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contributing authors, who bear sole responsibility for the content of their individual papers.
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CHARACTERISTICS OF THE ENTREPRENEUR

“YOUR SARCASM MAKES ME WANT TO QUIT!” —-
CONTEMPTUOUS BEHAVIOR IN ENTREPRENEURIAL
TEAMS PREDICTS CO-FOUNDER EXIT INTENTIONS

Jennifer Ettner, Technical University Munich, Germany
Theresa Treffers, Technical University Munich, Germany
Isabell Welpe, Technical University Munich, Germany

ABSTRACT

Conflict within new venture teams (NVTs) is recognized as one of the main factors determining
success or failure of new ventures. However, empirical evidence on which specific conflict
behaviors are detrimental to team satisfaction and predict subsequent failure is still scarce. To
address this research need, we draw on insights from marriage research and examine the impact of
the “Four Horsemen” (criticism, contempt, defensiveness, and stonewalling) as conflict behavior on
team satisfaction and exit intentions. In our longitudinal quasi-experimental study involving 45
dyadic NVTs, we assess conflict behavior in a lab setting and measure team satisfaction and
subsequent exit intentions through questionnaires. Our results indicate negative effects of criticism
and contempt on team satisfaction, while contempt predicts exit intentions three months later. The
present study introduces a novel perspective on NVT conflict and proposes an identification method
for promising NVTs based on their conflict behavior early in the entrepreneurial life cycle.

INTRODUCTION

New ventures are an important economic factor as they foster innovative ideas (Spender et al.,
2017), drive economic growth through the creation of new jobs (Audretsch, 2007), and tackle
societal problems (Dijkstra & Planko, 2023). However, the majority of new ventures fail, with over
half of these failures attributed to internal team-related problems (Eisenhardt, 2013; Ensley et al.,
2003; Mol et al., 2015). Hence, understanding why new ventures fail or thrive depending on the
team dynamics of new venture teams (NVTs), is an important research question (Eisenhardt, 2013;
Ensley et al., 2003; Mol et al., 2015).

Entrepreneurship research has recognized the importance of conflict within entrepreneurial
teams (Ensley et al., 2002; Jong et al., 2013) and has mainly studied conflict from the aspect of
conflict types. On the one hand, cognitive or task oriented conflict has often been found to have
positive effects, for example on team cohesion, strategy making, and new venture growth (Ensley
et al., 2002; Jong et al., 2013; Li & Li, 2009). On the other hand, affective or personally oriented
conflict has frequently been associated with a decline in venture performance (Ensley et al., 2002;
Jong et al., 2013; Khan et al., 2015). In contrast to this differentiation, meta-analytic findings (Dreu
& Weingart, 2003) reveal a consistently negative influence of all types of conflict on performance
and satisfaction in work teams. Finally, only a few studies in entrepreneurship research explored the
connection between conflict and affective team variables, such as frustration, cohesion, or feelings
of justice (e. g. Breugst et al., 2015; Ensley et al., 2002; Souitaris et al., 2020).

Nevertheless, our understanding of conflict in NVTs and its effects is still limited in the
following ways. First, we lack understanding about how conflict behavior in NVTs affects team
satisfaction and exit intentions as crucial and immediate antecedents of venture success.
Understanding how conflict behavior influences team satisfaction and subsequent exit intentions is
important for several reasons. One, it empowers entrepreneurs to develop a functional conflict
culture, fostering satisfaction and longevity within their NVT. Two, it equips incubators with the
means to educate NVTs on effective conflict resolution strategies. Three, it aids VCs in identifying
promising NVTs early in the start-up phase, enabling targeted investments in teams with substantial



