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Introduction

Across the European Union there has been an increase in the number of programmes and initiatives aiming to promote Small and Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs) and entrepreneurship (for a discussion of programmes and initiatives see Commission Européenne (1998), Commission of European Communities 01.03.2001).  

In line with this general trend, enterprise creation and entrepreneurship are increasingly recognised as vital for French post-industrial society due to their contribution to economic regeneration, regional economic development and employment generation (Fayolle 1999b, Girard 2002, Martin 2002).  In fact, a survey in 2002 revealed that about 15m  French people felt tempted to set up their own business, of which at least one third claimed that they had a concrete project which could be implemented over the next two years.  Comparing these figures with similar surveys in 1992, 1998 and 2000 we can establish that there has been a substantial increase in the willingness to create a business  (Hurel 2002).  

However, as was shown in a recent report by François Hurel,  Director General of the ‘Agence pour la Création d’Entreprises’ (Agency for the Creation of Entreprise) (APCE), France is lagging behind Spain, the UK, Italy and the US in terms of enterprise creation.  In fact, whereas in 2000 355,000 enterprises were created in Spain, 393,000 in the UK, 370,000 in Italy and 1,715.000 in the US only 177,000 enterprises were created in France (Le Figaro 09.07.2002).  

As a result, the recent French government is actively encouraging the education sector to exploit their resources and expertise to stimulate entrepreneurship teaching and small business creation.  The interest in entrepreneurship education can be attributed to a number of factors. First, the prevailing economic conditions, i.e. the changing structure in the western economy with the downsizing by larger companies and the movement to different markets,  for instance in Eastern Europe, emphasise the need to promote entrepreneurship and small business creation.  Second, it has been recognised that entrepreneurship and small business both are key to creating employment and innovation, improving competitiveness and encouraging regional economic development (Timmons 1994, Storey 1994, CEEDR 2000) whereas large enterprises are not necessarily net employment creators (Madelin 2002).  Third, the rapid expansion of electronic commerce facilitates entrepreneurial activity across borders. Fourth, the necessity to renew the economic tissue of a country to increase the competitiveness  of the French economy adds impetus to the support of entrepreneurship.  

The study reported on in this article had two major aims: First, to identify young adult views on entrepreneurship, and second to explore their views vis-à-vis the ‘Projet Entreprendre’, a first year project that aims for students to develop the relevant skills to set up their own company.  In particular, the research study aimed to identify the characteristics the students associate with entrepreneurship and entrepreneurs as well as the factors that influence the students’ career decisions such as family background.

This article begins with a discussion about entrepreneurship teaching in France and the actions taken to date. Furthermore it explores the role of the government in encouraging entrepreneurship as well as the role of the Grandes Ecoles.  Subsequently, the focus is on entrepreneurship teaching at the ESC Rouen, a Grande Ecole in Normandy which is followed by a discussion of some initial findings.  

Entrepreneurship and education in France – what action is being undertaken?

As Fayolle (2000) points out, entrepreneurship and entrepreneurship education is still a relatively recent domain and the research in this field has to date failed to mobilise the French scientific community.  Similarly, Girard (2002) observes that interest in enterprise creation and entrepreneurship is underdeveloped in France with most of the enterprises being created in commerce.  In particular enterprise creation by Higher Education graduates is a very marginal phenomenon in France compared with countries such as the United States as highlighted by Fayolle (1999a,b) and Bechard (1994).  This was also shown in a survey conducted in 1996 where 78% of the respondents found that the entrepreneurial spirit is insufficiently developed in France, in particular in the education system (Letowski 1996).  According to the ‘Observatoire des Pratiques Pédagogiques en Entrepreneuriat’ (Observatory for pedagogical practices in entrepreneurship (OPPE)), there were only 60,000 people who were younger than 30 years old and had created their own company in 2001 (Lecherbonnier 24.09.2002). 

At present there are about 200 higher education establishments that take an interest in entrepreneurship for either teaching purposes, to sharpen the students’ awareness, or to accompany projects.  In a recent analysis undertaken by Leger-Jarniou, 28 entrepreneurial activities were analysed at 15 universities, the majority of these were established recently, i.e. between 1998 and 2000.  As Leger-Jarniou stresses, entrepreneurship teaching is still in an embryonic phase at universities in France and there is a great diversity of activities, in terms of objectives, duration, the audience targeted and the methods employed. In addition, a partnership approach has been very little developed as only 7 entrepreneurial activities were realised in cooperation with for instance an incubator (Leger-Jarniou  2002, Lecherbonnier 24.09.2002).  One of the major difficulties lies also in the lack of a clear definition of entrepreneurship.

Similarly, in an assessment of entrepreneurial activities at management schools (Ecole Supérieur de Commerce (ESC)) Bernhard Guillot found that there had been a significant increase in the number of entrepreneurial programmes since the early 1990s.  Guillot identified three types of programmes: general awareness raising programmes targeted at all first year students, specialised programmes at e.g. Master’s level and individual start up projects  (Guillot 2002).    

A similar situation was found at French engineering schools where Romaric Cuzin analysed 21 entrepreneurial activities at 17 engineering schools.  He concluded that entrepreneurship teaching was still, like at university level, in a kick off phase. The majority of activities were optional and integrated in an engineering degree course, very few schools offered an education especially targeted at entrepreneurship.  Similar to Leger-Jarniou, Cuzin criticised the lack of partnerships between schools and business support agencies (Lecherbonnier 24.09.2002).  

As Gabriel Madelin, responsible for the relationship between schools and enterprises at the national Ministry for Education, states, the primary objective is not the creation of enterprise but to raise awareness for the real functioning of an enterprise.  Thus he asks for a profound renewal of pedagogic practices which gets translated into a pedagogy of stimulation and a very deep implication of the teacher into the subject to motivate and interest his/her students in issues of entrepreneurship.  Madelin continues with the objective that at least once in their educational career students should have the experience of setting up a company, even if it is only fictitious (Lecherbonnier 24.09.2002).  

The role of government

Building upon the recent interest in entrepreneurship the new French government under Jacques Chirac and its Prime Minister (Premier Ministre), Jean-Pierre Rafarin, (former Minister for SMEs) aim to implement a series of measures such as on-line registration, tax incentives and a reduction of starting capital to encourage entrepreneurship and business start up in French society (Girard 2002).  The underlying aim is the optimistic intention to create one million enterprises over the next five years.  

As Mandelin (2002) states, the French state has encouraged a very strong mobilisation in entrepreneurship education.  To date, there are several types of activities which have been supported by the French Government, in particular since the mid to late 1990s. A number of surveys have been conducted to establish the state of entrepreneurship in the educational sector (universities and Grandes Ecoles (engineering and management schools) in France.  These have led to the publication of a number of influential reports by, for instance, Beranger, Chabbal & Dambrine (1998) and Fayolle (1999b). 

In their reports Beranger, Chabbal & Dambrine (1998) and Fayolle (1999 b) identified some key points that needed addressing such as 

1) the need to offer teaching and training programmes for entrepreneurship at all educational levels but in particular in Higher Education.  

2) the need to offer compulsory modules related to entrepreneurship, normally in the first year, at all 'ecole d'ingenieurs' (engineering schools).    

3) the need to introduce business plans as a pedagogical tool for preparing future entrepreneurs and

4) the need to systematically develop an entrepreneurial interest in students.  

Recently François Hurel was asked to provide a further report on the state of entrepreneurship teaching.  His recommendations include for instance the inclusion of modules of enterprise creation in first degree programmes and continuing education as well as the revision of all pedagogical material to be in line with the new government imperative to encourage entrepreneurship and enterprise creation (Madelin 2002).   

Following the publication of these reports, the Ministry of Education, Research and Technology made teaching and training of entrepreneurship a priority in education.  Proposals were developed to target three levels of intervention: to raise awareness of all students, irrespective of the subject studied; to support students who are promoters of projects to set up business and to provide specialisation for motivated students to allow them to obtain specific managerial skills.  In addition, all mining and telecommunications school have had to include entrepreneurship into their curricula from 1999 onwards (European Commission 2000).  

Further government activities include the creation of government agencies to encourage entrepreneurship. In spring 2001 the Observatoire des Pratiques Pédagogiques en Entrepreneuriat (Observatory for pedagogical practices in entrepreneurship (OPPE)) was created with the principal mission to keep track of the different pedagogical practices in entrepreneurship and assure their visibility in the entire educational system.  Further tasks include an evaluation of the impact and the effects of educational programmes and conducting research related to the issues concerned.  The main founding members of the OPPE are the Ministry of National Education, the Ministry of Economy, Finance and Industry, the Ministry of Research, the ‘Agence pour la creation d’entreprises’ (Agency for the Creation of Enterprise) and the Académie de l’Entrepreneuriat  (Academy of Entrepreneurship).

A third strand of activities included the promotion of conferences such as entrepreneurial summer schools organised by the University Paris Dauphine and the engineering school INPG ESISAR Valence over the past two years.  In addition, the Ministry for Economics, Finance and Industry organised together with the Ministry of National Education and Research a European Forum for entrepreneurship at Nice Sophia Antipolis in 2001.   The aim was to increase the visibility of entrepreneurial activities and exchange of best practice on a national and international level. 

A key role for the Grandes Ecoles system in France

In France we find a particular set up with the Grandes Ecoles (these include both management and engineering schools) and the French higher education sector dates back to the late 18th century (Chesnais 1993).  David (1994, p. 205) described the Grandes Ecoles as ‘carriers of history’ as “many organisations and institutions have evolved into their present forms from recognisably similar structures that came into existence at some time in the past to satisfy some important social purpose”.  This suggests that the historical development of the Grandes Ecoles is significant insofar as they have often been carriers of both national and regional policy initiatives. The recent government focus on entrepreneurship in France has given the Grandes Ecoles a new role in promoting entrepreneurship at management and engineering schools (European Commission 2002). This has resulted in the creation and expansion of entrepreneurship teaching, whether through dedicated units, i.e. centres or as add-ons in other departments or courses or as profile and awareness raising exercises (for a discussion see for instance Fayolle  1999b).

Entrepreneurship teaching at the Esc Rouen

The ESC Rouen is the second oldest Grande Ecole. The management school was established in 1871.  There are three different types of courses that exist at the ESC Rouen which differ both in content and duration.   First, there is a ‘Projet Entreprendre’ which is a first year project that aims for the students to develop a business idea and develop a business plan accordingly.  The project has been running for the past three years from December to March every year.  The ‘Projet Entreprendre’ was initiated at the ESC in 1999 in response to three major concerns: First of all, a growing increase in interest in issues of entrepreneurship in French society from the late 1990s onwards; second a government driven agenda to promote entrepreneurship teaching and training at the Grandes Ecoles and a personal interest in pedagogical methods for teaching entrepreneurship by the project initiator.

The project involves about 12 people, some of which are full-time staff at the ESC Rouen, some of which work as consultants at big consultancy firms in Paris.  Most of the contact between staff and students takes place on a virtual basis, i.e. via SHAREOBJECT, a shareware  programme.  The aim of the project is for the students to develop a blend of knowledge; skills and attitudes which enables them to recognise the links between management theory and entrepreneurial practice.  Very much in line with other projects such as described by Jones-Evans et al. (2000) ‘Projet Entreprendre’ seeks to develop attributes among the participants that include opportunity spotting, problem solving skills, risk taking, self-confidence, initiative taking, working both independently and as a part of a team as well as commitment to work and tasks.

There are a number of formal lectures students should attend such as Strategic Management; Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice and Project Finance.  The students work in groups of six together, they have to constitute their team by the beginning of November.  Then they have about 4 weeks to develop an initial business idea which then gets corrected by a tutor who advises upon the feasibility of the project. Subsequently, the participants have a further  eight weeks to formulate a pre-business plan which gets corrected again, but not marked (deadline is the beginning of February).  The final submission of the business plan is at the beginning of March.  In March every year a jury chooses the project which is most likely to succeed and a prize giving follows in mid-March.     

Apart from the ‘Projet Entreprendre’, the school is running a ‘dominante’, i.e. an 11 week intensive course with 180 teaching hours that aims to deepen the knowledge of entrepreneurship of 3. year Master’s students. In addition, we find individual short courses such as ‘Entrepreneurship in Europe’ and ‘Female Entrepreneurship’ (6 to 12 hour courses)  which aim to sharpen the students’ awareness of the issues concerned.  These courses are part of the general ESC programme and/or specialised Master’s programmes.

Methodology

The findings reported on refer to a survey conducted among 270 first year students who took part in a business plan project called ‘Projet Entreprendre’.  The questionnaire was distributed during a lecture in December 2002 which was attended by 95 students of whom eighty-two returned a valid questionnaire.  This  represents a response rate of  86%.  As explained earlier, most of the interaction between students and staff involved in ’Projet Entreprendre’ takes place through SHAREOBJECT which explains a relatively low attendance rate at lectures.  

As Henderson & Robertson (1999) argue, little is known about young adult views on entrepreneurship.  This articles aims to fill this gap by reporting on first year students’ attitudes vis-à-vis entrepreneurship.  As mentioned earlier, the research aims to examine the students views towards entrepreneurship and the Projet Entreprendre itself.  Furthermore influences on young people were identified that impact upon their career choices.  In addition, the role of the French government was explored as an  initiator of entrepreneurship teaching as well as the position of the Grandes Ecoles as carriers of government policy.    

The exploration of the literature on teaching and training in entrepreneurship led to the formulation of a number of hypotheses.  A number of studies such as by Scott & Twomey (1988) had shown that students whose parents were entrepreneurs were more likely to create their own enterprises.  They would also develop a dislike of working in a large organisation.  Similarly, a survey by INSEE (1997) showed that the culture of enterprise creation is rather transmitted via the family than the educational institution.  Having a father who runs his own business increases the probability of the student to become an entrepreneur up to twice or three times.  Against this background the following hypothesis was established:  

Hypothesis: there is a higher propensity in  students whose relatives are self-employed to set up their own business 

More hypotheses were established, yet they will be discussed elsewhere.

Results

The initial analysis of the questionnaire showed that there were 48 female and 34 male students who responded to the survey. Their age varied between 19 and 22 years old.  The students’ background was described as BAC plus 2, which is roughly equivalent to A-levels plus an extra 2 years of preparatory school to join a Grande Ecole.  In these two years the students study a variety of subjects such as Economics, Mathematics, etc.  

Part- A – perspectives on entrepreneurship and entrepreneurs

Respondents were quizzed for their perspectives on the nature of entrepreneurship and the main characteristics of entrepreneurs.  The students had to choose the first five most important key features associated with each term.    

Examining the findings the overwhelming impression is that entrepreneurs are commonly associated with very positive characteristics that relate to drive, energy, dynamism and creativity rather than academic achievement.  In detail, 56.10% of the students thought that an entrepreneur would be dynamic, 55% felt he would be creative and 40.24% of the respondents thought he would be self-confident.  A further 31.71% of the students mentioned risk-taking as a key feature and 23.17% thought that he would be ambitious.  Almost 15% of the respondents associated courage with an entrepreneur and for a similar number being motivated represented a key feature of entrepreneurship.  Being energetic which was important for about 13% of the respondents represents a similar theme as dynamism which an overwhelming majority of students agreed with.   A lesser number of students, i.e.  12.20% felt that an entrepreneur was a responsible person.  Table 1.1 gives a summary of the results.  The adjectives displayed accord in general with the positive perceptions of entrepreneurs found in other studies such as Henderson & Robertson (1999). 

	Table 1.1 : Keywords most frequently associated with the term entrepreneur

	Dynamic 
	46
	56.10%

	Creative 
	45
	55%

	Self-confident
	33
	40.24%

	Risk-taker
	26
	31.71%

	Ambitious
	19
	23.17%

	Courageous
	12
	14.63%

	Motivated 
	12
	14.63%

	Energetic
	11
	13.42%

	Responsible
	10
	12.20%


Closely linked to the initial question of what constitutes an entrepreneur the students were asked  to identify the five main characteristics they would associate with entrepreneurship.  The analysis found that twenty-three percent of the respondents associated entrepreneurship with creating a business and the same number of respondents thought it was also about running a company.  In keeping with the literature about 11% of the responding students felt that entrepreneurship was about benefiting from opportunities, yet a smaller number of respondents, i.e.  about 7%, thought entrepreneurship was about risk-taking.  Less students, i.e. 6.10% associated entrepreneurship with dynamic processes and creative decisions (4.88%).  The results are also shown in Table 1.2.    

	Table 1.2 : Keywords most frequently associated with the term entrepreneurship

	Issue
	Number
	Percentage

	Create own business
	19
	23.17%

	Ability to run own business
	19
	23.17%

	To benefit from an opportunity
	9
	10.98%

	Ability to take risks
	6
	7.32%

	Dynamic process
	5
	6.10%

	A creative decision
	4
	4.88

	Other
	
	


Considering the results it is interesting that the students’ respondents reflect the major characteristics represented by the different schools of thought in entrepreneurship.  Risk taking is for instance associated with the Chicago school and leading figures such as Knight whereas for Kirzner the entrepreneur is open to opportunities and the use of new technology.  In addition, Schumpeter emphasises creativity, creative destruction, innovation and technology.  Furthermore it was interesting to see that the students made a distinction between creating and running a business, yet none of them mentioned intrapreneurship/ corporate entrepreneurship as an element of entrepreneurship.  This may suggest that the role of intrapreneurs has not been widely discussed in the student environment, i.e. neither at the ESC Rouen nor in the media.  

Question 15 also posed the question whether the students got enough information about entrepreneurship and entrepreneurs in the French media.  The analysis found that 36.5% of the responding students felt that they wanted more information about entrepreneurship.  When asked what kind of information they were looking for a substantial number of respondents wanted more examples of successful stories, but also failures.  Some wished for more information about enterprise creation, some for and more data about Small and Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs) as well as information about incentives and subsidies.  These findings seem to suggest that the media such as television, newspapers and radio could take on a much more important role in educating the student population about issues of entrepreneurship.  This was also supported by Henderson & Robertson’ (1999) who suggested that an increasingly media - dominated environment presents a great opportunity to encourage a more enlightened attitude among young people.  

In general, it needs to be said that the students’ attitude vis-à-vis entrepreneurs and entrepreneurship reflects a very generalist understanding of the terms, with relatively little depth where the emphasis is certainly on creativity and dynamic, energetic behaviour.  This may leave a lot of room for educational programmes to fill the existing gaps. 

Part B influences on career choice

Relative in the family who creates/runs own business

This section discusses the influence of entrepreneurs as family members on the career choice of students.  A hypothesis had been set up in response to the literature review.  Thus question 4 had asked the students to identify somebody in the family who was running a business.  In addition, question 10 asked the students whether they would see themselves as potential entrepreneurs and asked for reasons for a positive/negative answer.  As being an entrepreneur and setting up a business were considered as two different processes question 11 asked the students whether they could imagine themselves setting up their own business.  Again the reasons for a positive or negative answer were explored.  

The results showed that 20.8% of the respondents, the majority of which were female, had a father who was self-employed.  Six students, i.e. 9.1%, answered that their parents were running a business, but they failed to specify explicitly whether it was the male or female parent. There were only 4 cases, i.e. 5.2% of the respondents, where the mother was running the business.  Furthermore 18.2% of responding students had an uncle running a company.  Six students (7.8%) answered that it was their grandparents who were running the business.  The majority, however, that is  39% respondents, said that there was nobody in the family who was running a business.  Despite this relatively large number it needs to be considered that there were more than 60% of the respondents that had somebody in their family who was running a business.

Whereas 26.5% of students saw themselves as potential entrepreneurs there was a majority of 33.7% that could not associate with such a career path.  A further 39.8% of the respondents were undecided.  Among those who answered positively to the question about 10% felt they had the skills to become an entrepreneur and almost 4% thought they had the right ambition/ motivation.  Among those who answered negatively, most (11%) respondents simply did not want to be an entrepreneur, immediately followed by those (5%) who had no creative idea. Few students felt that it was too risky and too stressful to be an entrepreneur.

Twenty students (27.4%) answered positively to the question of whether they could imagine setting up an own business, interestingly enough there were more female respondents who could envisage such a future.  These findings are in line with the general idea that there is a relatively large number of women in France that set up business.  This may have important implications as to the contents of entrepreneurial courses and the support necessary to encourage these young women to become entrepreneurs.  A slightly higher number of respondents (32.9%) could not see themselves in such a position and 39.7% were undecided.  The sectors where students wanted to set up business were in services such as marketing and communication, two interrelated areas.  

In addition to simple frequencies correlation coefficients were calculated exploring a possible statistical relationship between question 4, 10 and 11.  The findings suggest that there is a weak relationship between having a entrepreneur in the family and becoming a potential entrepreneur  (correlation coefficient: .420 at 99% significance level).  In comparison, a similarly weak relationship was found between Variable A4 and setting up a business (correlation coefficient of .402 at 99% significance level).  However, a strong relationship (correlation efficient of .924 at 99% significance level) was found between seeing oneself as a potential entrepreneur and the idea of setting up a own business.  As these results show, the hypothesis that was established at the beginning needs to be rejected as it suggested that there would be a higher propensity for students who have an entrepreneur in their family to set up a business.   

The survey found that a similar number of French management students saw themselves as potential entrepreneurs and considered setting up a business.  To throw further light on the career decisions of the students after their degree a question was integrated that had asked the students where they would see themselves once they had obtained their qualification.  The majority, i.e. 83% of the respondents want to work in a large organisation, 55% envisaged working in an SME, very few (26%) saw themselves as entrepreneurs.  Given these results it may be suggested that self employment was not considered as a real career option . Instead, the students rather focussed on employment in large organisations, despite the fact that many of them had somebody in their family who was running their own business.  This also supports the statistical findings from the correlation analysis. 

The analysis has shown that first year students hesitated to commit themselves to setting up a business.  There a number of plausible reasons for this, some of which relate to their age and lack of professional experience.  Some of which relate to French society itself and the system of the Grandes Ecoles which intends to educate graduate students for senior management positions in large enterprises.  

In fact, Bourdieu (1989) put forward an interesting thesis when he suggested that in a society of privileges where the diploma is provided in particular by an institution with a certain reputation this replaces the privilege of birth. The function of the educational system becomes to reproduce a social elite. Similarly, Bauer (1988) and Maurice et al. (1982) highlighted that certain senior positions in large organisations and in the public sector are reserved for graduates with the diploma from certain educational establishments.  As Fayolle (1999) concludes, this ignores completely the important contribution of small and medium sized enterprises and entrepreneurship for French society.  

Conclusion

This study has found that the management students at the ESC Rouen tend to hesitate to set up their own business and become an entrepreneur.  Instead, they look for employment in large organisations once they have finished their degree at the management school.  Very few saw a future for them as self-employed entrepreneurs.  It may be suggested that these results are perhaps not surprising given that the student recruitment criteria put very little emphasis on entrepreneurial characteristics.  In fact, it is not essential for the candidate to pass a test that would establish their propensity to become an entrepreneur or set up a business.  With view to the recruitment criteria Fayolle (2000) questioned whether in order for entrepreneurship to blossom in the education system  the general student recruitment process is not in need of modification to consider entrepreneurial qualities and aptitudes of the candidates.

The study has also highlighted that the historical development of the Grandes Ecoles and their relationship with the state is important for the development of entrepreneurship in France.  To date, the Grandes Ecoles have played a major role in educating a student population that aims to work in large enterprises.  Given the new economic imperative of the French government to increase the number of start-ups over the next 5 years it remains to be seen whether the Grandes Ecoles are the right place to create the necessary supply in entrepreneurial students.  As Fayolle (2000) highlights, it is essential to create the right entrepreneurial environment at the education institution.  Both, the culture of the organisation as well as the culture of the surrounding environment are key when promoting enterprise creation and entrepreneurial spirit.  This suggests that entrepreneurial activities should be integrated into the programmes of the institution from an early stage onwards and need to be supported by the school culture.  Despite great efforts at the ESC Rouen we can conclude more needs to be done to encourage the right entrepreneurial spirit among the student population and more efforts are needed to create an entrepreneurial environment.
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