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1. Introduction

In a dynamic global market, demand is best characterized by fragmentation and heterogeneity. Consumer needs are also
fluid and change rapidly, making it essential for entrepreneurs to seek and capture clues about opportunities in real time.
Information about heterogeneous consumer needs or discontinuities in consumer preferences is often embedded in ongoing
customer “conversations” about their own personal needs and desires. These narratives provide important signals of
changing (or evolving) customer needs, offering a window into potential opportunities. Prior studies have emphasized the
importance of interactions and relationships with customers and other demand-side participants as a critical vehicle for
knowledge acquisition for entrepreneurs (e.g. Chandra and Leenders, 2012; Priem et al., 2012; Yli-Renko et al., 2001).
However, our understanding of how entrepreneurs capture knowledge about market needs and form promising opportu-
nities from demand-side narratives remains limited. As a result, in this paper, we ask: how and under what conditions do
entrepreneurs’ identify and exploit opportunities that are revealed in these narratives?

In this paper, we address this question by drawing on the demand-side approach-a perspective that is consumer-centric
and which emphasizes product markets as key sources of value-creation (Adner and Snow, 2010; Priem, 2007). Specifically,
we propose that demand-side narratives form a key micro-foundation of entrepreneurs’ opportunity formation and en-
actment. These narratives are defined as cumulative articulations of needs, desires, problems, ideas, solutions, perceptions,
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and everyday experiences of diverse demand-side participants (customers, users, market intermediaries, etc.) that con-
stitute the market possibilities or the opportunity space. These narratives are revealed in communications and interactions
among these diverse groups and vividly convey consumers’ views, emotions, hopes, fears, aspirations, intentions and ex-
periences around a perceived need. They also reveal the nature of issues or problems customers face and/or their ex-
pectations and possible solutions in a given context. Narratives “construct realities rather than reduce them through
modeling ... and as such they grasp the complexities of real life events” (Khan and Sarv, 2013, p.204). As a result, the value of
narratives in fostering innovation has been suggested before in the context of brand communities and communities of
practice (e.g., Brown and Duguid, 1991; Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001) and in the broader context of strategic management
(Miiller and Becker, 2013).

Demand-side narratives have other important advantages in the context of opportunity formation and enactment. They
allow entrepreneurs to learn about customer needs early and give them a chance to better understand the forces shaping
these needs. Narratives could also reveal original ideas or “solutions” offered by customers. Importantly, narratives evolve
with the participation and contribution of different demand-side participants and entrepreneurs can take part in such
ongoing discussions; they can ask for clarification, probe or test competing claims, and even thread together ideas from
multiple narratives.

The emergence of new digital infrastructures such as social media and virtual worlds facilitate the gradual co-creation (or
social construction) of narratives as consumers share their individual experiences and perceptions and thereby edit, refine,
enrich and sharpen the'needs’ delineated in a narrative. As recent studies indicate, diverse types of such digital forums-
crowdsourcing and crowdfunding platforms (Mollick, 2014; Stanko and Henard, 2016), social media (Azkarate and Croasdell,
2013; Fischer and Reuber, 2011), virtual worlds (Chandra and Leenders, 2012; Wasko et al., 2011), digital 3D printing forums
(Rayna et al., 2015), and digital makerspaces (Mortara and Parisot, forthcoming)—assume greater significance as a venue for
entrepreneurs to easily and relatively inexpensively access, interpret and act upon such demand-side narratives.

Building on recent research on the cognitive processes that underlie opportunity formation and enactment (e.g., Garud
and Giuliani, 2013; Garud et al., 2014; Grégoire et al., 2011; Read et al., 2009), we consider how entrepreneurs make sense of
signals of change and form beliefs about emerging opportunities revealed in demand-side narratives. We also focus on two
associated sets of cognitive capabilities: (a) demand articulation capabilities (e.g., Kodama, 1995) that relate to con-
textualizing, comparing, and integrating knowledge from narratives to formulate opportunities; and (b) resource mobili-
zation capabilities (e.g., Stuart and Sorenson, 2007) that relate to identifying, acquiring, and transforming knowledge re-
sources to enact opportunities. Our discussion highlights important directions for future research and practice in this area,
particularly in revealing the cognitive underpinnings of opportunity formation and enactment in an increasingly digital
world.

2. Demand-side narratives and opportunity formation and enactment

Demand-side narratives serve as a primary resource for entrepreneurs to explore, examine and clarify both the problem
space and the solution space; i.e., narratives serve as the means to drive the cognitive processes that underlie opportunity
formation and enactment. Entrepreneurs create new opportunities by contextualizing the signals that narratives offer—
signals regarding changes in market or customer aspirations—in an incremental and inductive manner through their in-
teractions with actors in various (digital and/or non-digital) forums.

Recent literature in entrepreneurship has depicted the creation of entrepreneurial opportunities and their enactment as
intertwined, emergent processes with distributed entrepreneurial agency (Alvarez et al., 2013; Garud and Giuliani, 2013).
Accordingly, opportunity formation involves “meaning making” (Bruner, 1990) and “transforming the extant world into new
possibilities” (Venkataraman et al., 2012, p. 26) through a co-evolutionary process (Garud and Karnge, 2003) in which the
entrepreneur continually engages and interacts with other involved actors (Alvarez and Barney, 2007; Garud and Giuliani,
2013). Thus, opportunity formation can be depicted as a process of gradual development of narratives into opportunities
through continued interactions among entrepreneurs and other demand-side actors-or a process of social construction
(Berger and Luckmann, 1967) of opportunities from narratives. Thus, to the extent that entrepreneurs can engage with users
and other demand-side participants and acquire narratives of needs and experiences, the more they will be able to develop,
probe and refine those narratives further and conceive, create or form new entrepreneurial opportunities. Further, exposure
to diverse set of narratives would likely facilitate better interpretation of such market signals and the formation of asso-
ciated opportunities. These diverse strands of knowledge also could help entrepreneurs to cross-validate consumer needs
with information from multiple sources, giving them critical insights into the ‘use value’ (Bowman and Ambrosini, 2000;
Priem, 2007) associated with potential opportunities.

Still, beyond a threshold level, entrepreneurs’ efforts at acquiring and interpreting increasing sets of such demand-side
narratives would likely bear diminishing returns in terms of formulating actionable opportunities. Reconciling competing
narratives and the distinct “worldviews” they represent would likely consume considerable entrepreneurial resources.
Further, a multitude of such demand-side narratives may pull an entrepreneur in different directions or towards wildly
varying set of market possibilities that enhance his/her action-specific uncertainty (McMullen and Shepherd, 2006), po-
tentially derailing opportunity formation.

Now consider the role of demand-side narratives in opportunity enactment. Opportunity enactment can be viewed as an
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interactive process—that involves entrepreneurs and demand-side participants—of converting the opportunities formulated
from demand-side narratives into “commercially viable concepts” (Patel and Terjesen, 2011). Specifically, the narratives and
the related interactions help provide useful clues about desired “product” attributes and functionality whether they are
product concepts or business models. Narratives (and the diverse interactions around them) could also help entrepreneurs
discover and test the viability of different “need-solution pairs” and bring greater clarity to both the need landscape and the
solution landscape (von Hippel and von Krogh, 2016).

For example, on crowdfunding platforms, an important but perhaps less emphasized contribution is the continuous
market inputs and narratives that the crowdfunding community members provide to help entrepreneurs refine and adapt
their product concepts and business models to better fit the changing consumer needs (e.g. Stanko and Henard, 2016;
Gerber and Hui, 2013). Indeed, while entrepreneurs may present their initial ideas in terms of product prototypes in a
crowdfunding community, consumers (funders or backers) add their own narratives to further develop those ideas and to
help bring clarity to specific features and functionalities of the new product concept. The ability for potential customers (and
other demand-side participants) to critique and build on one another's ideas and narratives in real time reflects how en-
trepreneurs can ensure that their final products will meet customers’ latent needs.

Clearly, beyond a threshold level, entrepreneurs’ efforts at acquiring and interpreting increasing sets of such demand-
side narratives would likely bear diminishing returns in terms of enacting specific opportunities. For example, Fischer and
Reuber (2011) showed that when entrepreneurs engage in high levels of interactions with potential customers on Twitter
(or social media), they experience “effectual churn”—*"a continuous looping between social interaction through Twitter and
the reassessment of means and effects achievable, without progression through the effectuation process” (p2). In other
words, as the number of demand-side narratives acquired increase and as entrepreneurs’ interactions based on those
narratives intensify, they may benefit less and less as they get caught up in repeated iterations of interactions and cognition
without advancing to behaviors or actions that reflect opportunity enactment. This becomes particularly true as demand-
side actors (for example, customer investors on crowdfunding platforms) bear less cost (relative to the entrepreneur) for
engaging in such repeated interactions. Our discussion suggests the following proposition:

Proposition 1. Entrepreneurs’ acquisition of demand-side narratives will exhibit a non-linear (inverted U-shaped) relationship
with their success in (a) opportunity formation and (b) opportunity enactment, such that beyond a threshold level, acquisition of
more demand-side narratives will have negative impact on both opportunity formation and opportunity enactment.

3. Demand articulation and opportunity formation

Entrepreneurs have to interpret the demand-side narratives in ways that create a better understanding of the nature and
potential of the associated opportunities. Drawing on prior research on the cognitive processes of opportunity identification
(e.g., Gregoire et al., 2010; Gregoire and Shepherd, 2012; Garud and Giuliani, 2013), we suggest demand articulation as a key
individual-level cognitive capability that determines how well entrepreneurs can make sense of the signals of change, form
beliefs about emerging opportunities, and socially construct new opportunities based on those narratives.

The concept of demand articulation, first introduced by Teubal et al. (1976) and later expanded upon by Kodama (1995),
relates to the process of gradually specifying (or clarifying) the demand for a product that does not currently exist by
considering a diverse set of signals from consumer needs to technological possibilities to societal pressures (including
ethical considerations, implementation issues, etc.). This process suggests that demographics and psychographics that are
highly prized in traditional market research do not fully capture latent demand—particularly, when consumers do not know
a given product category or consumers’ conception of a product's use (e.g., what it does and how it is used) is different from
what is commonly specified. Demand articulation entails a series of “iterative, inherently creative processes in which sta-
keholders try to address what they perceive as important characteristics of, and attempt to unravel preferences for an
emerging innovation” (Boon et al., 2011). As such, demand articulation is an interactive learning process in which producers
(here, entrepreneurs) and demand-side actors engage in a continued dialog that helps to gradually reveal the contours and
the nature of an entrepreneurial opportunity. This perspective aligns well with the opportunity creation perspective in
entrepreneurship research (Alvarez et al., 2013). We believe that demand articulation capability enhances entrepreneurs’
ability to form opportunities from demand-side narratives in three specific ways that combine to magnify the benefits to be
derived from these narratives predicted earlier in proposition 1.

First, demand articulation involves the entrepreneurs’ ability to immerse in the problem (narrative) context and to view
these narratives from the consumers’ perspective. As noted previously, opportunity formation is “meaning making” (Bruner,
1990) and not merely information processing. To weave together or evolve new opportunities from these narratives, en-
trepreneurs have to understand users’ “recollections of past experiences and their future aspirations” (Garud and Giuliani,
2013, p159) that in the first place informed those narratives. It might also require entrepreneurs to temporarily suspend
their own prior beliefs, assumptions, and hypotheses regarding a “needs” context and allow themselves to adopt consumers’
vantage points in interpreting the narratives. More broadly, consumers are likely to see the structure and boundaries of the
“problem” and the “solution” differently from producers (Tripsas, 2008), and as such entrepreneurs’ learning-oriented
ability to overcome their own “functional fixedness” (Adamson, 1952; Duncker, 1945; McCaffrey, 2012) assume critical
significance. In other words, entrepreneurs’ ability to anchor opportunity formation in consumers’ personal experiences and
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aspirations rather than on their own prior knowledge, experiences, and perceptions would critically shape how truly the
structure, scale and scope of the emerging opportunities reflect reality.

Second, demand articulation involves the ability to seek out similarities between key elements of a demand-side nar-
rative and the elements of a target market so as to form beliefs about related opportunities. Recent research suggests that
when entrepreneurs are able to find both superficial and structural similarities they are likely to form more positive beliefs
about the associated opportunity (Gregoire et al., 2010; Gregoire and Shepherd, 2012). Superficial similarity relates to two
objects, concepts, or situations sharing some basic information elements that resemble each other, whereas structural si-
milarity relates to the sharing of the same logical relationships between their respective parts (Markman and Gentner,
1993). Entrepreneurs’ interactions with consumers could enrich demand-side narratives and help them identify the critical
elements of such narratives as well as illuminate their underlying logical relationships. Further, entrepreneurs’ ability to
draw on their own as well as others’ knowledge and experiences to find “similar” contexts or markets (with superficial and/
or structural similarity) and to incorporate that into their interactions with demand-side actors will critically shape their
success in formulating more concrete ideas and beliefs about specific (obvious and non-obvious) opportunities. Thus, more
broadly, entrepreneurs’ cognitive capabilities related to such structural alignment (Markman and Gentner, 1993) could
become invaluable in revealing the really important part of the problem and ensuring a more market-focused solution.

Third, demand articulation also involves the ability to integrate the micro- and macro-level signals (user needs, societal
trends, cultural norms, etc.) that emerge from different types of narratives and use it to devise a more coherent and better-
defined opportunity. The contradictions, ambiguities, and paradoxes that are present in the narratives need to be revealed,
examined, validated, and reconciled to create such a coherent profile of an opportunity. Entrepreneurs’ ability to bring
together a diverse set of narratives and to resolve the potentially conflicting storylines is crucial for providing stable scaf-
folding for the opportunity formation process. Entrepreneurs’ knowledge integration capabilities and efforts would also
allow consumers and other demand-side participants to bring forth and “test” their prior beliefs and perceptions about a
potential opportunity, and in the process, facilitate defining with greater clarity the contours (and the limits) of that op-
portunity. Our discussion indicates that demand articulation can magnify the benefits to be derived from demand-side
narratives (predicted earlier in proposition 1), suggesting the following proposition:

Proposition 2. The relationship between entrepreneurs’ acquisition of demand-side narratives and their success in forming
potential opportunities will be positively moderated by their demand articulation capability, such that the higher (or better
developed) the demand articulation capability, the greater the benefits from the narratives (i.e. steeper the front part and the
flatter the back part of the inverted U-shaped curve identified in proposition 1).

4. Resource mobilization and opportunity enactment

Entrepreneurs’ success in enacting opportunities will be improved by their resource mobilization capability. Resource
mobilization is the process by which entrepreneurs identify, acquire and integrate relevant resources to enact opportunities
(e.g., Stuart and Sorenson, 2007). Two specific individual-level cognitive capabilities appear to be especially relevant for
resource mobilization.

First, resource mobilization involves the ability to identify the nature or type of resources that will be needed for op-
portunity enactment by making connections among the existing set of distinct and diverse resources, including narratives.
Specifically, demand-side narratives can lead entrepreneurs to consider or evaluate the possibilities afforded by their ex-
isting resources; i.e., to conceive those bundles of resources in ways that bring their business concept to life, setting the
stage for opportunity exploitation. These connections enable entrepreneurs to recognize gaps in their resource portfolio,
and importantly, to make such gaps visible to demand-side participants thereby facilitating the iterative development of
possible paths to commercialization. For example, in a study of entrepreneurs’ use of the Twitter platform, Fischer and
Reuber (2011) found that entrepreneurs’ interactions with other stakeholders triggered a continuous cognitive reassessment
of the means (tangible and intangible resources) in ways that revealed the need for other resources and reshaped the very
approach taken to develop new offerings. Thus, more broadly, entrepreneurs’ effectual thinking skills allow them to ex-
amine the possibilities (effects) informed by the narratives and alter their mix of needed resources (means) (Read et al.,
2009) through interactions with demand-side participants.

Second, resource mobilization involves the ability to acquire and adapt (e.g., integrate/transform) the resources in ap-
propriate ways to further opportunity enactment. Entrepreneurs will need to communicate the need for resources (whereby
members who have the requisite resources may self-identify) and then engage with members in further dialog to acquire
those resources. For example, on crowdfunding platforms, entrepreneurs employ models or prototypes of the opportunities
to not only acquire additional resources from their future customers and other demand-side participants but also integrate
that into their approach to opportunity enactment. Such cognitive prototyping of the opportunities (i.e., giving them
meaning and form) also adds clarity, specificity, and meaning to the knowledge gathered from the narratives about con-
sumers’ needs (Zahra et al., 2007). Entrepreneurs’ ability to fashion their dialog with demand-side participants using such
cognitive prototyping techniques will shape how well the narratives and the associated opportunities are interwoven with
fine-grained details to provide a meaningful rendering of potential products and services, business models and plans. Our
discussion suggests that resource mobilization can magnify the benefits to be derived from demand-side narratives
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(predicted earlier in proposition 1), suggesting the following proposition:

Proposition 3. The relationship between entrepreneurs’ acquisition of demand-side narratives and their success in enacting
potential opportunities will be positively moderated by their resource mobilization capability, such that the higher (or better
developed) the resource mobilization capability, the greater the benefits from the narratives (i.e. steeper the front part and the
flatter the back part of the inverted U-shaped curve identified in proposition 1).

5. Discussion and conclusions

Our discussion of opportunity formation and enactment from the perspective of demand-side narratives makes three
contributions to future research on entrepreneurship.

First, we have illustrated how the concept of demand-side narratives could explain entrepreneurial actions. As our
discussion underscores, these narratives bring a sharper focus on the critical source of entrepreneurial opportunities—
consumers and their dynamic, heterogeneous needs (Priem et al., 2012)—and emphasizes interactions with consumers as
the process by which such consumer needs are revealed and entrepreneurial opportunities are formed and enacted. Our
discussion builds on the cognitive perspective of entrepreneurship (e.g., Gregoire et al., 2011) and enriches discussions of the
cognitive underpinnings of opportunity formation and enactment. And, in doing so, we have also illustrated the potential to
integrate key ideas and concepts from several distinct research areas (e.g., user innovation, opportunity formation, demand
articulation, knowledge management, etc.) to inform on entrepreneurship.

Second, by conceptualizing demand-side narratives as a key micro foundation of opportunity formation and enactment,
we offer a pathway for future theoretical and empirical work in this area. As such, these narratives could form an appro-
priate theoretical construct to integrate micro (e.g., entrepreneurs’ cognitive capabilities) and macro (e.g., opportunity ex-
ploitation, venture creation) level concepts and advance our understanding of entrepreneurs’ success in forming and en-
acting opportunities. The focus on demand-side narratives lends itself to both qualitative and quantitative empirical re-
search, as evidenced in earlier studies on online communities that have considered narratives as a measure of the richness
of the knowledge gained from participation in digital networks (e.g. Wasko and Faraj, 2005). Future conceptual and em-
pirical research may examine and expand on the sub-processes that underlie the evolution of narratives into en-
trepreneurial opportunities. In this regard, growing recognition of the narrative perspective in entrepreneurship research
(Garud and Giuliani, 2013; Garud et al., 2014) might offer promising paths forward.

Third, by recognizing and discussing both demand articulation and resource mobilization, we also contribute to a better
understanding of the cognitive capabilities that would shape entrepreneurs’ effectiveness in interpreting and enacting
opportunities revealed by demand-side narratives. We have identified specific elements that make up these two cognitive
capabilities. Prior empirical studies related to these elements (or sub-capabilities)—for example, on structural alignment
(Gregoire and Shepherd, 2012)—offer promising pathways for operationalizing demand articulation and resource mobili-
zation in future empirical research. Further, going beyond the capabilities considered here, future research could also ex-
amine the significance of additional cognitive skills and capabilities in forming and enacting opportunities based on de-
mand-side narratives.

Finally, though prior studies have acknowledged the importance of knowledge about consumers in the entrepreneurial
process, our discussion shows a need to go beyond this knowledge to also learn about the ways consumers develop and
communicate their understanding of markets through narratives in a wide range of forums-from social media to offline
brand communities (Parmentier, 2015). A focus on demand-side narratives could inform entrepreneurs in both startups and
established companies on varied activities including innovation, marketing and brand development essential for making
their ventures successful.
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