

The majority of research related to intention to start a business has been rather limited to developed
economies (Krueger et al., 2000). As a post-communist transition country, Albania has made progress
towards acceding to EU. Despite our efforts, we have not been successful to pin down any study dealing
with factors prompting intention to start a business in Albania. It should be underlined, however, that
very few of studies (Dabic et al., 2012; Garo et al., 2015; Misoska et al., 2016; Palalic et al., 2016;
Palali¢ et al., 2017) have been undertaken on intention to start a business in the Balkan countries, yet
they do not fully elaborate the relationship between entrepreneurship education programme and
intention to start a business. For this reason, there is a need to fill the gap in research over the relationship
between intention to start a business and entrepreneurship education programme in post-communist
transition Albania.



While looking closer for the impact of entrepreneurship education programme on intention to start a
business, there should be in place some rigor in the methodology being employed acting upon the
suggestions of Fayolle and Lifian (2014), implying the comparison between treated group (individuals
introduced to entrepreneurship education programme) and control group (those not being introduced).
Regardless this approach has been exploited in this area of research (Iglesias-Sanchez et al., 2016;
Johansen, 2013; Oosterbeek et al., 2010; Premand et al., 2016; Sanchez, 2011, 2013; Souitaris et al.,
2007), along with the adoption of covariance analysis (Pedrini et al., 2017; Volery et al., 2013), we fall
short of locating any paper that has implemented such an approach to attain a comparison between the
two abovementioned groups. In the light of the pre and post-program setting the most crucial
assumption is that these two groups should be as similar as possible (Stuart and Rubin, 2008). Due to
our literature review, we figured out that in similar studies this important assumption has not been
reported. The current paper contributes in this regard by applying CEM method that makes the
comparison of treated and control groups possible.

2  Literature review

2.1 Entrepreneurship education and intention to start a business

The theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1991), human capital theory (Becker, 1994), and
entrepreneurial self-efficacy perspective (Chen et al., 1998) are the three main theories that researchers
take into consideration when studying the relationship between entrepreneurship education programme
and entrepreneurial intention. According to the theory introduced by Chen et al. (1998), it states that
attitudes and intentions, including intention to start a business, can be motivated by study programme
in entrepreneurship. Consequently, intention to start a business or to become an entrepreneur is
influenced by entrepreneurship education programme.

Human capital obtained by education is considered by many researchers as one of the important factors
of entrepreneurship (Martin et al., 2013; Van Der Sluis et al., 2008; Unger et al., 2011). A positive
association was confirmed between the schooling years and start-up activity by graduated students
(Lafuente and Vaillant, 2013; Millan et al., 2014). Moreover, Estrin et al. (2013) reported a positive
influence of higher education on entrepreneur’s growth aspiration. Chances to start own business are
higher in cases when one holds a double or vocational diploma (Hietanen and Jérvi, 2015; Joensuu-Salo
et al., 2015) or if one has been graduated (Johansen, 2013). As a result, education and training for
individuals should be taken in account as a driver of intention to start a business or to become an
entrepreneur.

The role of entrepreneurship education programme in improving one’s entrepreneurial skills has been
a special focus of researchers (Dana, 1993, 2001). In generally, a study programme in entrepreneurship
should provoke both intention to start a business and the individual’s ability to turn ideas into a certain
behave (action). According to Hahn et al. (2017), a study programme in entrepreneurship fuels the
entrepreneurial learning. This finding is supported also by Sanchez (2011, 2013) who, through his
studies, confirmed that individuals who attend a study programme in entrepreneurship improved their
competencies and intention to start a business. After attending that programme, students perceived
entrepreneurship as their future career (Stamboulis and Barlas, 2014).

The association between entrepreneurship education programme and intention to start a business is
mainly concern of scholars in developed economies (Barba-Sanchez and Atienza-Sahuquillo, 2018;
Martin et al., 2013; Wilson et al., 2007). Scholars who have studied this relationship have confirmed a
positive influence of entrepreneurship education programme on intention to start a business (Bae et al.,
2014; Maresch et al., 2016; Westhead and Solesvik, 2016). However, there are studies which contradict
this conclusion. Entrialgo and Iglesias (2016) claimed that entrepreneurship education does not lead to
intention to become an entrepreneur, based on their study’s results.



2.2 The context of Albania

The context is important for understanding the environment where the decision to engage in business
activity are taken, including self-employed (Dana and Dana, 2005; Groenland and Dana, 2019).
Fundamental changes have taken place in Albania since the change of the system from centralised to
market-oriented economy, which occurred in the 1990s. This is the reason why Albania is called as a
post-communist transition country. Albania, along with Balkan countries, aimed a quick transition by
privatising stated-owned enterprises and liberalizing the prices. These countries hoped that
entrepreneurs would adopted to the capitalism mindset (Ramadani and Dana, 2013). However, in the
early stages of the transition, entrepreneurs did not know how to behave in the new environment (Dana,
1996). The entrepreneurial models imported from Western Europe and America were not giving the
expected outcomes, because they were not adjusted to the context. Both, the institutional system and
individuals were in transition. Hence, the individuals were facing with a lack of knowhow as they did
not know how to behave in the new environment (Dana, 2011; Ramadani and Dana, 2013).

To survive and succeed in the transition stage, the individuals were needed to gain extra skills and
knowledge dealing with the market-oriented economy. The policy instruments applied to foster
entrepreneurship are different as compared to the early stage of the transition (Dana, 2011). However,
the educational system still applies a not modern style of transferring knowledge to the individuals
(Aaltio, 2008). In addition, it is hard to implement the entrepreneurial culture as it is in the Western
countries, since different educational techniques are needed to be put in place. As job insecurity is
growing, education should equip individuals with the appropriate skills and knowhow which are require
to find a job. Both, skills and abilities, that one may say that are not that necessary in advance
economies, might be valuable in the context of transition countries like Albania (Ramadani and
Schneider, 2013).

Business activity is considered as one of the important domains in the economic development. This can
be said even for transition countries like Albania (Cera et al., 2019). The published data do emphasise
the vital role of small and medium-sized enterprises in contributing to the economy and reducing the
unemployment rate. Hence, Albanian SMEs generate 68.3% of the value added in the economy, which
is 12% more than the average of EU. In terms of employment, the SMEs employ 80.3% of the workforce
in the private sector, which is 13.8% more than the average of EU (European Commission, 2019). As
the result, it can be understood the importance of that SMEs have to the Albanian economy. However,
the Albanian share of women entrepreneurs is the lowest among the neighbour countries (Ramadani,
2015). This evidence claims for more stress on policy-making in order to foster females to engage with
business activity.

2.3 Balancing the two groups

A pre- and post-program research design requires two groups: control and treated groups. According to
Trochim et al. (2016), a discussion on covariates that contributes on achieving the comparability of
control and treated groups should be carried out. It should be underlined that covariates are linked to
intention to start a business and not affected by treatment assignment (Stuart and Rubin, 2008).

The first covariate discussed here is ‘age’. Individual’s age is usually used as a covariate of the
association of entrepreneurship education programme and intention to start a business. According to
some studies, individuals at certain ages reflect higher attitudes to start a business or self-employment
(Constant and Zimmermann, 2014; Goktan and Gupta, 2015; Kibler, 2013; van der Zwan et al., 2016).
Alternatively, regarding the gender analysis, females reflected lower tendency to be involved in
entrepreneurial activity (Cera et al., 2018; Diaz-Garcia and Jiménez-Moreno, 2010; Engle et al., 2011;
van der Zwan et al., 2016).

Furthermore, income and employment status are listed by scholars two other covariates which can
influence intention to start a business. Studies have shown that the income is positively related with the
entrepreneurial activity (Urbano et al., 2017; van der Zwan et al., 2016). Nonetheless, even the negative



correlation between them is reported (Lee et al., 2011). Moreover, household income strengthens the
effect on intention to start a business (Bhardwaj, 2018; Kibler, 2013). Of course, this can be typical in
cases where individuals have strong relations with their relatives (Rantanen and Toikko, 2017). What
an individual is actually performing influences intention to start a business (Haus et al., 2013). Students
act and perform taking into consideration what their friends and/or relatives suggest (van Gelderen et
al., 2008; Gohmann, 2012; Kalitanyi and Bbenkele, 2018), while non-students, like managers, do not
dependent from them for the reason that they can take actions based on their experience or they are
more confident on what are doing (Haus et al., 2013; Jaén and Lifian, 2013).

To be brief, intention to start a business or to become self-employed is affected by these covariates: age,
gender, employment status and income. Accordingly, these covariates can used to balance treated and
control groups.

3 Research design and data

3.1 Research design

Coarsened exact matching (CEM) method was used to create two similar groups: one includes
individuals who have been introduced or attended a study programme on entrepreneurship (treated
group) and the other comprises individuals who did not attend that programme (control or comparison
group). A pre- and a post-program score for treated and control groups is required for this type of
research design (Trochim et al., 2016). The term ‘program’ refers to a study programme on
entrepreneurship offered by higher education institutions. It is any study programme of education which
equip individuals with entrepreneurial skills and attitudes (Bae et al., 2014). We identified individuals
in which group they belong by this question: Have you ever attended a subject in entrepreneurship?
Individuals answered ‘No’ were considered as members in control group, while those who selected
‘Yes” were considered as treated members.

The pre- and post-program setting is included because entrepreneurial intention is “observed” in two
moments: pre and post attending the study programme in entrepreneurship. Hence, the pre-program
score denotes an individual’s score on intention to become an entrepreneur before the study programme
in entrepreneurship was introduced (Pre-IntBecEnt), while the post-program score represents one’s
score on intention to be entrepreneur after the attendance of that study programme (Post-IntBecEnt).
Intention to become entrepreneur (entrepreneurial intention) was measured by a four-point scale item
as with recent study (Cera et al., 2020; Mirjana et al., 2018; Sanchez-Escobedo et al., 2011; Shinnar et
al., 2012; Veciana et al., 2005). Entrepreneurial intention was measured by this question: Have you ever
thought of starting a business? The four possible responses were: 1-‘No, never’; 2-‘Yes, vaguely’; 3-
‘Yes, seriously’; 4-<Yes, | have a definite plan to start my own business.’

To assess the impact of entrepreneurship education programme on individuals’ intention to become
entrepreneur, a comparison of control and treated groups should be done. This assumes that two groups
are comparable. To ensure this, CEM method were used. The aim of CEM is to ‘balance’ the distribution
of covariates in both treated and control groups. CEM matches members from control group with treated
ones (lacus et al., 2012). Its principle regarding continuous covariates is that the latter should be grouped
under wider categories for matching, known as coarsening. Variables that can affect the level of the
outcome variable. Driven by theory, these covariates are gender (male/female), age (scale variable),
income (ordinal variable) and employment status (hominal variable).

[Table 1 about here]

CEM method matched 173 treated members with 269 from control group (see Table 1). So, the total
number of matched were 442 members. The multivariate imbalance measure statistic reports the ‘good-
fit’ of matching. According to lacus et al. (2011), if it is below 20% it shows that CEM did a
considerable balancing of covariates distribution in control and treated groups. For our sample, this



statistics was 18.7%. So, 81.3% of the density of the histograms of two groups overlapped. By way of
argument, after applying the matching method, control and treated groups were similar. As a result,
control and treated groups can be compare and its findings are not misleading.

3.2 Data

Asurvey in individual level was administrated by a company operating in market research called IDRA.
Data were collected from the eight main urban regions in Albania during the first months of 2018. A
questionnaire was design and filled in by individuals selected by using satisfaction procedures such as
region population and gender profile. Even though almost one thousand questionnaires were filled in
only half of them (528 respondents) were valid for the current study.

[Table 2 about here]

Table 2 shows the sample profile by gender and region before and after matching was applied. It
demonstrates the actual distribution of students in higher education in Albania (INSTAT, 2018b).

3.3  Method

To test the impact of entrepreneurship education program on individual’s intention to become an
entrepreneur, a one-way between subjects analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) is performed. This
method is the appropriate one that deals with issues designed in a pre and post-program setting
(Tabachnick and Fidell, 2013). The sensitivity of the test of main effects and interactions is increased
by this method by reducing the error term. This decrease in the error term is likely to occur due to the
relationship between the covariate and the dependent variable. In current research, the variable
measuring the one’s intention to become an entrepreneur before introducing with entrepreneurship
education programme was used as covariate in ANCOVA. Before performing ANCOVA, preliminary
checks should be done, in particular concerning the assumptions. Firstly, the error variance of the
dependent variable should be equal across two groups. This can be checked by the Levene’s test of
equality of error variances. It revealed that insignificance, F(1, 440) = 1.670, p = 0.197.

Next assumption is that the covariate (Pre-IntBecEnt) should be statistically no different across the
levels of program. It can be checked by employing a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA). Table 3
summarizes its results. It was found that this assumption was satisfied (p > 0.05), F(1, 440) = 3.299, p
=0.07.

[Table 3 about here]

The final assumption is related to the homogeneity of regression slopes. It requires that the relationship
between the dependent variable (Post-IntBecEnt) and covariate (Pre-IntBecEnt) for both treated and
control groups should be the same. It can be tested by performing not a full factorial one-way ANCOVA
with Post-IntBecEnt as dependent variable and Program as independent variable including Pre-
IntBecEnt as covariate and an interaction of Program with Pre-IntBecEnt as illustrated in Table 4. In
the current research, this interaction was insignificant, thereby, not risking the violation of the
homogeneity of regression slopes, F(1, 440) = 2.342, p = 0.127. As a result, these three assumptions
were not violated, so a one-way ANCOVA can be performed and its findings are not misleading.

[Table 4 about here]

Scholars are interested not only at the significance of a relationship but also at its size of the effect.
ANCOVA performed in SPSS version 23 along with other statistics provides partial eta square (partial
n%). However, academics do prefer more eta square (n?) statistic as an effect size measure in this research



designs. Cohen’s (1988) effect size benchmarks were considered: small=0.01, medium=0.06, and
large=0.14.

4 Results

Before giving the results of ANCOVA, we present in Table 5 the number of participants, mean and
standard deviation of Pre-IntBecEnt and Post-IntBecEnt for two samples: before and after applying
CEM methods. Applying CEM did not lead to significant differences in mean and standard deviation
of intention to become an entrepreneur (for Pre-IntBecEnt: from 0.865 to 0.859, for Post-IntBecEnt:
from 0.995 to 0.99). A difference in means of intention to become an entrepreneur can be detected:
from control group to treated group (for Pre-IntBecEnt: 1.565 vs 1.717, for Post-IntBecEnt: 1.807 vs
2.202) and from before and after introducing the program (for control group: from 1.565 to 1.807, for
treated group: from 1.717 to 2.202). If these differences are found to be significant, then our evidence
support the impact of entrepreneurship education programme on intention to become an entrepreneur.

[Table 5 about here]

A one-way between subjects ANCOVA was performed to investigate the impact of entrepreneurship
education programme on intention to become an entrepreneur. The independent variable was the
Program (introduced and attended a study program in entrepreneurship: Yes/No), and the dependent
variable Post-IntBecEnt. Individuals’ scores on intention to become an entrepreneur before the program
was introduced (Pre-IntBecEnt) was used as the covariate in this analysis. The results of the one-way
are shown in Table 6.

Preliminary checks were done to ensure that there was no violation of the ANCOVA’s assumptions
(refer to Table 3 and Table 4). After adjusting for pre-program score on intention to become an
entrepreneur (Pre-IntBecEnt), there was a statistical significant difference between the control and
treated groups (those who have attended a study program in entrepreneurship and those who have not)
on Post-IntBecEnt. Referring to the values of eta squares, the effect size of this impact was small, F(1,
439) = 16.225, p < 0.001, n? = 0.018. This finding support the impact of entrepreneurship education
programme on intention to become an entrepreneur.

Additionally, ANCOVA revealed a statistical significant relationship between intention to become an
entrepreneur before the study programme was introduced (Pre-IntBecEnt) and after finishing it (Post-
IntBecEnt), F(1, 439) = 406.974, p < 0.001, n? = 0.463. Further to this, there was a large effect size in
the relationship between them as showed by an eta squared greater than 0.14. It shows that 46.3% of
Post-IntBecEnt was attributable to the Pre-IntBecEnt variable.

[Table 6 about here]

Figure 1 illustrates differences in the estimated marginal means of Post-IntBecEnt for both groups:
individuals that have attended an entrepreneurship education programme and those who have not. In
the current research, the estimated marginal means represent the adjusted means on the dependent
variable for control and treated groups. As Tabachnick and Fidell (2013) explain, the term ‘adjusted’ is
used in the context that the influence of the covariate (Pre_IntBecEnt) has been removed. As
demonstrated by the figure, it is clear that individuals who attended a study programme in
entrepreneurship reflected higher intention to start a business. The estimated marginal means of
intention to become an entrepreneur after attending the entrepreneurial education programme was 2.13,
whereas for those who did not attend it this mean was 1.853. The difference between them is a
considerable one (0.277 = 2.13 — 1.853) since the values of this variable range from 1 to 4.



[Figure 1 about here]

5 Discussion

This research found evidence that attending a study programme in entrepreneurship offered by
universities positively impacts individuals’ intention to start a business. Our result goes in the same line
with studies administrated in developed countries (Hahn et al., 2017; Iglesias-Sanchez et al., 2016;
Sanchez, 2013). Somehow, we addressed what Krueger et al. (2000) claimed concerning the limited
papers conducted in developing countries. Our paper went far than that by focusing at a post-communist
transition country like Albania. In this regard, this paper adds value to entrepreneurship literature.

The study’s findings are useful insights for universities and individuals running a business. Aiming
better results in terms of entrepreneurship, Albanian educational system should include
entrepreneurship education programme even to non-economic study programmes. A strand of literature
in this field has been focused at the intention to start a business for individuals who have been graduated
in non-economic fields (Astebro et al., 2012; Barba-Sanchez and Atienza-Sahuquillo, 2018; Maresch
etal., 2016; Westhead and Solesvik, 2016). Additionally, extra efforts should be put to address the need
of establishing connections with firms operating in different sectors, which is pointed out even by the
European Commission (2016). The Albanian government has started to adopt and implement an action
plan (European Commission, 2017) on the basis of a triple helix model: universities, government, and
business.

From a wider perspective, as scholars have climbed, higher educational institutions and government
should find the best ways in achieving better results from the educational system and a friendly business
climate (Brixiova and Egert, 2017; Ratten, 2017). The latter can lead to increasing the number of skilled
people in dealing with different issues in entrepreneurship. Both abovementioned authorities should
pay attention to drafting curricula and policies aimed at equipping individuals with skills and
capabilities in entrepreneurial activities. Henceforth, policies focused at entrepreneurship and
educational system, in particular higher education, should be harmonised (Millan et al., 2014). Firms in
collaboration with universities contribute in this regard by enhancing individual’s skills and ability for
entrepreneurial activity. This can be reached by establishing a friendly environment for graduate
students to benefit from the internship programs offered by firms (Dvorsky et al., 2019; Filippetti and
Savona, 2017; Palali¢ et al., 2019) and government, on the basis of the triple helix model (Feola et al.,
2019; Kimet al., 2012).

6  Concluding remaks

The aim of this paper was to investigate whether entrepreneurship education programme impact
intention to start a business or not in the context of post-communist transition Albania. Its contribution
is seen important in providing evidence for this relationship for a region like the Balkans characterized
by lack of studies in this field. Beside this, our study used a solid and rigor methodology in dealing with
impact assessment. Since we did not found any article that has reported that two groups were similar,
we modestly pretend that we are among the firsts scholars that used CEM method to balance the
distribution of covariates between control and treated group by ensuring the comparability of two
groups.

The current research contributes to the entrepreneurship literature by offering insights from a post-
communist transition context. The study’s findings do emphasise the role of entrepreneurship education
program in fostering individuals to engage in start-ups activity. This insight claims for more attention
to the curricula design in order to leverage the start-up rate even in transition countries like Albania.
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