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Introduction

This project began with a question: What makes veteran
entrepreneurs successful? To learn the answer, the
National Association of Veteran-Serving Organizations
(NAVSO) partnered with Purdue University’s Center for
Global Urban Sustainability, Military Family Research
Institute, and Center for Regional Development.
Purdue has a proven track record of conducting both
research and engagement with military and veteran
families, studying and promoting entrepreneurship, and
mobilizing data to study patterns.
The goals of this project were:
• To generate actionable insights using empirical data;
• To increase awareness and understanding about
needs and determinants related to the success of
veteran-owned businesses;
• To promote collaboration among organizations that
promote and support veteran entrepreneurship; and
• To identify action steps toward accelerated success.
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Businesses owned by veterans have been
an important part of the U.S. economy for
decades. Research by the U.S. Small Business
Administration (SBA) indicates that veterans have
been considerably more likely than nonveterans
to be self-employed (Hope, Oh, & Mackin, 2011).
Veteran-owned businesses are an important
economic engine for the U.S.: in 2012, there were
2.5 million businesses generating $1.1 trillion in
sales and $195 billion in annual payroll. Currently,
veteran-owned businesses account for 9.1% of all
U.S. business and contribute nearly $1 trillion to
the economy (Sobota, 2017).
Multiple recent reports have considered issues
related to veteran entrepreneurship. The Federal
Reserve Bank of New York and the Small Business
Administration, for example, have noted that rates
of veteran entrepreneurship are lower among
Gulf War era veterans than their counterparts
from earlier conflicts. Their 2018 report also noted
that entrepreneurship had recently declined
overall, but more steeply among veterans than
nonveterans. For instance, in 1998, 16 percent
of veterans were self-employed compared to
12 percent of nonveterans, according to the
Current Population Survey. In 2018, this number
declined to 11 percent for both veterans and
nonveterans alike. Further, while veterans and
nonveterans aged 45 and older had similar rates of
entrepreneurship (14 percent), younger veterans

(aged 25-45) had lower rates of entrepreneurship
than their nonveteran counterparts. Given that
veterans overall are older than nonveterans – more
than twice as likely as nonveterans to be 55 or
older – this trend may accelerate in the future,
resulting in even steeper declines in veteran
entrepreneurs (Sankaran & Battisto, 2018).
There also are concerns about veteran
entrepreneurial success. In the 2016 Annual Survey
of Entrepreneurs by the U.S. Census Bureau,
the smallest veteran-owned businesses (1 to 4
employees) were not performing as well as their
nonveteran counterparts, based on average sales
per firm ($340,223 and $403,590 respectively).
Among larger businesses, however, veteranowned enterprises were doing better than their
counterparts, based on the same indicator.
Given that the businesses of recent veterans may
be younger and thus at a more difficult time in
their development, it is possible that the lack of
access to business financing may be playing a role
in declining rates of veteran entrepreneurship
and lower sales among smaller veteranowned businesses relative to their nonveteran
counterparts (Boldon et al., 2018; Sankaran &
Battisto, 2018).
Recent reports by the U.S. Small Business
Administration (SBA), the Institute for Veterans and
Military Families (IVMF), and others have called for
additional research about veteran entrepreneurs.
There is much yet to be understood about the
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challenges veterans encounter when starting and
building their businesses, or the best practices
for promoting their success. This study examines
the business characteristics and practices most
closely associated with growth of veteran-owned
businesses.

The Current Study

Previous studies have examined the characteristics
of veteran entrepreneurs, such as age, marital
status, ethnicity, military branch and years of
service, and the characteristics of veteranowned businesses, such as their industry, sector,
geographic region, and performance (Hope, Oh,
& Mackin, 2011). There also have been reports
examining veterans’ motivations for choosing
entrepreneurship, and their perceptions of success
and the factors that facilitate or hinder it.
This study tested a Performance Model for veteran
success, developed by Professor Sandra Liu,
that is based on prior qualitative research and
observations of successful organizations in the
general population (Liu et al., 2017; Liu & Lin, 2007;
Luo, Hsu & Liu, 2008).
The Performance Model proposes that businesses
are more likely to grow when they have certain
characteristics -- called INPUT factors – and when
they engage in certain practices – called PROCESS
factors. Each of these factors is described below.

Input Factors – Business Characteristics

This performance model is a composite model
based on existing research, where desirable
performance occurs as a result of a champion and
his or her leadership team who are characterized
by strategic emphases, relational embeddedness,
and resource commitment (Hambrick &
Mason, 1984; Liu & Lin, 2007). In addition, the
organization’s culture and structure, as well as
its social capital play an important role in driving
organizational performance, indexed by firm
growth and expansion (Luo, Griffith, Liu & Shi,
2004; Pennings, 1973). The specific input factors
are as follows:

Leadership Team
• Market Orientation: Market-oriented
leadership teams consistently use data to
monitor market needs, competitors and
customer needs.
• Strategic Emphasis: Leadership teams with
a strategic emphasis prioritize determining
their mission statement and then effectively
disseminating and sharing that information
internally.
• Resource Commitment: refers to leaders’
ability to provide the resources necessary
to accomplish projects. Employees having
sufficient managerial resources and good
emotional support are key features of this
component.
Entrepreneurial Organizational Culture comprises
the beliefs and values shared by employees in an
organization such as collaboration and teamwork,
commitment to both company goals and ethical
behavior, and encouragement of risk taking by not
punishing failures.
Organizational Structure refers to established
processes and procedures for achieving business
goals that promote consistency and hold
employees accountable for it.
Social Capital - Relationships can be leveraged
to achieve and sustain a competitive advantage.
Being well-connected to networks that can
help the business, having open communication
channels with relevant supporting agencies, and
proactively forming strategic partnerships are all
features of this component.

Process Factors – Business Practices

The performance model we tested also include
elements tied to strategic implementation, in
order to test whether the process or any of the
steps of the process drive business growth. The
process for implementing a strategy could be an
iterative cycle of activities. Deming (1986) coined
PDCA (Plan-Do-Check-Act) as a management
tool for continuous quality improvement, later
modified to emphasize the monitoring function
(Aguayo, 1990). RAND Corporation also proposed
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FIGURE 1

Performance Model — Conceptual Version

Previous studies have examined the characteristics of veteran entrepreneurs, such as age, marital status,
ethnicity, military branch and years of service (Hope et al., 2011 ), and the characteristics of veteran-owned
businesses, such as their industry, sector, geographic region, and performance (Hope et al., 2011 ). There
also have been reports examining veterans’ motivations for choosing entrepreneurship, and their
perceptions of success and the factors that facilitate or hinder it.
In this study, we tested a Performance Model for veteran success that was developed by Professor Sandra
Liu based on prior qualitative research and observations of successful organizations in the general
population.
The Performance Model proposes that businesses are more likely to grow when they have certain
characteristics -- called INPUT factors – and when they engage in certain practices – called PROCESS
factors. Each of these factors is described below.
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FIGURE 2
Veteran Entrepreneurs and Their Businesses:
This Study vs. Nationwide (businesses with employees)
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an assessment-monitoring-evaluation (AME)
framework for organizations to effectively
implement new initiatives (Marquis et al.,
2016). This study considered both frameworks,
specifically an iterative process of assessmentmonitoring-improvement-execution for examining
the impact of strategy implementation on
business growth. Our analyses generated a fifth
element that we labelled transformation. The
specific factors are as follows:
Assessment refers to conducting market research
and situational analyses before formulating
strategies and tactics or making market
related decisions.
Monitoring includes building and using an internal
system for monitoring progress toward goals,
establishing reporting and feedback mechanisms
from employees to management, and monitoring
customer feedback.
Improvement focuses on providing in-service
training for staff and institutionalizing
best practices.
Execution consists of building an internal system
for strategic implementation and mapping it
to strategic goals, making sure that everyone
involved in implementation is well-informed, and
establishing a mechanism for benchmarking.
Transformation refers to business challenges,
including making significant adjustments,
encountering financial stresses, or major
disagreements with co-founders or management
team members.

% with
Disability

1 to 4
Empoloyees

22.7%

3.6%

51 or More
Empoloyees

Revenues < Revenues > or =
$100,000
$1,000,000

Approach

The study team began by conducting two focus
groups with ten veteran entrepreneurs to obtain
background and contextual information. The
primary purpose of the groups was to explore
whether veterans thought that the components
of the performance model developed in previous
studies of nonveteran-owned businesses would
translate well to a study focused on veterans.
Discussion during the groups supported the idea
of testing the model with veterans.
Following the focus groups, a quantitative webbased survey was constructed to assess each
element of the performance model as shown
in Figure 1. In addition, the survey asked about
characteristics of the businesses, including
recent changes in revenue and the number of
employees, as well as information about the
veteran business owners, including their personal
characteristics, military experiences and family
circumstances. Veteran entrepreneurs were invited
to participate through the network of the National
Association of Veteran-Serving Organizations
(NAVSO). Outreach and recruiting leveraged a
variety of sources, such as steering committee
member email lists and social media outlets, local
nonprofits, and professional organizations, as
well as word of mouth. A majority of the on-site
interview participants were recruited through
email. In order to be eligible to participate, the
veterans’ businesses needed to have more than
one employee and to have been created no earlier
than 2001. Prospective participants were offered a
financial incentive for participation.
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The 133 veteran participants in this study were
mostly males aged 45 or younger, with Bachelors
degrees and a disability rating from the DoD or VA
(see Figure 2). Most had left the military since 2000
(70.9%) after serving in the Active Component
(82.0%) for an average of 12 years, most often in
the Army (37.9%) and as officers (62.3%); most had
been deployed to combat zones (64.5%). Most
veterans were employed only in their businesses
(77.2%); most (81.3%) were married and had
children (64.7%), and most of their spouses were
employed full-time (59.8%).
As Figure 2 shows, veterans in this study were
similar to veteran entrepreneurs nationally with
regard to gender and history of service in the
active component, but because this study focuses
on businesses created since 2000, veterans in this
study were younger, more likely to have served
during the post 9/11 era, and have higher levels
of education. They also were more likely to report
disabilities.
More than half of the businesses in this study
(55.6%) were established between 2013 and 2018,
and similarly, more than half (55.3%) were already
or were applying to be a certified diversity-owned
company. The businesses in this study were less
likely than veteran-owned businesses nationally
to have only 1 to 4 employees, and more likely to
have 50 or more employees.
Businesses in this study were about equally
likely to veteran-owned businesses nationally
to have revenues of $100,000 or less, but also

more likely to have revenues of $1,000,000 or
more. As Figure 3 indicates, veteran-owned
businesses in this study were more likely than
veteran-owned businesses nationally to be in the
professional and business services or information
services industries, and less likely to be in the
manufacturing and construction industries.

Analyses

The first step in the analyses was to confirm
that the questions in the survey matched
the components of performance model. We
conducted statistical examinations of 22 items
that assessed INPUT factors and, in separate
analyses, 15 items that assessed PROCESS factors.
Results indicated that the items in the survey
formed groups that were consistent with the
components of the performance model, except
for the emergence of a fifth process factor that
we labelled Transformation. Cronbach’s alpha,
a measure of the reliability of a group of items,
averaged .82 across all the groups, with the
exception of Transformation, for which reliability
was .50.
					
Next, veteran businesses reporting increases over
time in either sales or employees were classified as
‘growth;’ those that did not were classified as ‘no
growth.’ After removing cases with missing data,
there were 103 businesses classified as growth
and 30 classified as no-growth for the analysis of
INPUT factors. For analyses of PROCESS factors,
the split between growth and no-growth was 97
and 27 respectively.

FIGURE 3
Distribution of Businesses in This Study by Industry, Compared to the National Population
of Veteran Entrepreneurs
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Binary logistic regression models then were used
to assess the relationships between business
growth and the components of the performance
model. Separate models were calculated for
INPUT and PROCESS factors, and the quality of
the results was assessed using goodness-of-fit
tests. The results produced estimates of the odds
that businesses would be in the growth group
given the presence of each INPUT or PROCESS factor.
The final analyses tested the relationships
between characteristics of veterans and the
components of the performance model, assessing
the degree to which veterans with particular
characteristics were more or less likely to implement
each INPUT or PROCESS factor in their business.
In addition to findings from these quantitative
statistical analyses, the results of this study include
descriptive information provided by veterans
about their perceptions of issues supporting and
hindering the success of their businesses.

Results

Input Factors

The first regression model focused on INPUT
factors. Veterans were asked to respond to a
series of statements to indicate whether specific
elements of each factor were present in their
business (answer choices ranged from strongly
agree to strongly disagree). For example, one
element of the INPUT factor Social Capital Relationships was, “I am well-connected with a
network that can help my business.” The results,
shown in Figure 4a, indicated that three factors
were associated with significantly larger odds that
a business would be in the growth group:
• Entrepreneurial Organizational Culture (Odds
Ratio: 2.89)
• Leadership Team - Strategic Emphasis (Odds
Ratio: 2.31)
• Social Capital - Relationships (Odds Ratio: 2.57)
For each of these factors, every 1-point increase in
agreement that the factor was present more than
doubled the odds that the business would be in
the growth group. Entrepreneurial Organizational
Culture had the highest odds, followed by Social
Capital - Relationships and Leadership Team Strategic Emphasis. The other input factors did
not significantly increase the odds of being in the
growth group.
In a separate set of questions, we asked veterans
to rate the importance of each of of the INPUT
factors, regardless of whether or not it was
present in their business. The bars in Figure 4b
indicate the percent of veterans who rated each
factor as ‘extremely important.’ As the figure
shows, over 80% of veterans rated Leadership as
extremely important, followed by Entrepreneurial
Organizational Culture (60%), Social Capital (55%),
and Organizational Structure (25%). Veterans’
ratings of importance did not align perfectly with
the results of the regression analyses. Veterans
rated leadership as the most important INPUT
factor by a large margin, but it produced the
smallest odds among the significant factors in
the regression analyses. Veterans’ ratings did
correspond well with the regression results
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for organizational structure, which was not
significantly related to growth, and was also
rated the least important of the input factors by
veterans. The most important input factor in the
regressions was Entrepreneurial Organizational
Culture, which was given intermediate ratings of
importance by veterans.
Veterans’ priorities make sense when examined
in light of their answers to a question about
which skills or experiences they had gained in
the military had been most helpful to running
their business. A total of 115 veterans answered
this question. We coded the most common
answers, resulting in a total of 193 codes that fell
into 8 categories. As the results in Table 1 show,
leadership was by far the most common skill or
experience veterans gained from their military
service.
TABLE 1
Military Skills + Experiences Helpful to
Running a Business

% of
Veterans

Leadership

60.0%

Organization, Process, Strategy, Planning,
Strategic planning, Management,
Logistics, Attention to detail

39.1%

Discipline: Staying focused

19.1%

Perseverance: Relentlessness, Never
quitting, Persistence, Determination,
Commitment, Drive, Tenacity

16.5%

Adaptability: Able to work under
stress, Flexibility

11.3%

Team: People management, Team building,
Delegation, Ability to get the best out of
the people you have, People skills

11.3%

Hard work: High work ethic

5.2%

Responsibility: Accountability

3.5%

We also checked to see if any personal
characteristics were associated with veterans’
likelihood of emphasizing any particular INPUT
factor. The only significant finding was that older
veterans were more likely to agree that the input
factor Social Capital - Relationships was present in
their business.

Process Factors

The second set of regression analyses focused on
PROCESS factors (see Figure 4c). Here, veterans
were asked how frequently they engaged in
specific behaviors associated with each factor
(answer choices ranged from ‘not at all’ to ‘all
the time’). For example, one behavior associated
with the Improvement factor was, “Work to
institutionalize best practices.” Once again, the
results are reported in the form of odds ratios,
or the likelihood that a business would be in
the ‘growth’ group based on the frequency of
that factor. Two factors were associated with
statistically significant improvements in the odds
that a business would be in the growth group:
• Improvement (Odds ratio: 2.30)
• Execution (Odds ratio: 2.25)
A 1-point increase in either of these factors more
than doubled the odds that a business would be
in the growth group. The odds ratios for these
factors were quite similar to each other, and also
similar to the odds for the significant input factors
in the earlier analyses. Assessment, Monitoring,
and Transformation were not significantly related
to the recent growth of businesses in this study.
Figure 4d shows the factors that were most and
least common in veterans’ businesses. As was the
case with input factors, veterans’ behaviors were
not perfectly aligned with the factors that were
most important for business growth. Improvement
and Execution were the most significant factors in
the regression analyses, but in terms of behavior,
Execution was least common.
We also checked to see if any personal
characteristics were associated with veterans’
likelihood of emphasizing any particular PROCESS
factor. The only significant finding was that
veterans with more education reported routinely
engaging in Improvement behaviors.
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FIGURE 4a - 4d

Performance Model — Results Version
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3.0
2.89

2.5

Significant

2.31

2

100%

2.57

80%

1.5
1
Not significant

1.45

1.27
.73

0.5
0

82.3%

60%

Leadership
Market
Orientation

Leadership
Strategic
Emphasis

55.4%

20%

1.45

Leadership
Resource
Commitment

60%

40%

25.4%

0%

Entrepreneurial Organizational Social
Capital Organizational Structure
Relationships
Culture

Leadership Team

Entrepreneurial
Organizational
Culture

Organizational
Structure

Social
Capital Relationships

Regression Results — Odds Ratios

What veterans thought was
important in relation to business growth.

FIGURE 4a

FIGURE 4b

Process Factors
2.5
Significant

50%
2.3

2

2.25

40%

1.5
1
Not significant

30%
1.2

1.23

20%

1.06

0.5

32%

35%
30%

25%

21%

10%

0

0%
Assessment

Monitoring

Improvement

Execution

Transformation

Assessment

Monitoring

Improvement

Execution

Transformation

Regression Results — Odds Ratios

What veterans said about actions they do
'all the time' in relation to business growth.

FIGURE 4c

FIGURE 4d

| 10

FIGURE 5 Biggest Mistake Made to Date
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What Do Veterans Say Helps and
Hinders Their Success?

We asked veterans to identify their biggest
mistakes to date from a list of 11 possibilities.
Veterans reported between 0 and 5 mistakes, with
an average of 1.6. Over 70% of veterans identified
1 or 2 mistakes; 7.5% did not select any. The results
for specific mistakes are summarized in Figure 5.
As the figure shows, the #1 mistake was ineffective
marketing, reported by close to 27% of veterans.
Money was also a prominent issue. Specifically,
raising too little money or spending it too fast
were #2 and #3, reported by 20% or more of the
veterans in our study. Another group of mistakes
had to do with timing -- not being able to grow
sales fast enough, or launching too early or late.
Two more had to do with distracting problems,
including fights within the executive team and
mission creep. Finally, a few veterans reported that
they did not exert enough effort.
We also asked about specific resources veterans
had used and how helpful they were, ranging from
books and web-based training to membership
organizations and intensive programs like boot
camps. Veterans reported using between 0
and 8 of the 8 resources we asked about, with
an average of 3.8 resources. Almost half of the

veterans (48.3%) used between 2 and 4 resources.
Only 7.3% used none of the resources we asked
about, and 9% used only 1. Results for specific
resources are summarized in Figure 6, and
show that, not surprisingly, resources that took
considerable time and effort were less likely to
be used than those that were less demanding.
By a large margin, veterans were most likely to
use books, web-based information and virtual
training (87.1%). Between half and three-quarters
of veterans used membership organizations,
networking groups, and virtual communities
(61.3%) or non-government-sponsored boot camp
intensive trainings (54.0%). More than a quarter
but less than half of veterans used governmentsponsored boot camp intensive trainings (43.5%),
non-government-sponsored accelerator programs
(42.7%), and wrap-around services at business
incubators (37.1%). Least likely to be used were
government-sponsored accelerator programs,
used by 25% of veterans in this study.
The resources that were considered the most
helpful were not necessarily the ones used by
the most veterans. The percent of veterans
rating each resource as helpful or very helpful
ranged from a high of 66% (for non-governmentsponsored accelerator programs) to a low of
25.8% (for government-sponsored accelerator
programs). As the list below shows, governmentsponsored programs did not fare well relative to
other resources. In fact, over 30% of the veterans
in this study who used government-sponsored
boot camp intensive trainings or governmentsponsored accelerator programs rated them as
harmful or very harmful.
Resources rated as helpful or very helpful by:
Over 60% of veterans
• Non-governmental accelerators
• Books, web-based information, and virtual
training
50% to 60% of veterans
• Membership organizations, networking
groups, or virtual communities
• Non-governmental boot camp intensive
training
• Wrap-around services at a business incubator
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FIGURE 6 Use and Helpfulness of Resources
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Finally, we asked veterans to identify the
specific program that they thought had the
greatest impact on the growth of their business.
We learned that veterans in this study had
participated in a very wide variety of programs.
As the list below shows, the durations of these
programs varied widely, from less than one
week to more than 12 months, with an average
duration of one year. Among the 67 veterans who
mentioned programs, most (83.1%) identified as
most impactful programs that were offered at
early or early-to-mid stage. Only 16.9% mentioned
programs that occurred at mid or mid-to-late
stages.
Duration of Programs Mentioned as Having Had
the Greatest Impact
Up to 1 week			
18.6%
1 week to 3 months			
18.6%
3 to 6 months			
23.3%
6 to 12 months			
14.0%
More than 12 months		
25.6%

0

25%

50%

75%

100%

A veteran who participated in a 3 month workshop
sponsored by a for-profit corporation offered this
positive comment:
“Provided tools for growth, emphasis on
foundational aspects and requirements to grow
a business. Best in class instruction and peer
mentoring. I have not seen any program that
comes close.”
Another veteran who participated in a multi-year
fellowship program also had a positive reaction:
“ [ ] gave me the opportunity to learn the insand-outs of building a company before I did it
myself. It also equipped me with a network of
peers who were building companies and going
through similar challenges so I had individuals to
ask hard, REAL questions to. [ ] also provides a
pipeline of startup talent at a low cost. Overall,
amazing program. I would not be here without
it.”
A few veterans, however, had negative reactions:
“I have attended a few events like these and
they were no help and helped me to stop wasting
my time with these corporate sponsored “Vet
events.” From my experience most are a way for
big companies to boost their own PR and show
they support Veteran entrepreneurs.” A veteran
who participated in a 1 day workshop
sponsored by a for-profit corporation
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“Unfortunately, most programs are either put
out by other companies trying to make a buck
or by government agencies who are just trying
to check a box. Either way, the best interest of
the small business is not really a priority.” A
veteran who did not mention any program
Previous studies have reported that capital is a
problem for veterans building businesses. We
asked veterans to tell us why capital had not been
available to them in their business development,
and 43 answered this question. Representative
answers are shown below, which suggest that
veterans in this study whose businesses are based
heavily on intellectual property or service delivery
perceive challenges related to obtaining capital.
“I don’t have physical assets against which to
take a loan. We are a high tech company and
no bank will loan against IP.” Veteran whose
business has not grown
“We are launching a tech start-up. There is a
large gap between getting started and venture
capital. That gap is usually filled by angel
investors. But unless you are in Silicon Valley,
have a CS degree from Stanford, and/or go to one
of the top 3 incubators... then the angel market is
very different. Veteran backed start-ups have to
build a product, launch it and grow it to 25k MRR
without the normal tech funding tracks. The few
VCs that do invest in veteran-specific companies
usually call themselves “growth capital” and
“we are not first money in.” What that means
is they will invest after a company has raised
$500k to a million or is doing $50k per month in
sales. There is a big gap between launching and
getting to $500k a year in sales. Veteran focused
investment funds for idea stage companies would
have a huge impact.” Veteran whose business
has grown
“I have had difficulty with banks lending. There
are many predatory lending groups that want
absurd interest rates. Banks want capital, others
want your life and your firstborn. I wish there
was a veteran loan program similar to the VA
home loans.” Veteran whose business has grown

“Even with a contract award, we were not able to
secure a small business loan to cover payroll for
the first 2 months from any banking institution
because we don’t have any collateral.” Veteran
whose business has not grown.

The Bottom Line About the Bottom Line

While the number of veteran-owned businesses is
still rising, there have been concerns about falling
rates of entrepreneurship among recent cohorts
of veterans and lower revenue among very small
veteran-owned businesses relative to those owned
by nonveterans (Sankaran & Battisto, 2018). In this
study, we tested a performance model of factors
associated with the growth of businesses owned
by veterans.
Our results echo findings from previous studies
regarding the importance of social capital,
financial capital, and military experience (Boldon
& Maury, 2017; Boldon, Maury, Zahra, & Van Slyke,
2018; Sankaran & Battisto, 2018). Our study also
makes unique contributions, including identifying
specific business characteristics and practices that
significantly related to the growth of companies in
our sample. We also gained insights from veterans
about their levels of use and the helpfulness
of formal programs offered by governmental
and nongovernmental organizations, and their
difficulties in obtaining financial capital.

What Matters?

We learned that both INPUT and PROCESS factors
are related to growth in veterans’ businesses. The
INPUT factors significantly related to business
growth were:
Entrepreneurial Organizational Culture,
which refers to beliefs and values shared by
employees, such as participating in charting
the business directions, collaboration and
teamwork, commitment to both company goals
and ethical behavior, and encouragement of risk
taking by not punishing failures.
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Social Capital - Relationships, which refers to
being well-connected to networks that can
help the business, having open communication
channels with relevant supporting agencies,
actively looking for opportunities for market
growth, and proactively forming strategic
partnerships are all features of this component.
Leadership Team - Strategic Emphasis, which
refers to leadership teams that prioritize
determining their mission statement and then
effectively disseminating and sharing that
information internally.
The PROCESS factors significantly related to
growth were:
Improvement, which focuses on providing inservice training for staff and institutionalizing
best practices.
Execution, which consists of building an internal
system for strategic implementation and
mapping it to strategic goals, making sure that
everyone involved in implementation is wellinformed, and establishing a mechanism for
benchmarking.
We also learned that veterans’ priorities and
practices did not always align perfectly with the
factors most strongly related to the growth of
their businesses. For example, the INPUT factor
veterans rated as most important was Leadership
-- Strategic Emphasis, but the factor most strongly
related to business growth was Entrepreneurial
Organizational Culture. The priority placed on
leadership is understandable given veterans’
reflections about the benefits of military service.
Among the PROCESS factors, Execution was one
of the two factors significantly related to business
growth, but also was the factor veterans were least
likely to be enacting routinely in their business.

What Helps?

Veterans in this study used multiple resources for
help. More than half of the veterans in this
study used:

• Books, web-based information and virtual
training
• Membership organizations, networking groups,
and virtual communities
• Non-government-sponsored boot camp
intensive trainings
Most veterans rated the resources they use
positively, but not overwhelmingly so. The
resources perceived as extremely helpful by 60%
or more of the veterans in this study were:
• Non-governmental accelerators
• Books, web-based information, and virtual
training
In general, programs sponsored by nongovernmental organizations were rated more
favorably than those sponsored by government
organizations, although a small number of
veterans expressed cynicism about the motives
of some corporations offering such programs.
Most of the programs veterans identified as most
impactful occurred early in the development of
their businesses, but program durations were
quite variable.
It is important to note that we asked mostly about
formal programs such as accelerators, incubators
and boot camps, and did not ask about informal
resources such as advice from family and friends.
In addition, we did not ask about specific elements
of program content, as has been done in some
previous reports (e.g., Boldon & Maury, 2017).

“It’s easy to stay busy
as an entrepreneur; but
really hard to stay busy
doing the right things.”
– Chris Ford, Founder, NAVSO
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Lessons for Success
For Veterans
One of the goals motivating this study was to
assist veteran business owners in making the best
use of their limited resources.
• Be sure to give attention to organizational
culture. As businesses grow, success
increasingly depends on the efforts of team
members. Evidence from this study suggests
that making sure that entrepreneurial
approaches are encouraged throughout the
organization may be important for growth.
• Be sure to give attention to building good
systems for executing business strategies so
that all team members know exactly what to do
and are held accountable.
• When choosing programs or resources,
veterans can be mindful that longer or more
intensive programs are not necessarily better or
more impactful. Recommendations from earlier
studies apply here: Ask careful questions to
make sure that there is a good fit between what
programs are offering, and what veterans want
and need at this stage of their business (Boldon
& Maury, 2017).
For Service Providers
A second goal of this study was to inform the
design of strategies and programs aimed at
helping veteran business owners. Such programs
should address real gaps, using strategies
validated as effective.
• Providers should orient their services toward
business practices that drive growth and away
from those that do not, based on results from
testing the performance model and veterans’
assessments of the programs they found most
impactful.
• According to the veterans in this study, there
is substantial room for strengthening the
programs and services designed to help them.
• In this study, veteran entrepreneurs were less
likely to report that government-sponsored
programs were helpful, relative to programs
sponsored by nongovernmental organizations.
This may mean that government programs
need to be strengthened, or that veterans need
better information about such programs.
• Service providers need to be aware that some

veterans have become quite cynical about the
motives of service providers and the programs
they offer.
For Policy Makers
A desired outcome of this study is to help policy
makers focus priorities on programming that will
effectively facilitate the success of veteran-owned
businesses.
• Policy makers should prioritize programs have
been shown to have greater positive impact on
business success.
• The evidence from this study suggests that
non-governmental organizations have an
important role to play in providing training and
support services to veteran entrepreneurs.
Government should consider allocating
resources away from government led programs
and into grants for privately led programs that
have shown greater impact for growth.
• Policy makers could strengthen requirements
for rigorous program assessments for all
programs supported directly or indirectly
by government funding, but would need to
provide the resources necessary to permit
more intensive data collection and longitudinal
tracking.
• Given that there is evidence of shortfalls in
access to capital for veterans who own small
businesses, policy makers may consider adding
new or amending existing financial options. For
example, a recent report suggested expanding
the accessibility and capacity of Community
Development Financial Institutions (Sankaran
& Battisto, 2018). Based on the results of this
study, difficulties for veterans in businesses
based on services or intellectual property may
merit deeper examination.
For Investors
• When assessing veteran businesses for possible
investment decisions, investors need to be
careful, like veterans themselves, to avoid overemphasizing the value of leadership compared
to the value of culture in determining expected
growth and return.
• Financial capital continues to be a barrier for
some veterans. In this study, veterans whose
businesses focus on intellectual property
and services were especially likely to report
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challenges. Given rapid growth in those
sectors, investors may be wise to be more open
to opportunities veterans are proposing.

Limitations

Similar to other studies of veteran-owned
businesses (Boldon & Maury, 2017; Sankaran &
Battisto, 2018), our sample was small and though
diverse, different in important ways from the
national population of veteran entrepreneurs.
As a result, we lacked sufficient statistical power
to examine subgroups such as sector or stage
of growth. It is also possible that our sampling
method affected the results. Since much of the
recruitment for this study relied on networks
and lists of businesses, it is possible that
veterans who are isolated or disconnected are
underrepresented in this sample.
The need to limit the length of our survey reduced
what we could learn about veterans’ businesses.
For example, rigor would have been improved
by more detailed data about business success, in
terms of both growth in revenue and employees,
but perhaps also in relation to veterans’ own
goals (Boldon & Maury, 2017). More detailed
and verifiable data about business practices,
rather than self-reports based on memory, would
improve validity, as would externally verified
evidence regarding program helpfulness. Finally, it
would have been helpful to understand how much
training or preparation veterans had obtained
prior to starting their businesses.
Both veterans and the service providers who assist
them want changes that will help veteran-owned
businesses to grow faster. Effective change cannot
happen without good evidence about what factors
generate growth. Obtaining such evidence
requires research. We regret the burden that
participating in research places on veterans, but it
is essential if effective change is to occur.

Future Research

In the future, we hope that researchers will
replicate and validate the performance model
with larger and more representative samples.
Larger samples also would make it possible to
examine results separately by industry, stage of
development of the business, geographic region
or other factors. It may also be useful to follow up
on the open-ended comments by veterans in this
study about barriers to their success by adding
items to future surveys of veteran entrepreneurs.
Given that veterans in this study reported
considerable variation in the helpfulness of
different programs, we hope that the results of
this study will increase the use of resources that
are most likely to be helpful. In addition, evidence
regarding the helpfulness of existing resources
needs to be strengthened. For example, the
mapping and tracking of business performance
following participation in existing programs could
be strengthened (Boldon & Maury, 2017). An
even more ambitious goal would be to conduct
intervention studies where entrepreneurs could be
randomly assigned to different programs and then
assessed over a period of years as their businesses
develop.
Research also could generate important new
knowledge by tracing the experiences of
veterans through their journeys from military
service through the creation and building of their
businesses. Such research could improve the
ability to predict and assess ‘fit’ between veterans’
needs and available programs and services. A new
study to pursue this goal is already underway, as is
new research to examine the ecosystems around
veterans’ businesses.
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Appendix

Input Factors

Leadership Team
Market Orientation
We always use data to closely monitor market needs (i.e. potential future customers)
We always use data to closely monitor competitors in the market
We always use data to closely monitor customer needs in the market
Strategic Emphasis
Determination of mission is a priority
The mission is effectively disseminated and shared internally
Resource Commitment
Employees always have sufficient managerial resources
Employees always have good emotional support
Entrepreneurial Organizational Culture
We encourage risk taking and do not punish failures
We value having fun at work
Our employees have shown they are committed to company goals
Our employees have shown they are committed to ethical behavior
We emphasize collaboration and team work
Leadership and employees share a trusting relationship
We share bad news and challenges openly with employees and shareholders
We consider employee learning to be an investment, not an expense.
We consider employees to be partners in charting the direction of the business
Organizational Structure
We have built internal systems for monitoring adherence to the established process
There are always processes established for upkeep of operations
We have developed procedures, training and other mechanisms to standardize behavior
We expect all procedures to be strictly followed
Social Capital - Relationships
I am well-connected with a network that can help my business
I have an open communication channel with relevant supporting agencies
We proactively form strategic partnerships as needed
We actively look for opportunities for market growth.

Process Factors

Assessment
Conduct market research before formulating strategies/tactics
Conduct situational analysis for market-related decisions (e.g. systematic data collection approach,
SWOT, social media)
Monitoring
Build an internal system for monitoring goals
Establish a reporting and feedback mechanism from employees to management
Monitor regular internal reporting and feedback
Monitor customer feedback using a CRM application or other means
Improvement
Work to institutionalize best practices
Provide in-service or on-the-job training for staff
Execution
Clearly inform all members concerned of the implementation process
Map the process for implementation of strategic goals
Build an internal system for strategic implementation
Establish a mechanism for benchmarking
Transformation
Adjust significant business strategies
Encounter financial stresses
Have major disagreements with co-founders or management team members
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Download a digital copy of this report at:

https://grants.navso.org/veteran-entrepreneur-study-results/

