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ABSTRACT
This study investigates how start-up founders navigate uncertainty by adopting pivot strategies, emphasizing stakeholders' active 
role in shaping these entrepreneurial decisions. Drawing on entrepreneurial action theory and the concept of second-person op-
portunities, we propose a three-stage conceptual framework (social interaction and second-person opportunity, cognitive evalu-
ation, and action). Based on qualitative data collected through semi-structured interviews and observations involving 20 Italian 
start-up founders during COVID-19, our findings underscore the relational and socially embedded nature of pivoting, demon-
strating how stakeholder interactions substantially shape strategic responses to crises. This research contributes to the existing 
literature by reconceptualizing pivots as entrepreneurial actions collaboratively constructed through stakeholder engagement, 
thus offering practical implications for entrepreneurs operating in conditions of radical uncertainty.

1   |   Introduction

Over the past 20 years, companies have encountered numerous 
challenges that have led to significant uncertainty in the eco-
nomic environment. The recent global health crisis caused by 
COVID-19, along with geopolitical issues stemming from the 
war in Ukraine and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, has ren-
dered the business landscape more unpredictable and challeng-
ing to navigate. These disruptions have particularly impacted 
start-ups, reducing sales, creating supply chain bottlenecks, 
making it more challenging to raise funds, and thus slowing 
(or halting) the implementation of their plans. This sudden stop 
hindered their capacity to innovate, grow, and adapt (Kuckertz 
et al. 2020; Shepherd and Williams 2020), leading to the increas-
ing need to reorganize resources to provide rapid responses to 
constantly shifting circumstances (Klein  2020). This activity 
recalls the concept of pivot, recognized as a significant business 
model change to create new value (Sala et al. 2022).

Extant research has traditionally seen pivoting as a cycle of ex-
perimentation and validated learning (Ries  2011) that brings 
modifications to well-evaluated business models. However, 
in crisis times, when timely responses to unpredictable envi-
ronmental shocks are required, the pivoting process changes. 
Recent studies (Allen et al. 2024; Kirtley and O'Mahony 2023) 
indicate that events like COVID-19 restrict entrepreneurs' 
ability to experiment, test hypotheses, and make incremental 
changes. Crises tend to invalidate existing knowledge and dis-
rupt established mental models, creating an epistemic gap that 
forces entrepreneurs to rapidly reevaluate their change strate-
gies. As a result, a pivot is increasingly the result of rapid entre-
preneurial actions (Gabay-Mariani et al. 2024) amid uncertainty 
(Sanasi and Ghezzi 2022) instead of a trial-and-error approach 
to business modeling. Furthermore, the decision-making pro-
cesses behind these entrepreneurial actions in response to 
external shocks and, in particular, the impact of the entrepre-
neur's relationships with stakeholders (e.g., incubator managers, 
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advisors and mentors, investors, and other key actors in their 
innovation ecosystem) remain overlooked in this expanding 
body of research. Thus, this study aims to investigate how entre-
preneurs redefine business opportunities in collaboration with 
start-ups' stakeholders and how such collaboration affects the 
pivot process.

To reach this goal, this study draws on entrepreneurial action 
theory (EAT) (McMullen and Shepherd 2006) and the related 
concept of second-person opportunity (Mitchell et  al.  2021), 
which conceptualizes entrepreneurial opportunities not as 
individual constructs but as visions cocreated between entre-
preneurs and others. Building on the argument that, in times 
of crisis, pivoting is best understood as a socially constructed 
response to uncertainty, co-developed through mutual align-
ment between entrepreneurs and their stakeholders, we 
address the following research questions: (1) How do entrepre-
neurs co-construct pivot opportunities through stakeholder 
interactions during periods of high uncertainty? (2) How does 
the co-construction of opportunities influence the entrepre-
neurial pivot process?

From an empirical perspective, the study involves interviews 
with 20 founders of Italian start-ups who adopted pivot strat-
egies during the COVID-19 epidemic. Utilizing an inductive 
approach, the research explores how entrepreneurs interacted 
with stakeholders to reinterpret their business models and re-
orient their strategic choices during the crisis. Our framework 
underscores how external shocks drive socially constructed ac-
tions, wherein entrepreneurs interact with their stakeholders 
to identify what is desirable, feasible, and pursuable in an envi-
ronment of maximum uncertainty. Indeed, our model suggests 
that pivot strategies arise from two subsequent processes: first, a 
social interaction process through which entrepreneurs identify 
pivot opportunities by gathering stakeholders' suggestions and 
rationalizing these cues; and second, a cognitive process that 

allows the entrepreneurs to evaluate pivot opportunities and 
take action through pivot adoption.

The contribution of this study to pivot literature is twofold. 
First, it reconceptualizes pivoting as an entrepreneurial ac-
tion inherently embedded within social interactions, thereby 
enhancing the understanding of how founders navigate un-
certainty by constructing opportunities through engagement 
with others. Second, it elucidates the relational dynamics of 
strategic decision-making within start-ups, demonstrating that 
stakeholder input transcends mere feedback to become an in-
tegral component of the opportunity formation process during 
uncertainty.

2   |   Pivot and Uncertainty Through the Lens of 
EAT

Pivot is a key element of the lean start-up approach, intro-
duced by Eric Ries in The lean start-up (2011). Ries defines 
it as a “structured course correction designed to test a fun-
damental new hypothesis about the product, strategy, and 
growth engine” (p. 149). Scholars have used the term “pivot” 
to describe various types of change (Bellavitis et  al.  2025; 
Camuffo et al. 2020; Tekic and Koroteev 2019), strategic de-
cisions (Hampel et  al.  2020; Pillai et  al.  2020), correction 
or replacement mechanisms in case of failure (Conway and 
Hemphill  2019; Leatherbee and Katila  2020; Shepherd and 
Gruber 2021), processes or events (Ghezzi 2019), and states or 
conditions (Bahrami and Evans  2011). Despite varying defi-
nitions and strategies, studies agree that pivots are inherently 
experimental (Frederiksen and Brem  2017; McDonald and 
Gao  2019; Pillai et  al.  2020). Nonetheless, this experimental 
approach faces significant limitations during crisis contexts 
such as the COVID-19 pandemic, where heightened urgency, 
unpredictability, and severe resource constraints drastically 
reduce the possibility of systematic testing and incremental 
adjustments (Berends et  al.  2021; Sanasi and Ghezzi  2022). 
Consequently, pivoting under extreme uncertainty shifts from 
structured experimentation toward rapid, context-specific 
strategic adaptations that demand immediate, decisive action 
(Allen et  al.  2024; Trincanato and Vagnoni  2024). However, 
in both crisis and non-crisis times, the conversation with 
the stakeholders remains a crucial part of the pivot process 
(Grimes 2018; Hampel et al. 2020).

According to EAT, entrepreneurial behavior under uncer-
tainty is characterized by action and interaction rather than 
merely predictive knowledge acquisition (McMullen and 
Shepherd  2006). Entrepreneurial action, therefore, becomes 
inherently relational and interaction-driven, relying heav-
ily on dynamic processes of social engagement rather than 
isolated, rational decision-making (Brinckmann et  al.  2010; 
Giones et al. 2020; Sarasvathy 2008). Central to this theoret-
ical perspective is the concept of second-person opportunity 
introduced by Mitchell et al.  (2021). This innovative concept 
reconceptualizes entrepreneurial opportunities as dialogical 
outcomes cocreated through meaningful interactions between 
entrepreneurs and their stakeholders. Thus, opportunities are 
viewed not as solitary entrepreneurial visions but as emergent 
properties of ongoing, collaborative processes. Through this 

Summary

•	 This study explores pivoting as a start-up's response to 
external shock, focusing on the role of stakeholders in 
affecting entrepreneurial decision-making processes.

•	 Building on entrepreneurial action theory, we de-
velop a conceptual framework illustrating how en-
trepreneurial cognitive processes intertwine with 
stakeholder engagement, shaping pivot strategies in 
response to crises.

•	 We adopt an inductive qualitative approach, using 
data from semi-structured interviews and field obser-
vations involving 20 Italian start-up founders.

•	 Findings highlight the socially embedded nature of 
entrepreneurial pivoting, demonstrating how rela-
tional dynamics with stakeholders affect entrepre-
neurs' strategic decisions.

•	 Our pivot process framework outlines the cognitive 
and relational dynamics that influence entrepreneur-
ial decisions, organized into four substages: (1) sugges-
tion gathering; (2) rationalization; (3) evaluation; and 
(4) pivot adoption.
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relational engagement, entrepreneurs and stakeholders collec-
tively define perceptions and possibilities, enabling entrepre-
neurs to navigate uncertainty by collaboratively defining and 
redefining actionable pathways effectively.

Therefore, while traditional Lean Start-up theory focuses on piv-
oting as experimentation driven by hypotheses, EAT broadens 
and integrates this idea within situations of extreme uncertainty 
and crisis. In such contexts, factors like limited time, cognitive 
overload, and scarce resources (Sanasi and Ghezzi  2022) sig-
nificantly constrain systematic experimentation. Viewing pivot 
decisions through the entrepreneurial action framework deep-
ens our insight into how strategic shifts during crises depend on 
dynamic stakeholder interactions. Ultimately, EAT and the con-
cept of second-person opportunities offer a robust framework 
that enhances pivot literature by addressing the complexity of 
pivoting under unpredictable and profound change.

3   |   Methods

3.1   |   Research Setting

The research setting of this study is a group of Italian start-ups 
in 2020, before, during, and after the COVID-19 pandemic. Due 
to its unprecedented and widespread impact on the economy 
and on all types of firms (Guyottot and Le Fur 2023; Williams 
et al. 2024), the COVID-19 pandemic represents a significant ex-
ample of radical uncertainty that may influence the decisions 
of entrepreneurs and firms. The pandemic negatively affected 
the profitability of many start-ups, thus making pivoting a cru-
cial and inevitable strategy. The COVID pandemic, therefore, 
represents a relevant context to examine uncertainty and firms' 
responses. The start-ups included in our analysis were hosted by 
three different business incubators: Le Village by CA Parma, Le 
Village by CA Milano, and Cremona Information Technology 
(CRIT). Le Village by CA Parma and Le Village by CA Milano 
are part of the Le Village by Crédit Agricole ecosystem, an in-
ternational network of 45 incubators and accelerators in France, 
Italy, and Luxembourg. In Italy, there are six “villages,” with 
over 195 incubated start-ups, 80 business partners (among many 
renowned Italian brands), and more than 175 facilitators repre-
sented by universities and research centers. These incubators 
aim to facilitate start-ups' growth and acceleration by reducing 
the match between these new firms and established corporates 

following an open innovation perspective. The third incubator 
involved in this study is the incubator of CRIT, a technological 
hub based in the city of Cremona that hosts more than 20 start-
ups. These start-ups follow specific incubation and acceleration 
programs that allow the firm to grow, reinforce the firm's busi-
ness model, facilitate the firm's access to the market, and create 
a strong and diversified network made of other start-ups, estab-
lished firms, and private and public institutions.

These incubators provided us with the ideal environment to ob-
serve the dynamics of pivoting following an external crisis and 
the related role of stakeholders in this process. This fit derives 
from many elements. First, the incubators' managers supported 
the start-ups' participation in the study, thus facilitating our 
recruitment of interviewees. Second, the three incubators pro-
vided us with the possibility of screening their dataset of incu-
bated firms to select those that ensured enough variability in 
our sample in terms of firm age and industry. Third, the anal-
ysis of firms that were incubated at the time of COVID-19 al-
lowed us to gain much more secondary data compared to what 
we could have collected by including start-ups not involved in 
any incubation program. Indeed, each incubator periodically 
produces analyses and reports on their firms and on the results 
obtained by incubators that we have used to triangulate our 
analysis. Moreover, this reporting activity increased during the 
pandemic because of the exceptionality of the situation. Fourth, 
being incubated during COVID-19, start-ups were involved in 
a greater variety of stakeholder relationships (with mentors, 
business partners, and facilitators) than non-incubated firms. 
Thus, given this study's goal of better understanding the role of 
stakeholders in pivot decisions taken during a crisis, we had the 
opportunity to study a context where the phenomenon is clearly 
observable, as suggested by Eisenhardt (1989) for data collection 
in qualitative research.

3.2   |   Research Design and Data Collection

We adopted an inductive qualitative approach that is particu-
larly suitable for answering “how” questions (Yin 2018) and for 
exploring complex and relational phenomena that go beyond 
quantifiable dimensions (Ostertag et  al.  2021). The research 
process, as highlighted in Figure  1, involved several phases. 
First, by leveraging a partnership with the three partner incu-
bators, we identified firms that matched the criteria of (a) being 

FIGURE 1    |    Research process.
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start-ups during the COVID-19 outbreak (founded between 2015 
and March 2020) and (b) having adopted a pivot strategy in re-
sponse to the pandemic. We obtained an initial list of 45 firms. 
We then screened their websites, LinkedIn pages, and social 
profiles to determine their eligibility for our study. The next step 
involved contacting the founders to check their availability to be 
involved in the study and then building a purposeful sample to 
ensure diversity in terms of age, size, location, and industry of 
the start-ups, thus increasing the generalizability of our results 
(see Table 1).

Data collection took place between April and August 2023, ap-
proximately 3 years after the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The primary data source was semi-structured interviews—de-
signed to reconstruct the pivot processes ex post—conducted 
with 20 founders or cofounders of Italian start-ups who adopted 
pivot strategies as a response to the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
interviews were based on a protocol structured across four 
macro-sections: (i) a presentation of the start-up and its value 
proposition before the crisis; (ii) the reaction to the COVID-19 
pandemic; (iii) the response strategy employed by entrepreneurs 
to face the crisis; and (iv) the impact of pivoting strategies on the 
present value proposition of start-ups. Overall, we conducted 20 
primary interviews with founders. We also conducted follow-up 
interviews, each lasting 15–20 min, to revisit and delve deeper 
into the main themes from the initial conversations. These 
follow-ups aimed to verify consistency, confirm the accuracy 
and reliability of the information shared, and explore insights 
that emerged after the first round of interviews. Interviews 
were conducted until theoretical saturation was reached, when 
no new insights or concepts emerged (Corbin and Strauss 2015; 
Eisenhardt 1989).

To supplement interview data and corroborate the entrepre-
neurs' statements about pivoting, the authors also gathered and 
scrutinized additional secondary data. These included incuba-
tor notes and documents, start-up websites, press releases, social 
media posts, and specialized reports that allowed the research 
team to gain further information on the strategic behavior of 
start-ups following the pandemic.

3.3   |   Data Analysis

Following the Gioia methodology (Gioia et  al.  2013), we com-
pared data from the interviews to inductively build insights 
from concealed meanings that theoretically advance a phenom-
enon (Glaser and Strauss 1967). The Gioia methodology allowed 
us to illustrate how the data progress toward “the process of 
model building” (Gioia  2021, 26), aiming to “generate a well-
founded process model that displays the most probable explana-
tions of the phenomena of interest” (Magnani and Gioia 2023, 3). 
Therefore, following Gioia et al. (2013), we began by individually 
analyzing the raw data from a large sample of first-order con-
cepts. The concepts derived from this first step were then com-
pared by the first two authors to find alignment, reducing them 
to a more manageable number. The concepts were subsequently 
labeled by referring to the literature, and data were further ana-
lyzed to uncover second-order theoretical themes. Finally, these 
were collapsed into aggregate dimensions. An example of the 
process is shown in Figure A1.

We also undertook an analysis of secondary data through a pro-
cess of individual and collective source scrutiny. Specifically, a 
dedicated file was established for each start-up, documenting 
pivot-related activities identified through or evident in their so-
cial media profiles, websites, and incubator reports, with precise 
chronological annotation (year/month) for each instance. In 
cases where an activity exhibited significant complexity, a con-
cise descriptive summary was included.

The classification derived from these secondary data served 
a dual purpose within the research process. First, prior to the 
commencement of interviews, these data facilitated the identifi-
cation of potentially relevant topics for discussion with the inter-
viewees. Second, subsequent to the completion of the interviews, 
the secondary data were employed to enhance understanding of 
firms' pivot strategies and to identify specific elements warrant-
ing further investigation during follow-up inquiries.

4   |   Results

Data show that all pivots are a sequence of adaptive and non-
experimental steps unfolding in three distinct macro-stages: (1) 
social interaction and second-person opportunity; (2) cognitive 
interpretation; and (3) action. Figure 2 illustrates the empirical 
framework based on the results of the analysis.

4.1   |   Stage 1: Social Interaction and Second-Person 
Opportunity

The data collected during our interviews illustrate that entre-
preneurial pivoting under radical uncertainty initiates through 
social interactions with key stakeholders, conceptualized as 
second-person opportunities (Mitchell et al. 2021). Specifically, 
our results reveal two substages within this social interaction 
phase: suggestion gathering, where stakeholders provide in-
sights and inputs that shape initial ideas, and rationalization, 
where entrepreneurs interpret these external inputs within their 
business model frameworks.

Insights from interviewee [#17] highlight the initial substage of 
the pivot process that entrepreneurs experience during the cri-
sis: suggestion gathering. In this substage, entrepreneurs collect 
resources through exchanges with key stakeholders—suppliers, 
investors, customers, and the community. “The third founding 
partner, the main investor, is a document management com-
pany. We developed in-house document processing software for 
accountants that used AI to extract critical data from documents 
like invoices and delivery notes. The results were poor; a demo 
[…] Shortly after the pandemic began, they proposed focusing on 
this product because some of their customers had requested it.” 
This extract reveals that investors' formal request prompted the 
entrepreneur to concentrate on a specific product feature.

This pattern appears across all analyzed pivot types but varies 
in its form and the types of stakeholders involved. For example, 
founder [#8] indicated that customer recommendations drove 
the decision to expand service offerings: “When the pandemic 
broke out […] one client, a big corporate client, asked why we 
didn't handle everything since we are more flexible and offer 
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6 Strategic Change, 2025

customized solutions. So, we started considering expanding our 
service to offer the entire technology chain, as we had those ca-
pabilities.” Following an initial moment of informal exchange 
between customers and the entrepreneur, an informative inter-
action indicates the potential for expanding service offerings. 
Similar to other interviewees' statements [#1, #4, #5, #11, #9, 
and #14], shortly after the pandemic outbreak, customers di-
rectly suggested innovative solutions to ensure the resilience 
and continuity of start-ups.

Entrepreneurs [#10 and #16] introduce the community as an 
actor in the initial process. This community comprises individ-
uals who share common interests, values, objectives, or prac-
tices and interact in various ways: “I started doing social media 
marketing as a marketing agency, targeting women entrepre-
neurs, primarily to discuss topics like female entrepreneurship, 
the gender gap in business, and successful brands addressing 
these issues […] The change occurred within the community 
[…] Because individuals and companies that care about these 
topics and share these values wanted to integrate these mind-
sets into their organizations.” As this extract from founder [#10] 
illustrates, the relational link between entrepreneurs and com-
munity members is even more informal than that with typical 
start-up customers. Shared values and the collective fear gener-
ated by the exogenous event foster an environment where people 
feel motivated to suggest significant changes. These suggestions, 
often involving substantial changes to the value proposition, im-
pact not just specific product or service aspects but the entire 
company offering.

Respondents [#2] and [#3] discussed information exchange with 
suppliers. During times of uncertainty, this exchange is formal, 
as suppliers fear that the situation may hinder service optimi-
zation and economic sustainability. “Our specific pandemic 
response emerged from discussions with key institutional stake-
holders and suppliers, including municipalities and museums. 
We developed and implemented ideas to meet their needs, like 
remote activities” [#3]. Conversely, in long-term relationships, 
information exchange is informal.

The second substage, involving the rationalization of infor-
mation resources, relates acquired information to relevant 
business model areas, products, or markets. Entrepreneurs 
assess the strategic implications and decide if the informa-
tion necessitates product adjustments, market changes, or 
value proposition modifications. This substage follows gath-
ering suggestions in a process logic but occurs during the so-
cial interaction phase: “You realized your supplier had a cost 
problem, and you considered how our B2C system could assist 
companies” [#3].

This citation emphasizes the cognitive rationalization pro-
cess of entrepreneurs during interactions with stakeholders. 
The interviewees posed and responded to proposal questions, 
pinpointing strategic implications for the start-up's business 
model. Recommendations about the business model's scope 
elicited the most rational response, as noted by participant 
[#11]: “Then we realized that this project wasn't resonating 
with the market, while the product we were developing was 
highly regarded by industry players.” Participant [#4] illus-
trates another rationalization approach: “Our initial reaction In
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7Strategic Change, 2025

was to adapt our car park reservation app so customers could 
similarly reserve park spaces.” Similarly, interviewees [#17 
and #2] explained how they rationalized the product despite 
suggestions to improve services and concentrate on specific 
products. “Faced with this fact, we realized that we could 
achieve an immediate result by extending the use of our dig-
ital models. These virtual visits, these digital experiences, 
were tools we had but were underutilizing” [#2].

4.2   |   Stage 2: Cognitive Evaluation

Following the social interaction, the entrepreneurial process 
moved into a distinctly cognitive phase, where entrepreneurs 
individually interpreted and assessed the feasibility and desir-
ability of cocreated opportunities. Our analysis identifies five 
distinct evaluation approaches: linear, opportunistic, interpre-
tive, adaptive, and responsive. Each one is characterized by dif-
fering cognitive responses to the social interaction phase and the 
crisis context. Figure 3 illustrates the different evaluation types.

In a linear approach, the entrepreneur adheres to suggestions 
without hesitation, maintaining a conservative stance focused 
on stability. The experience of entrepreneur [#17] provides an 
example of this: “Their comparison has always been very use-
ful to us because they have in-house expertise, know-how, and 
knowledge of different sectors. Instead of evaluating the pro-
posal from the financial and strategy side, where they have a 
better view of the market, we told ourselves: Let's improve this 

product directly, let's focus on it.” The investors recommended 
focusing the value proposition on a specific product feature. 
The entrepreneur chose a conservative approach, with minimal 
differentiation from the nature of the suggestions; the primary 
variation lay in the entrepreneur's crisis management. The goal 
of the approach was to mitigate risk, to turn a challenging situ-
ation into a favorable opportunity, and to make decisions based 
on available information to achieve the desired outcome.

“[Name of start-up] also reinvented itself during COVID as a 
booking platform for other things, aiming to stabilize the busi-
ness in a difficult time and capitalize on the opportunity.” This 
quotation from interviewee [#4] forms the basis for another clas-
sification of the evaluation substage: opportunistic. The focus is 
not on strategy formulation but on adopting short-term tactical 
adjustments and offers. These strategies are opportunistic, em-
phasizing modifying products or services in response to sug-
gestions. While the specific nature of these suggestions shows 
modest differentiation, the entrepreneurial risk-taking and will-
ingness to seize opportunities amid adversity vary. Unlike other 
identified categories, these strategies prioritize short-term sur-
vival over long-term planning. They are speculative, aiming for 
economic sustainability during the crisis rather than outlining a 
strategic transformation process. A quotation from interviewee 
[#2] confirms this evaluation: “The first months post-COVID 
were a disaster in terms of sales. […] But it was precisely this col-
laboration, these requests from our suppliers, that pointed us to 
an opportunity that we seized out of necessity, but also because 
we thought they were good projects […].”

FIGURE 2    |    Empirical framework: How start-up founders define pivot strategies in times of crisis.
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8 Strategic Change, 2025

In interpretative evaluation, as shown by interviewee #5, en-
trepreneurs often reassess customer feedback post-pandemic: 
“Talking to them, I asked myself: they ask for more services, 
but what does that imply for my business? So we focused on the 
technological aspect. Based on market feedback, we coded the 
platform differently to support the increased traffic, I assumed.” 
Thus, the entrepreneur focused on improving the technological 
efficiency of the core platform, which represents an approach 
entirely different from the nature of the suggestion. However, 
although the intention was to change the technological aspects 
of the platform offered, the attitude toward defining a response 
was remarkably conservative.

In adaptive evaluation, exogenous crises can impact the market 
positioning of start-ups. Interviewee [#13] noted: “COVID was 
an opportunity for us because it made us realize that the business 
segment we were targeting was wrong […]. Talking to custom-
ers, we realized that the need was mostly for shop owners and 
businesses.” This statement illustrates how external events can 
shift market trends and needs, making current positioning inef-
fective. Entrepreneurs may then focus on new market segments 
or emerging customer needs to enhance profitability or ensure 
long-term viability. Compared to the suggestions received, the 
difference in evaluation remains modest. The entrepreneur took 
a risk-oriented but not opportunistic approach. The key differ-
ence is the long-term perspective; the entrepreneur maintains 
this strategy even after the crisis. This distinction is evident else-
where: “The target group has evolved. Originally, we thought 
we would target the entire Italian and European SME market 
and other start-ups. Still, we realized significant interest from 

corporate customers, who have different needs from the market 
we had in mind” [#9].

Analyzing the words of interviewee [#13] reveals a final type of 
evaluation termed responsive: “From these confrontations with 
some community members came the first insight […] that we had 
previously given the artists a crucial tool, a distribution channel 
to sell their works. But the pandemic made them acutely aware 
of their insecurity about the initial part […] the entire struc-
ture needed to make the artist a professional.” During crises, 
community-based start-up founders recognize and address the 
community's concerns, focusing beyond traditional market and 
product dimensions to tackle social and economic issues affect-
ing the user group. Shared social and cultural values between 
entrepreneurs and the community motivate founders to shift 
from purely economic to sociocultural goals. As stated by inter-
viewee [#10], this motivation is driven by a willingness to drive 
necessary change for the community by following their risk-
taking attitude: “So many people and users trust us, follow our 
socials, participate in our networks. We simply thought about 
how they could monetize this without altering the relationship 
built on real values with our community.”

4.3   |   Stage 3: Action

After cognitive evaluation, entrepreneurs translated their inter-
preted opportunities into concrete strategic actions, called pivot 
adoption. This substage marks the shift from internal cogni-
tion to external entrepreneurial action, where the pivot strategy 

FIGURE 3    |    The cognitive evaluation stage: Categorization of different types of evaluation.

 10991697, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/jsc.70026 by U

niversity C
attolica, Piacenza, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [15/12/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



9Strategic Change, 2025

T
A

B
L

E
 2

    
|    

P
iv

ot
 ty

pe
s a

do
pt

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
in

te
rv

ie
w

ed
 fo

un
de

rs
.

D
im

en
si

on
In

te
rv

ie
w

ee
 (#

)
Il

lu
st

ra
ti

ve
 q

uo
te

s
Se

co
nd

-o
rd

er
 th

em
es

P
iv

ot
 ty

pe
s

Pr
od

uc
t

17
“C

om
pa

re
d 

to
 th

e 
or

ig
in

al
 id

ea
 […

] w
e 

ha
ve

 fo
cu

se
d 

on
 

th
e 

de
ve

lo
pm

en
t o

f o
ur

 te
ch

no
lo

gy
 fo

r t
he

 a
ut

om
at

ic
 

pr
oc

es
si

ng
 o

f d
oc

um
en

t p
ro

ce
ss

es
. M

or
e 

sp
ec

ifi
ca

lly
 

[…
] u

si
ng

 a
rt

ifi
ci

al
 in

te
lli

ge
nc

e 
al

go
ri

th
m

s”

A
 si

ng
le

 fe
at

ur
e 

of
 a

 p
ro

du
ct

 
be

co
m

es
 th

e 
w

ho
le

 p
ro

du
ct

.
Zo

om
-I

n

5
“W

e 
ha

ve
 n

ot
 fo

cu
se

d 
on

 th
e 

co
m

m
er

ci
al

 a
sp

ec
t [

…]
. 

W
e 

ad
de

d 
so

m
e 

te
ch

no
lo

gi
ca

l f
ea

tu
re

s a
nd

 c
od

ed
 th

e 
pl

at
fo

rm
 d

iff
er

en
tly

 th
an

 w
he

n 
w

e 
st

ar
te

d,
 so

 th
at

 th
e 

te
ch

no
lo

gi
ca

l i
nf

ra
st

ru
ct

ur
e 

ca
n 

su
pp

or
t m

or
e 

tr
af

fic
”

Th
e 

sa
m

e 
so

lu
tio

n 
us

in
g 

di
ffe

re
nt

 te
ch

no
lo

gy
.

Te
ch

no
lo

gy

4
“W

e 
ut

ili
ze

d 
th

e 
bo

ok
in

g 
pl

at
fo

rm
 fo

r p
ar

k 
ac

ce
ss

. 
So

m
e 

cu
st

om
er

s w
ou

ld
 c

al
l u

s a
nd

 re
qu

es
t t

hi
s 

se
rv

ic
e,

 so
 w

e 
ad

ap
te

d 
th

e 
pl

at
fo

rm
 a

cc
or

di
ng

ly
”

A
 p

ro
du

ct
 b

ec
om

es
 a

 p
la

tfo
rm

 o
r v

ic
e 

ve
rs

a.
Pl

at
fo

rm

8
“O

ri
gi

na
lly

, w
e 

fo
cu

se
d 

on
 se

lli
ng

 so
ft

w
ar

e,
 b

ut
 w

e 
th

ou
gh

t w
e 

w
ou

ld
 ta

ke
 c

ar
e 

of
 th

e 
en

tir
e 

su
pp

ly
 c

ha
in

. 
Fr

om
 th

e 
el

ec
tr

on
ic

s,
 so

ft
w

ar
e 

an
d 

fir
m

w
ar

e 
th

at
 m

ov
e 

a 
si

ng
le

 m
ac

hi
ne

, t
o 

co
or

di
na

tin
g 

th
e 

m
ov

em
en

t o
f t

w
o 

m
ac

hi
ne

s,
 to

 m
an

ag
in

g 
m

ul
tip

le
 p

ro
du

ct
io

n 
lin

es
 a

nd
 

fa
ci

lit
at

in
g 

co
m

m
un

ic
at

io
n 

be
tw

ee
n 

fa
ct

or
ie

s”

A
 w

ho
le

 p
ro

du
ct

 b
ec

om
es

 o
ne

 fe
at

ur
e 

of
 a

 m
uc

h 
la

rg
er

 p
ro

du
ct

.
Zo

om
-O

ut

M
ar

ke
t

20
“T

he
 b

lo
od

 d
el

iv
er

y 
se

rv
ic

e 
w

as
 a

ls
o 

re
ne

w
ed

 fo
r t

he
 d

el
iv

er
y 

of
 ta

m
po

ns
, a

na
ly

se
s a

nd
 e

ve
ry

th
in

g 
el

se
 th

at
 w

as
 n

ee
de

d 
du

ri
ng

 C
O

V
ID

. W
e 

ad
ap

te
d 

to
 th

e 
re

qu
ir

em
en

ts
 o

f t
he

 fa
ci

lit
ie

s. 
W

e 
tr

ie
d 

to
 re

or
ga

ni
ze

 o
ur

se
lv

es
 to

 m
ee

t t
he

ir
 n

ee
ds

”

Sw
itc

h 
to

 a
 d

iff
er

en
t p

ro
bl

em
 

th
at

 c
us

to
m

er
s h

av
e.

C
us

to
m

er
 N

ee
d

9
“T

he
 ta

rg
et

 g
ro

up
 h

as
 e

vo
lv

ed
 […

] w
e 

ha
ve

 n
ot

ic
ed

 
th

at
 th

er
e 

is
 a

 lo
t o

f i
nt

er
es

t f
ro

m
 c

or
po

ra
te

 
cu

st
om

er
s. 

Es
pe

ci
al

ly
 in

 th
e 

fa
sh

io
n 

m
ar

ke
t”

M
ov

e 
to

 a
 d

iff
er

en
t c

us
to

m
er

 se
gm

en
t 

th
an

 o
ri

gi
na

lly
 c

on
ce

iv
ed

.
C

us
to

m
er

 S
eg

m
en

t

13
“D

ur
in

g 
th

e 
C

O
V

ID
 p

er
io

d,
 w

e 
re

al
iz

ed
 th

at
 th

e 
bu

si
ne

ss
 

se
gm

en
t w

e 
w

er
e 

ta
rg

et
in

g 
w

as
 w

ro
ng

 […
]. 

O
ur

 p
la

tfo
rm

 
w

as
 fo

cu
se

d 
on

 b
uy

in
g 

an
d 

se
lli

ng
 b

et
w

ee
n 

pr
iv

at
e 

in
di

vi
du

al
s. 

W
he

n 
w

e 
ta

lk
ed

 to
 c

us
to

m
er

s,
 w

e 
re

al
iz

ed
 th

at
 

th
e 

ne
ed

 w
as

 m
ai

nl
y 

fo
r s

ho
p 

ow
ne

rs
 a

nd
 b

us
in

es
se

s”

A
 st

ar
t-u

p 
sw

itc
he

s b
us

in
es

s a
rc

hi
te

ct
ur

e,
 

fo
r e

xa
m

pl
e,

 fr
om

 B
2C

 to
 B

2B
 o

r v
ic

e 
ve

rs
a.

Bu
si

ne
ss

 A
rc

hi
te

ct
ur

e

O
th

er
s

10
“W

e 
st

ar
te

d 
ou

t a
s a

 c
om

m
un

ic
at

io
ns

 a
ge

nc
y 

[…
]. 

D
ue

 to
 

re
ce

nt
 c

ha
ng

es
, c

om
pa

ni
es

 a
re

 tu
rn

in
g 

to
 u

s t
o 

fin
d 

w
ay

s 
to

 a
tt

ra
ct

 w
om

en
 o

r m
em

be
rs

 o
f g

en
de

r m
in

or
iti

es
 to

 th
ei

r 
or

ga
ni

za
tio

ns
 b

ec
au

se
 th

ey
 h

av
e 

an
 in

te
rn

al
 d

iv
er

si
ty

 g
ap

”

Si
gn

ifi
ca

nt
 c

ha
ng

e 
in

 p
ro

du
ct

, m
ar

ke
t, 

an
d 

fin
an

ci
al

 d
im

en
si

on
s,

 b
ut

 th
e 

en
tr

ep
re

ne
ur

ia
l t

ea
m

 re
m

ai
ns

 th
e 

sa
m

e.

C
om

pl
et

e

 10991697, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/jsc.70026 by U

niversity C
attolica, Piacenza, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [15/12/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



10 Strategic Change, 2025

emerges clearly in response to the previously cocreated and in-
terpreted opportunity. Our data classify these actions into three 
pivot categories: product response, market response, and com-
plete response (Bajwa et al. 2017) (Table 2).

Product-oriented pivots arise from evaluations aimed at refining 
the product aspect of the business model. For instance, linear 
evaluations, where entrepreneurs closely engage with stake-
holder suggestions, often result in zoom-in pivots, as demon-
strated in the case of interviewee [#17]. In this instance, the 
founder responded to investors' recommendations by focusing 
on a specific product feature, narrowing the scope while enhanc-
ing its depth and quality. Similarly, interpretative evaluations 
are associated with technology pivots, where entrepreneurs re-
frame stakeholders' suggestions to strengthen internal techno-
logical capacities. For instance, interviewee [#5] responded to 
increased demand by modifying the platform's architecture and 
infrastructure. The platform pivot noted by interviewee [#4] 
also emerged from this interpretative logic, where feedback 
was integrated into a more abstract redesign of the technology 
structure. Finally, opportunistic evaluations prioritizing tactical 
moves over strategic transformation often led to zoom-out piv-
ots, like the one described by interviewee [#8], who expanded 
the company's offering in response to a client's request for more 
integration services.

When entrepreneurs reinterpret stakeholder input as a signal 
of shifting customer expectations or segment misalignment, in 
adaptive evaluations, they implement market-oriented pivots. 
Interviewee [#20], whose start-up initially served a niche func-
tion (blood transport via drones), exemplifies the customer need 
to pivot by repurposing services to address urgent hospital needs 
during the pandemic. Similarly, interviewee [#9] illustrates a 
customer segment pivot by redirecting the strategic focus toward 
corporate clients following new insights into evolving demand. 
The business architecture pivot, involving a structural change in 
how value is delivered and captured, also arises from adaptive 
evaluations, often when founders reassess their positioning in 
light of sustainability and long-term profitability. This is partic-
ularly evident in the case of interviewee [#13], who transitioned 
the business model from B2C to B2B.

Finally, responsive evaluations grounded in community-driven 
logic and sociocultural values lead to complete pivots. These 
transformations extend beyond products or markets, signify-
ing a fundamental shift in the company's mission and identity. 
Interviewee [#10] provides a clear example: a communication 
agency initially focused on gender inclusion pivoted entirely to 
become a recruitment platform for nonbinary workers, incor-
porating AI-based solutions and reshaping its organizational 
structure. This type of pivot illustrates the reinterpretation of 
stakeholder expectations and the entrepreneur's internalization 
of a broader purpose aligned with shared community values.

5   |   Discussion and Contributions

Our study examines how founders leveraged pivots as strategic 
resources to address the challenges presented by the COVID-19 
pandemic and explores the role of stakeholders in this process. 
Employing the theoretical framework of EAT, we developed a 

three-stage process (see Figure 2) that offers new insights into 
how the co-development of opportunities with stakeholders im-
pacts the pivot process under conditions of environmental un-
certainty. Pivots emerged not merely as processes of business 
model experimentation but as entrepreneurial actions deeply 
embedded in social contexts. Our article makes contributions 
to several areas of the literature, which we discuss in the next 
sections.

5.1   |   Contributions to EAT

Our findings contribute to EAT, particularly by elucidating the 
mechanisms through which entrepreneurial action is relation-
ally co-constructed under conditions of radical uncertainty. 
Previous research emphasizes that entrepreneurial action oc-
curs in contexts where the future is unknowable (McMullen 
et al. 2024; McMullen and Shepherd 2006; Ramoglou et al. 2023). 
We expand this line of inquiry by showing that entrepreneur-
ial opportunities are actively shaped through dialogue with 
stakeholders.

Prior studies have used the concept of entrepreneurial imagi-
nation (Kier and McMullen 2018) to explain how entrepreneurs 
mentally simulate future scenarios through distinct cognitive 
skills. Our findings complement these studies by illustrating 
how stakeholder interactions inform and enrich entrepreneurs' 
imaginative processes. In particular, our analysis reveals that 
in the suggestion gathering and rationalization substages, entre-
preneurs integrate stakeholders' insights and experiences into 
their cognitive frameworks, thus enhancing their ability to envi-
sion feasible strategic paths (Conway et al. 2016). Therefore, our 
empirical evidence deepens our understanding of entrepreneur-
ial imagination by highlighting the essential role of stakeholder 
contributions in shaping imagined futures. In doing so, we also 
advance the concept of second-person opportunities (Mitchell 
et al. 2021) by explicitly describing how these opportunities arise 
through iterative and reciprocal interactions between entrepre-
neurs and their main stakeholders in the start-up's environment. 
Our findings illustrate that entrepreneurs do not simply respond 
to stakeholders' suggestions but collaboratively shape their ideas. 
These interactive dynamics transform opportunity recognition 
from an individual cognitive task into a deeply collaborative 
process, significantly enhancing existing conceptualizations.

Finally, by demonstrating that stakeholders are not just exter-
nal contributors but essential co-constructors of entrepreneurial 
action, our study addresses the need for greater integration of 
distributed cognition within the EAT (Mitchell et al. 2021). In 
line with effectuation theory (Sarasvathy  2008), our findings 
depict entrepreneurs as mobilizing available resources in collab-
oration with stakeholders to convert uncertain conditions into 
actionable entrepreneurial opportunities. Thus, we affirm that 
entrepreneurial action is not an isolated but a relational process.

5.2   |   Rethinking Pivots as Entrepreneurial Action 
Under Uncertainty

Traditionally, literature has approached pivots through 
the lean start-up methodology (Ries  2011), viewing them 
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as experimental adjustments to failed hypotheses (Andries 
et al. 2020; Flechas Chaparro and de Vasconcelos Gomes 2021). 
Our findings complement this perspective. In line with re-
search indicating that during crises, time constraints and 
environmental volatility hinder the feasibility of experimenta-
tion (Sanasi and Ghezzi 2022) and that entrepreneurs cannot 
rely solely on predictive information (McMullen et  al.  2024; 
McMullen and Shepherd 2006), our results demonstrate that 
pivoting is an inherently entrepreneurial action undertaken 
amidst profound uncertainty. This reconceptualization aligns 
with the EAT perspective, which posits that opportunity for-
mation is not an isolated endeavor but a social process shaped 
by interactions with others (Cornelissen and Clarke  2010). 
Rather than iteratively testing hypotheses, the entrepreneurs 
in our study engaged in dynamic cognitive and social interac-
tion processes, utilizing stakeholder dialogues to co-construct 
viable pathways (Kier and McMullen  2018). These findings 
underscore the differences between a pivot, as traditionally 
understood in the Lean Start-up approach, and a pivot during 
crises. In such contexts, a pivot becomes an act of entrepre-
neurial agency, fundamentally relational and embedded in the 
social interactions among stakeholders.

Consistent with this reconceptualization of pivoting, our study 
underscores the critical role of relational dynamics between en-
trepreneurs and stakeholders. Existing literature positions the 
entrepreneur as the one conducting experiments and testing hy-
potheses, with many studies highlighting stakeholder resistance 
to pivoting (Berends et  al.  2021; Snihur and Clarysse  2022). 
However, our framework elucidates that stakeholders do not 
merely provide marginal inputs but emerge as genuine co-
architects of the pivoting process. This presents a novel contri-
bution to the pivoting literature and reinforces the perspective 
that opportunity construction is fundamentally a social process 
(Cornelissen and Clarke 2010; Kier and McMullen 2018).

According to Echterhoff et  al.  (2009), shared reality emerges 
when individuals discover a motivated commonality in their 
experiences, enhancing their connections with others. Our em-
pirical model offers a fresh perspective on this mechanism, il-
lustrating how entrepreneurs and stakeholders collaboratively 
construct meaning and strategic direction through relational 
dynamics—commonality, mutuality, and reciprocity (Alvarez 
and Barney  2020)—that foster alignment and coordinated ac-
tions in uncertain situations. Expanding earlier theoretical 
claims about the significance of these concepts, our findings 
highlight how entrepreneurs and stakeholders together develop 
shared mental models, particularly during the evaluation sub-
stage. Entrepreneurs do not merely absorb stakeholder input; 
prior social interactions provide initial insights that catalyze 
and shape their cognitive evaluations, significantly contributing 
to forming profoundly shared mental models among all parties 
involved. These cocreated mental models and the entrepreneur's 
cognitive analysis influence their perception of the feasibility 
and desirability of strategic choices (Krueger and Carsrud 1993; 
McMullen and Shepherd 2006). Consequently, the strategic nar-
ratives generated through these relational processes bolster the 
legitimacy of the pivots made as they reflect and address—di-
rectly or indirectly, depending on the entrepreneur's evaluation 
types—the concerns and expectations of stakeholders (Suddaby 
et al. 2023). Our findings clarify the relational dynamics through 

which entrepreneurial cognition is socially constructed, empha-
sizing the collaborative nature of the pivoting process.

Our model's progression reflects this process: shifting from 
internal cognitive evaluation to the tangible act of identifying 
and adopting the pivot typology no longer requires post hoc con-
frontation with stakeholders to ensure acceptance (Snihur and 
Clarysse 2022). Legitimization is already embedded in the pro-
cess itself, as the evaluation substage incorporates stakeholder 
perspectives from the beginning, making the subsequent action 
substage a natural continuation of a shared cognitive–relational 
journey.

5.3   |   Implications for Practice

Our findings hold the potential to offer entrepreneurs a con-
crete tool to navigate radical uncertainty. Specifically, Figure 4 
shows a practical framework for structuring decision-making 
processes during crises that may assist entrepreneurs in moving 
beyond abstract strategic thinking. It provides a tangible tool for 
rationalizing stakeholder engagement. It explains the relation-
ships that may occur between specific categories of entrepre-
neurs' stakeholders with the different types of pivot (product, 
market, and others). Following the model's logical progression, 
to design adequate responses to uncertainty, entrepreneurs can 
create proactive stakeholders' engagement plans, validating and 
cocreating pivot decisions. Each single category of stakeholder 
can be engaged for different specific purposes. This proac-
tive alignment is vital in uncertain conditions, where rapidly 
changing market dynamics demand swift, collectively validated 
decisions.

Additionally, we propose a list of co-creation strategies that may 
effectively engage stakeholders in identifying pivot opportuni-
ties. The full list of these co-creation strategies can be found in 
Figure 4. These strategies can assist entrepreneurs in interact-
ing within a broader sociocultural context, ensuring legitimacy, 
shared purpose, and the development of effective pivot strategies 
by leveraging various relational dynamics—commonality, mu-
tuality, and reciprocity.

This model can be applied to entrepreneurial settings such as 
incubators, accelerators, and executive training programs. For 
example, simulation workshops could use the framework as a 
scenario-based exercise for start-ups. Entrepreneurs can be 
guided to identify the type of pivot that aligns with their current 
situation, map the most relevant stakeholders, and select ap-
propriate engagement tactics, ranging from informal feedback 
gathering to structured co-design sessions.

6   |   Limitations and Future Research Directions

This study is not without limitations, which offer opportuni-
ties for future research. The COVID-19 pandemic provided a 
unique natural experiment for our investigation and enabled us 
to gather rich data on how start-ups respond to unpredictable 
environmental shocks. However, the specificity of that crisis in 
terms of scope and impact may hinder the generalizability of our 
results. We thus acknowledge that pivot strategies as responses 
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to crises may differ depending on the nature of the crisis. We 
invite future researchers to analyze this topic in another condi-
tion of uncertainty. Another limitation of the study concerns the 
timing of data collection, which took place about 3 years after 
the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to this temporal gap, 
interviews reflect entrepreneurs' retrospective accounts, which 
may be influenced by memory bias or hindsight rationaliza-
tions. Longitudinal studies using contemporary data collection 
could further clarify the concept of pivots under uncertainty. 
Our model demonstrates that when deciding on a pivot, entre-
preneurs consider the feedback received from various stakehold-
ers. However, future studies may focus more on the impact of 
cognitive biases on pivot decisions and stakeholder engagement.

The study presents two more limitations related to the data 
sample and level of analysis. First, the analysis focuses on in-
novative and digital start-ups housed in well-equipped Italian 
incubators, primarily in tech-related sectors. These circum-
stances might not represent the obstacles encountered by more 
resource-constrained ventures in other areas or institutional 
environments. Thus, our conclusions should be considered 
within these specific contexts, and we recommend that future 
studies examine how industry type, geographic factors, and in-
stitutional support influence entrepreneurial decision-making 
during crises. Finally, this study examines the individual cogni-
tive processes of founders, which might overlook the inherently 

collective nature of decision-making within entrepreneurial 
teams. Therefore, we recommend that future research explore 
how founding teams collectively engage in sensemaking, dis-
tributed cognition, and collaborative decision-making during 
uncertain times (Grimes 2018; Burnell et al. 2023; Weissenböck 
et  al.  2025). In particular, future studies could examine how 
team coordination, cohesion, and goal interdependence shape 
the evaluation and execution of pivot strategies in crisis settings. 
Therefore, we invite future researchers to explore the pivot 
during uncertainty in more diverse settings and to consider dif-
ferent levels of analysis.
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FIGURE A1    |    Representation of the data structure.

 10991697, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/jsc.70026 by U

niversity C
attolica, Piacenza, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [15/12/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense


	From Crisis to Response: How Start-Up Founders Navigate Uncertainty Through Pivoting
	ABSTRACT
	1   |   Introduction
	2   |   Pivot and Uncertainty Through the Lens of EAT
	3   |   Methods
	3.1   |   Research Setting
	3.2   |   Research Design and Data Collection
	3.3   |   Data Analysis

	4   |   Results
	4.1   |   Stage 1: Social Interaction and Second-Person Opportunity
	4.2   |   Stage 2: Cognitive Evaluation
	4.3   |   Stage 3: Action

	5   |   Discussion and Contributions
	5.1   |   Contributions to EAT
	5.2   |   Rethinking Pivots as Entrepreneurial Action Under Uncertainty
	5.3   |   Implications for Practice

	6   |   Limitations and Future Research Directions
	Acknowledgments
	Conflicts of Interest
	Data Availability Statement
	References
	 Appendix A


