
 

 

CASE STUDY 

A Study in Grit 

Overview  
“Grit,” in psychology, is a positive non-cognitive trait based on an individual's perseverance 
of effort combined with the passion for a particular long-term goal or end state. Concepts 
within the definitions of grit include "perseverance," "hardiness," "resilience," and "ambition." 

Recent studies have addressed this topic from various perspectives. This particular example 
considers the role of grit in the success of entrepreneurs, that is individuals who set up a 
business or businesses, perhaps with innovating ideas that fill a perceived void.  

The research led to a deeper understanding of what grit is and pinpointed four particular 
factors explaining how it can be developed. Findings from the study can assist existing 
entrepreneurs in developing grit, as well as offering information on how to develop grit when 
entrepreneurs are thinking about starting their own business, equipping them for their 
entrepreneurial journey.  

Challenge 
“A friend of mine said running a start-up is like chewing glass and staring into the abyss. 
After a while, you stop staring, but the glass chewing never ends.” – Elon Musk, 2016  

The road to entrepreneurial achievement is extremely challenging. One trait that may well 
enhance achievement is grit: passion and perseverance towards long-term goals. This study 
aimed to understand how entrepreneurs can develop grit.  

In 2019, 9.3% of the adult population of the UK were involved in early stage-entrepreneurial 
activity according to the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor. Starting a business has become 
“more desirable and achievable,” (Hart, Bonner & Levie, 2015) and increasingly popular. 
However, entrepreneurship is not typically an easy road to success; more than half of new 
ventures fail within the first five years (Anderson, 2014).  

The entrepreneur operates in a volatile and uncertain world, dealing with ambiguity and 
continuously facing changes caused by globalization, new technologies and resource 
scarcity (Bennett & Lemoine, 2014).  

The start-up phase of a new business also requires a broad skillset, to transform an 
innovative idea into a marketable product, raise capital and build an internal infrastructure 
(Markman & Baron, 2003). In short, running a start-up is a “highly complex job.” (Frese & 
Gielnik, 2014.) 

Hypothesis 
One non-cognitive trait that could assist novice entrepreneurs in this “highly complex job” is 
grit, the perseverance and passion for long-term goals. (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews & 
Kelly, 2007). Grit contributes to achievement and performance, more than intelligence and 
talent, and is a good predictor of retention (Duckworth, et al., 2007). Therefore, this study 
examined the experience of entrepreneurs – who in spite of significant challenges are brave 
enough to “eat glass” – and explore how they develop grit. 
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The concept of grit within a business environment was still in its infancy. Studying 
entrepreneurial grit could illuminate this newfound construct, as well as its relevance to 
entrepreneurship.  

The aim of the research was to examine and explore grit among novice entrepreneurs and 
attempt to understand how entrepreneurs develop grit. The absence of qualitative research 
exploring entrepreneurial grit supported the importance of this study. 

Approach 
A grounded theory methodology was chosen for data analysis. This approach, developed by 
Glaser, Strauss and Charmaz (Charmaz, 2006) focused on generating rich descriptions. 
This approach has been useful when an environment has been understudied or very little 
previous research has taken place (Grbich, 2013).  

Data Collection 
In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with seven novice entrepreneurs in 
Greater London. Participants were selected through purposeful sampling (Bernard & Ryan, 
2010), each belonging to different industry sectors, to add to the heterogeneity of the 
sample. The common criteria which they met were: 

• Being a “sole founder” of a new business 

• Working in the start-up phase (first eight years) 

• Aged between 30 and 45 years 

Before commencing with the interviews, Participants were evaluated on Angela Duckworth’s 
Grit Scale; a set of items designed to measure trait-level elements of Grit. The eight-item 
Short Grit Scale (Grit-S) was used in this case. The output from the Grit Scale would serve 
as an additional source to contextualise interview findings, to better understand them.  

Data were then collected through face-to-face semi-structured interviews which ranged from 
27 to 76 minutes. Interviews covered a number of different topics. The interviews were 
recorded and transcribed. 

Data Analysis 
Data analysis followed the guidelines of grounded theory; including initial, intensive and axial 
coding (a qualitative research technique that involves relating data together; it is one way to 
construct linkages between data). The identification of themes and sub-themes resulted in 
the emergence of an interpretive theory (Bernard & Ryan, 2012). Analytical memoing 
occurred throughout to develop insights and ideas (Bernard & Ryan, 2012). Furthermore, the 
researcher influenced reflexivity, being clear how personal beliefs, biases and assumptions 
may affect the research. (Reflexivity takes place when researchers articulate their 
awareness of the interconnectivity between and among themselves, the Participants, the 
data, and the methods they use to interpret and represent their findings.) 

Outcome 
This study found that entrepreneurs could develop grit through a combination of different 
internal and external factors. The components were not mutually exclusive but co-existed 
interdependently and could be pursued individually or simultaneously. These factors were: 

• Goals 

• Self-awareness 
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• A support network  

• Fulfilment  

This indicated that grit was a combination of nature and nurture and could both be 
developed from the inside out and the outside in (Duckworth, 2016). The more robust the 
elements, the grittier the entrepreneur. This indicated practical applications for the research 
in the form of training Programmes that develop grit competencies, based on above four 
factors.  

This research contributed towards understanding entrepreneurial behaviour as well as the 
relatively newfound non-cognitive trait, grit.  

Application of Findings 
The outcome of this work pinpointed new ways of developing “grit,” for example in 
entrepreneurs.  

Firstly, grit could be developed by having clear goals; this included implementing goal 
strategies towards goal achievement. Grit development Programmes could, for instance, 
include training that focused on goal achievement strategies, such as focusing on the big 
picture, having a specific timeframe and celebrating small wins. These strategies may 
enable entrepreneurs to find ways of developing clear goals through the practise. 

Secondly, the development of grit was propelled by a sense of self-awareness: self-efficacy 
and a positive attitude equipped individuals to overcome challenges and learn from 
mistakes. In addition, having a growth mindset (Dweck, 2015) enhanced the development of 
grit. Entrepreneurs interpreted failure as a learning opportunity; this in turn motivated them to 
continue to invest energy, effort and hard work, despite significant setbacks. Grittier 
individuals were also less likely to give up when failing. In fact, the “power of grit” unfolds 
under failure (Lucas, Gratch, Cheng & Marsella, 2015). Training and development 
Programmes that used positive psychology as a foundation might aid in understanding self 
and dealing with challenges. 

Thirdly, grit could be enhanced by having a support network. Interconnected relationships 
were a key component of this model as positive connections were a source of motivation 
and reassurance, serving as a coping mechanism when encountering difficulties. Therefore, 
it was crucial for entrepreneurs to establish and maintain positive relationships, since they 
could only benefit by investing in their relationships and engaging in social activities for 
support. This may not materialise in the form of a workshop or training, but perhaps could be 
emphasised as good practise, for example, through the provision of networking events.  

Lastly, grit could be enhanced by finding fulfilment in the entrepreneur’s work, living their 
passion and making a meaningful impact, looking beyond self. Being fully engaged in their 
passion resulted in a sense of happiness and joy. It followed that happiness and grit were 
positively correlated (Singh & Jha, 2008) and individuals with higher levels of grit 
experienced greater joy and hope (Lucas et al., 2015). Reaching fulfilment could be pursued 
through different avenues. These orientations were not conflicting but concurrent and 
occurred in a symbiotic relationship alongside each other. This element could, in turn, be 
addressed through a mindfulness Programme, emphasising the intentional awareness of the 
self in the present moment, in order to go beyond the self.  
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