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Virtual Mentors as Vertical Ties: Reading about Someone to Look up to.  

Introduction 

This paper aims to contribute to the developing entrepreneurial learning literature, 

pioneered by Jason Cope (2003, 2005a and 2005b). The paper will also add a new 

perspective to various literature streams that have offered insights into work-place 

learning processes,  which include,  ‘reference groups’ (Shibutani,1955); ‘tacit 

knowledge’ (M. Polany, 1958); ‘absorptive capacity’ (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990); 

‘communities of practice’ (Lave and Wenger,1991); ‘entrepreneurial alertness’ 

(Gaglio and Katz, 2001); and  ‘entrepreneurial social competences’ (Baron and 

Markman, 2003). 

.  

For this research entrepreneurship is conceptualised as a socio-economic process 

(Granovetter 1985) (1), embedded in broader society (K. Polanyi: 1944/2001 (2). 

Thus, ‘…entrepreneurship must be understood contextually. It must be viewed within 

individual and social circumstances, since entrepreneurship is not simply an 

individualist pursuit but also a social phenomenon’ (Brenkert, 2002: 10).  On first 

impression, this  social construction conceptualisation of  entrepreneurship contradicts  

the ‘lone wolf’, ‘rugged individualist’ character trait frequently attributed to 

entrepreneurs, with its attendant  ‘fortress enterprise’ (Curran and Blackburn,  1993: 

190) .  However, this paper also understands entrepreneurship as holistic and 

integrative, with apparently contradictory processes, which accords with Jack and 

Anderson’s conceptualisation that entrepreneurship is an inductive process that is 

unknowable and unpredictable (1999). Therefore entrepreneurs can both stress their 

social interconnectedness, while retaining the trait of maintaining their independence 

or ‘locus of control (Chell, 2008: 98-101).   



 

From this multi-faceted, socio-economic perspective entrepreneurial learning was 

researched using a social capital framework.  The literature on social capital and 

entrepreneurship is extensive (Shaw and Conway, 2000: 367-383; Hoang and 

Antoncic, 2001; Jenssen and Greve, 2002: 254-267; Liao and Welsch, 2005: 345-262; 

Burt, 2005: 58-162; Anderson et al, 2007: 245-272; and Casson and Della Guista, 

2007: 222-224). Nevertheless, there is a lacunae on how resources embededded in 

social ties facilitate learning for entrepreneurs. 

Theoretical Perspective 

In social capital and social network theory there is an extensive literature stream 

considering the significance of power relations.  Putnam developed this approach in 

social capital literature in ‘Making Democracy Work’ (1993). For example: ‘North 

America inherited civic traditions, whereas the Latin Americans were bequeathed 

traditions of vertical dependence and exploitation’ (Ibid: 179). In Italy, Putnam 

considered regional government as a starting point to reach conclusions about the 

nature of society, culture and the collective action problem. According to Putnam, 

Banfield’s ‘amoral familism’ in the Mezzogiorni had been self-reinforcing in 

Southern Italy from the middle ages, as follows: 

 

Why did the North and South get started on such divergent paths in the 

eleventh century?’ The hierarchical Norman regime in the South is perhaps 

readily explained as the consequence of conquest by an unusually effective 

force of foreign mercenaries (Ibid: 180).  

 

 Putnam argued that Southern Italy was caught in a self-perpetuating ‘vicious circle’, 

which, ‘…reproduced perennial exploitation and dependence’ whereas, the North had 

greater stocks of social capital due to its ‘virtuous circle’ (Ibid: 162). Putnam’s, ‘path 



dependent’ argument is that history shaped network relations in the South to be 

vertical. Moreover, as vertical relations, ‘…cannot sustain social trust and 

cooperation’ (Ibid: 174), it follows that these asymmetrical relations in turn create a 

stable equilibrium with high transaction costs as, ‘coercive enforcement is expensive’ 

(Ibid: 165).  In contrast, horizontal relations draw on the past, for a ‘…culturally 

defined template for future action.’ Thus, in Northern Italy long established guilds and 

mutual aid societies provided a historical embedded template that contemporary 

society could call on to address problems of collective action.  

 

Putnam’s conclusions on the significance of ties power relationships were 

subsequently developed to reach a conceptual orthodoxy that vertical or asymmetrical 

power relations undermine social capital (Putnam 1993: 197; Fukuyama 1995: 97-

111; and Foley & Edwards, 1999). The argument is that vertical relations, ‘…cannot 

sustain social trust and cooperation’ and instead these, ‘patron-client relations are 

characterised by dependence, opportunism and shirking’ (Putnam, 1993: 174). In 

consequence most relations to external stakeholders are non-hierarchical (Maak, 

2007: 329-343), as there is a preference for homophilious interactions in networks, as 

‘birds of a feather will flock together’ (Lin, 2001: 46-54).   

 

Research Ambition 

The research ambition was to investigate the significance of power asymmetries for 

entrepreneurial learning. Theoretical literature, as already stated, is unequivocal that 

vertical, asymmetrical power relations undermine intangible resources, such as trust 

and social capital as well as creating a culture  that militates against a supportive 

learning environment. Nonetheless, this research conceptualised mentor relations as 



vertical power relations as they comprise by definition an unequal relationship: there 

is no point being mentored by an equal (horizontal tie), the idea is to tap into 

someone’s greater experience, knowledge and resources. Moreover, this is a dyadic 

process as:   ‘‘Mentoring involves principles from drawn from experiential and 

cyclical approaches to learning; the entrepreneur learns from experience but, with the 

mentor, learns, ‘how to learn’ from that experience’’ (Deakins and Whittam, 

2000:126). In sum, the key components of a mentor-mentee relationship are 

conceptualised as being asymmetrical vertical power relationships, which facilitate 

dyadic (entrepreneurial) learning processes. 

 

Sample and Research Procedures 

The sampling was purposeful with respondents deliberately contacted from the 

service sectors, including the IT sector. The logic for this selection was that the 

service sector relies principally on intangible assets for its market offering and 

therefore was more appropriate for social capital research.. The individuals were 

chosen because they were all considered to personify interesting examples of 

entrepreneurial activity. The entrepreneurs also confirmed on initial contact that they 

would be willing to discuss learning processes in an entrepreneurial context.  

 

As the intent of the research was to develop understanding of mentor tie relations in 

terms of learning processes a qualitative research method was followed. 

Furthermore, to facilitate the investigation the data collection procedure was limited 

to interviews, which were semi-structured. The semi-structured interviews were 

constructed  to offer an initial focus for ‘fixing attention upon one or a few attributes’ 



(Stake, 2000: 44). This approach was also consistent with Anderson et al’s 

methodology to review social capital to provide: 

‘… a preliminary theoretical framework about the nature and categories of 

social capital…so that emergent themes that we ‘recognized’ were those 

associated with the qualities of social capital that we had described earlier’ 

(2007: 255).   

 

Further for this research among ‘hard-headed’ entrepreneurs the necessity to explain 

the aims and general research approach meant that the researcher had to present the 

investigation as being semi-structured, as the entrepreneurs wanted an explanation of 

the logic for the research design before they would commit to participation. This 

research understanding is also consistent with Silverman’s criticisms on ‘simplistic 

induction’ (1997:1) in favour of acknowledging that without a theoretical focus ‘one 

would not recognise the field one was studying’ (Silverman, 2005: 78-80).  

 

In over-view all of the entrepreneurs were interviewed in semi-structured, open 

ended, face-to-face, rapport interviews (based on an interaction of mutual 

understanding and agreed trust). The final length and direction of the interviews were 

dependent on the nature and extent of emerging data, with most of the entrepreneurs 

being interviewed on two occasions and all of them being interviewed for over one 

hour. All interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed.  

 

The participants were also promised anonymity and hence are referred to by the non 

de plums of Kevin, David, Aftab, Neil and Karl.  

 

 

 



Findings  

The first finding was that  mentoring relationship had not been experienced  by any of 

the entrepreneurs. These were action orientated entrepreneurs and the interviews 

confirmed that they were not against the idea of having support from a mentor; that is 

though none of them had actively sought out a mentor, they confirmed if approached 

they probably would have appreciated advice from a successful and more established 

entrepreneur.  At the same time they were consistent that in their experience 

commercially valuable advice was too lucrative to be given away and had to be paid 

for, whereas advice from the incubator employees and various agencies (which they 

had received) was considered too general to have any real commercial value. Thus the 

first finding was that for these entrepreneurs mentors and consequently mentoring 

learning relationships had not been an available in the orthodox sense of developing a 

relationship between individuals. 

 

The second emerging theme in the research concerned the entrepreneurs refining their 

management of social capital and learning processes with reference to biographies, 

and guides to small business success, which had been written by successful and high-

profile entrepreneurs. In Kevin’s words: ‘I want to read about someone whose been 

there and done it’, in preference to more academic works which were regarded as too 

abstract to be of any practical value. It would be going too far to say that these books 

were valued in terms of how great a fortune the respective authors had accumulated, 

though there is an element of truth in that assertion. It is also accurate to state that the 

entrepreneurs were not swayed in their choice of reading by academic credentials, 

which were regarded as irrelevant. Moreover, the entrepreneurs reading style was 

autodidactic, thus replete with all the limitations that a self-taught approach entails.  



 

Thus, these entrepreneurs sought to reflect and refine their entrepreneurial learning 

from reading books written by financially successful entrepreneurs. In their view this 

was a rational approach to learning, as who knew more about being an entrepreneur 

than a self-proclaimed, self-made millionaire? For instance the researcher observed 

that David had a shelf of books by millionaire ice-cream manufacturer’s ‘Ben and 

Jerry’, which related directly to his business operations.  Another example was Aftab, 

who enthused over his (literary) mentor:  

  

 ‘To be honest, one of the people who inspires me, I don’t know if you 

remember him, is Victor Kiam, of Remington Steele. He loved it so much he 

bought the company! He has such passion and drive and determination.  

Whenever I read his book I thought my god this is amazing, and it gives you 

that desire and that passion.  You have got to have a role model, to me my 

greatest tragedy is that he has died, I would have loved to have met him, 

because he has inspired me in so many ways…To be honest I have read his 

books and articles and analysed his business and though you know what, I 

know what he is trying to say.  He is very generous with his advice and looks 

at it from a very practical and pragmatic perspective so you know these are 

the mistakes I made, but here are some ways you can overcome them.’  

 

Aftab had also rationally planned to read books that he considered would enhance his 

firm’s chances of success, for example, Aftab had read books on falconry for business 

purposes:   

 

‘One thing I can understand from working out in the Middle East is 

relationships. At the same time I have had to read up and learn, well falconry, 

because some of the people that you deal with you have to have something in 

common with them that you can discuss, I would love to talk to them about 

Liverpool Football Club, but you know…’ 

 

In broad terms, Aftab’s rational approach to reading was summarised in this 

statement: 

‘One thing I have developed, because I read a really good book on it, is 

listening skills.  Listening to what they [Middle-Eastern clients] are interested 

in and then actually going out and researching about it.’ 



 

Karl also stressed his self-avowed rational approach to reading: 

 

‘In addition, I read every day. It can be everything. It’s all true. I’m not 

joking. Yes we have learned loads. We need to make sure that we don’t make 

the same mistakes that others have made before us! It is very interesting to 

read about other entrepreneurs that have succeeded before, and learn about 

what they did and did not do.’ 

 

Thus, the entrepreneurs’, bereft of the guidance and training available in larger 

organisations took charge of their learning in terms of reading biographies and 

management tomes written by financially successful, self-made entrepreneurs. 

However, the entrepreneurs interpreted this reading from their own individualistic 

perspective, and hence there rational appreciation of their reading was subject to 

idiosyncratic (perhaps low and non-rational) evaluations. For example, Neil 

commented on one of his favourite business books:  

‘There is a famous book called E-Myth by Michael Gerber which is a text 

about the American dream of being an entrepreneur and becoming a multi-

millionaire.  The myth is if you are very good at doing something then just 

by taking a risk with some money you will have a successful business.  Just 

because you are good at something does not mean you are a great business 

person.  There are lots of businesses out there where the operations side is 

quite weak and more of a sales and marketing machine and their delivery is 

weak or completely outsourced to somewhere else.  You have got to apply 

yourself as an entrepreneur to each area with equal importance, if you don’t 

then you will come a cropper.  If you just focus on sales and marketing and 

get some fantastic leads coming through then you can’t deliver and at worst 

you end up in court and your customer says you are a charlatan, I’m going 

somewhere else.’ 

 

Neil also stated that he was deeply influence by ‘Ricardo Semplar’s’ approach to 

building organisational culture and talked at length about ‘Maverick!: The Success 

Story Behind the World's Most Unusual Workplace’ (1993). In addition, Neil was 

typical of the entrepreneurs in that he filtered his learning and reading through his 

own heuristics: 

‘I don’t think you should turn away any advice or information from books at 

all, as you then assimilate and come up with your own way through.  I was 

overwhelmed with all the advice and books available.  …the advice I give to 



start ups, is go to these events, listen to the advice and read about successful 

entrepreneurs, but don’t assume that these business’ gurus’ and millionaires 

know it all.’ 

 

In summary, the entrepreneurs claimed to be either too busy, or just not interested in  

seeking out external feedback or expert guidance-though if approached they would 

not reject advice out of hand-  and consequently they were prone to draw conclusions 

based on any number of methods of analysis, though prominent among them were 

‘gut instincts’ and other non-rational analytical evaluations. Therefore just as relying 

on experience as a guide for learning could lead to mistakes being repeated, the 

entrepreneurs were just as likely to reach accurate as inaccurate guidance from their 

reading.  

 

Furthermore, this research finding on the autodidactic approach to reading is 

consistent with observations on the idiosyncratic nature of entrepreneurial learning 

(Jones and Lee, 2008: 564-566; and Chell 2008: 259, 264-65). The same personal 

approach to knowledge has also been identified by Jack and Anderson who contend  

that new business creation, ‘…must also be inductive, requiring leaps in perception, 

and the ability to see things in a different way’ (2007: 2). In this research the 

entrepreneurs reading style was characterised by seeing things in their own 

individualistic and different way. 

 

Concluding Comments 

The first finding was that none of the entrepreneurs in the research considered that 

they had been involved in a mentor-mentee relationship. 3 out of the 5 entrepreneurs 

also expressed regret over this omission, as they evaluated that such asymmetrical 

connections would have been especially useful in the start-up stage for learning 



purposes, and less expensive than experiential (trial and error) entrepreneurial 

learning processes that they had endured. 

 

The second finding identified virtual mentors in terms of literary mentors with the 

entrepreneurs reading style predicated on their assumption of asymmetrical power 

relations, which can be thought of as a virtual mentor-mentee relationship. For 

illustration, the authors selected were always financially successful and the 

entrepreneurs were explicit in their aim of emulating this financial success, by 

identifying any key lessons to be learnt to advance their own financial returns. Thus 

the entrepreneurs sought our virtual mentors who had achieved high status in terms of 

financial success.  

 

Concurrent with this view of asymmetrical power relations a number of entrepreneurs 

relished reading about business ‘mavericks’ who had acted on their own judgemental 

decisions to ‘do their own thing’. This reading was based on the archetype of the 

heroic individual who triumphs over more powerful forces/organisations. For 

example, Aftab was rational in taking note of Victor Kiam’s proven success with 

marketing, but his reliance on this source for as a ‘fount’ of entrepreneurial 

knowledge can be characterised as being of low and non-rationality, which can be 

thought of as an asymmetrical relationship based on the entrepreneurs exaggerated 

sense of respect.   

 

The paper’s conclusion is that asymmetrical vertical relations are not always inimical 

to social capital as they can serve to facilitate knowledge exchange and learning, that 

is they can facilitate the exchange of intangible resources in terms of learning, which 



is a key return of social capital. The paper had also identified a new understanding of 

mentors based on entrepreneurial reading.  
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