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CrossMark

This study aimed to identify and model the interactive role of cognitive and emotional
components in entrepreneurs’ strategic decision-making processes. This applied qualitative
study was conducted using thematic analysis. The study population comprised university
academics specializing in management and entrepreneurship, as well as experienced
entrepreneurs working in start-ups and knowledge-based companies. Participants were recruited
through purposive and snowball sampling, and in-depth semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 12 participants until theoretical saturation was achieved. After audio recording
and verbatim transcription, the interviews were analyzed through the thematic network approach
in three consecutive stages: extracting basic themes, developing organizing themes, and
constructing global themes. MAXQDA software was used to organize and code the qualitative
data. The credibility and trustworthiness of the findings were enhanced through member
checking, agreement among researchers during coding, the use of diverse data sources, and the
simultaneous collection and analysis of data. The findings indicated that entrepreneurs’ strategic
decision-making emerged from the interaction of five global themes: cognitive dimensions,
emotional dimensions, individual characteristics, environmental factors, and outcomes and
strategies. Cognitive dimensions, including information processing, option evaluation, analytical
thinking, and knowledge-based learning, provided the rational foundation for strategic decisions.
Emotional regulation, motivational emotions, intuition, and emotional intelligence influenced
the direction, intensity, and implementation of these decisions. Individual characteristics,
particularly resilience, risk-taking, self-efficacy, and an opportunity-oriented mindset, acted as
catalytic factors that shaped entrepreneurs’ interpretations of environmental stimuli.
Environmental conditions could either intensify or mitigate cognitive load and emotional
pressure. The central phenomenon of the model was “cognitive—emotional balance,” through
which rational analysis, experiential intuition, and emotional regulation were integrated. This
balance contributed to improved organizational performance, adaptability, organizational
learning, sustainable profitability, and competitive advantage. Effective strategic decision-
making in entrepreneurship depends on the entrepreneur’s ability to integrate rational analysis
with intuition, emotional regulation, and environmental adaptability; therefore, the simultaneous
development of cognitive and emotional competencies can strengthen decision quality under
uncertainty.

Keywords: Strategic decision-making, cognitive components, emotional components, entrepreneurs,
thematic analysis, cognitive—emotional balance, thematic network.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Strategic decision-making is a central mechanism through which entrepreneurs identify
opportunities, allocate scarce resources, respond to competitive pressures, and determine the long-term
direction of their ventures. Unlike routine managerial decisions, strategic choices involve substantial
uncertainty, incomplete information, time pressure, and consequences that may be difficult or impossible
to reverse. Contemporary entrepreneurial environments are further characterized by rapid technological
change, market volatility, shifting customer expectations, and unstable regulatory and economic
conditions. Under these circumstances, entrepreneurial orientation and market orientation can improve
organizational performance only when entrepreneurs are capable of interpreting environmental
uncertainty and translating market information into appropriate strategic actions (Cheng et al., 2025).
Strategic decision-making should therefore not be understood as a purely rational, sequential, and
calculation-based process. Instead, it emerges from the continuous interaction of analytical reasoning,
intuitive judgment, previous experience, motivational states, and emotional responses.

From a cognitive perspective, entrepreneurs use mental models, schemas, scripts, and knowledge
structures to organize information, identify patterns, and distinguish potential opportunities from
environmental threats. Cognitive structures enable entrepreneurs to reduce complexity and make timely
decisions when comprehensive analysis is not feasible (Urban, 2012). Social and contextual influences also
shape the ways in which entrepreneurs perceive information, evaluate alternatives, and interpret the
behavior of customers, competitors, team members, and investors (Baron et al., 2020). A dual-processing
perspective suggests that strategic decision-making involves the complementary use of intuition,
analytical reasoning, and reframing. Intuition provides rapid judgments based on accumulated experience,
analytical reasoning facilitates systematic comparison of alternatives, and reframing allows decision-
makers to reconsider the meaning and boundaries of a strategic problem (Luoma & Martela, 2021). The
effectiveness of entrepreneurial decisions thus depends not on the exclusive use of either intuition or
analysis, but on the entrepreneur’s ability to shift flexibly between cognitive strategies.

Nevertheless, entrepreneurial cognition is vulnerable to systematic biases. Excessive confidence,
anchoring, confirmation bias, optimism, and illusion of control can distort risk assessment and lead
entrepreneurs to overestimate the feasibility of strategic options. Research on the financial decisions of
academic entrepreneurs has demonstrated that cognitive complexity and cognitive biases influence how
information is interpreted and resources are allocated (Babaei et al., 2024). A systematic review of strategic
decision-making similarly indicated that cognitive biases arise from cognitive limitations, motivational
processes, and their interaction with contextual conditions (Roosta Kalishami et al., 2025). Consequently,
cognitive mechanisms can both facilitate rapid opportunity recognition and generate strategic errors,
depending on the entrepreneur’s capacity for critical reflection and mental revision.

Emotions constitute another fundamental element of entrepreneurial decision-making. Emotional
states influence attention, memory, perceived risk, persistence, and readiness for action. From the
perspective of motivation and emotion, affective experiences provide information about the individual’s
relationship with the environment and regulate the direction and intensity of behavior (Reeve, 2018).
Positive emotions such as passion, hope, and optimism may strengthen innovative action, whereas anxiety
and fear of failure may promote either careful evaluation or excessive avoidance. Neurotechnological
evidence has further shown that emotional responses can influence entrepreneurial choices before
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conscious analytical evaluation is fully developed (Serna-Zuluaga et al., 2024). Emotions should therefore
not be regarded merely as disruptive forces; they can also function as informational and motivational
resources.

Cognition and emotion operate as interdependent rather than separate systems. Emotional states
shape information processing, while cognitive interpretations determine the meaning and intensity of
emotional reactions. This relationship occurs at individual, team, and organizational levels, because
entrepreneurial emotions affect communication, information exchange, and the implementation of
strategic decisions (Griffith et al., 2023). Emotions may also mediate the relationship between
entrepreneurs’ thinking processes and their final choices, explaining why individuals exposed to similar
information may reach different decisions (Sanda & Sallama, 2023). Entrepreneurial alertness and cognitive
style additionally determine how entrepreneurs scan the environment, search for information, and
recognize emerging opportunities (Sassetti et al., 2022). Accordingly, effective entrepreneurial action
depends on the integration of cognitive evaluations, emotional energy, and behavioral motivation.
Qualitative models of entrepreneurial behavior have similarly emphasized that beliefs, attitudes, emotions,
and motivational forces jointly encourage entrepreneurial action (Gholipour et al., 2022). Entrepreneurial
mindfulness and adaptive emotion regulation may further reduce impulsive responses, promote cognitive
reappraisal, and improve strategic decisions under economic uncertainty (Rostamzadeh et al., 2025). Despite
these developments, previous studies have often examined cognitive and emotional components
separately. The present study therefore sought to develop an integrated model explaining how cognitive
and emotional components interact with individual and environmental conditions to shape entrepreneurs’
strategic decision-making.

Methods and Materials

This study was applied in purpose and qualitative in methodological orientation. Thematic analysis
was selected because of the exploratory nature of the research problem and the need to identify the
meanings, experiences, and mechanisms underlying entrepreneurs’ strategic decisions. The study
population consisted of university academics specializing in entrepreneurship, strategic management,
organizational behavior, innovation management, and managerial decision-making, as well as experienced
entrepreneurs working in start-ups and knowledge-based enterprises. Participants were required to possess
relevant academic expertise or substantial practical experience in entrepreneurial and strategic decision-
making.

Participants were recruited through purposive and snowball sampling. Initially, key experts who
met the inclusion criteria were identified, after which additional participants were introduced through
professional networks. In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with 12 participants. Data
collection continued until theoretical saturation was reached and subsequent interviews no longer
generated conceptually distinct information. The interview questions were open-ended and focused on
participants’ experiences and interpretations of cognitive processes, emotional reactions, individual
characteristics, environmental conditions, strategic behaviors, and decision outcomes.

All interviews were conducted with participants’ informed consent, audio-recorded, transcribed
verbatim, and prepared for qualitative analysis. Data analysis followed the thematic network approach and
involved a systematic, iterative movement between the interview transcripts and the developing
conceptual structure. Meaning units and initial codes were first extracted through open coding. Similar
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codes were then compared and grouped into basic themes. In the next stage, conceptually related basic
themes were integrated into organizing themes, which were subsequently synthesized into global themes.
MAXQDA software was used to manage, classify, retrieve, and organize the qualitative data.
Trustworthiness was enhanced through member checking, comparison of coding decisions among
researchers, continuous revision of the coding framework, and simultaneous data collection and analysis.
The final conceptual model was developed by interpreting the relationships among the global, organizing,
and basic themes.

Findings

The analysis generated 60 basic themes, which were integrated into 20 organizing themes and five
global themes. The five global themes were cognitive dimensions, emotional dimensions, individual
characteristics, environmental factors, and outcomes and strategies. The cognitive dimension consisted of
four organizing themes: information processing, option evaluation, analytical thinking, and knowledge-
based learning. Information processing included logical analysis of the environment, interpretation of
market data, and analysis of competitors’ behavior. Option evaluation consisted of scenario comparison,
assessment of long-term consequences, and risk estimation. Analytical thinking incorporated critical
thinking, systems thinking, and complex problem-solving. Knowledge-based learning included using
previous experience, learning from failure, and revising mental models in response to feedback.

The emotional dimension contained emotion management, motivational emotions, intuition, and
emotional intelligence. Emotion management included anxiety control, emotion regulation, and stability
during crises. Motivational emotions involved passion for innovation, self-confidence, and achievement
motivation. Intuition was represented by affective decision-making, immediate opportunity recognition,
and emotional understanding of market conditions. Emotional intelligence comprised organizational
empathy, emotional self-awareness, and communication skills. These findings indicated that emotional
processes did not merely follow strategic decisions but actively shaped attention, persistence, risk
perception, and the implementation of strategic choices.

Individual characteristics represented the third global theme and included personality traits, key
attitudes, individual values, and managerial styles. Risk-taking, resilience, and initiative constituted the
principal personality traits. An opportunity-oriented mindset, belief in growth, and self-efficacy formed
the attitudinal components. Ethical conduct, responsibility, and professional commitment represented
individual values, while transformational, participative, and results-oriented approaches constituted
managerial styles. These characteristics acted as interpretive filters through which entrepreneurs
understood environmental changes and regulated cognitive and emotional responses.

Environmental factors comprised the business context, supportive resources, the entrepreneurial
ecosystem, and political-cultural conditions. Economic volatility, competitive intensity, and technological
change increased uncertainty and cognitive-emotional pressure. Access to capital, social networks, and
legal support reduced ambiguity and facilitated strategic action. Accelerators, access to experts, and
appropriate infrastructure strengthened the entrepreneurial ecosystem, while macro-level policies,
entrepreneurial culture, and regulatory stability shaped the broader context of decision-making.

The final global theme included organizational outcomes, capability development, cognitive
strategies, and emotional strategies. Organizational outcomes comprised market growth, competitive
advantage, and sustainable profitability. Capability development included organizational learning,
adaptability, and structural improvement. Cognitive strategies involved specialized training, intelligent
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data analysis, and strategic thinking, whereas emotional strategies included resilience training, stress
management, and motivation enhancement. The central phenomenon linking all themes was cognitive-
emotional balance. This balance reflected entrepreneurs’ ability to combine logical analysis with
experiential intuition, regulate negative emotions, use motivational emotions constructively, and adapt
their decisions to environmental conditions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that entrepreneurs’ strategic decision-making is a multidimensional and
dynamic process rather than a linear sequence of rational calculations. Cognitive mechanisms provide the
analytical infrastructure needed to interpret market information, compare strategic scenarios, evaluate risk, and
anticipate long-term consequences. However, their effectiveness depends on the entrepreneur’s ability to revise
mental models, learn from failure, and avoid rigid dependence on previous assumptions. Experience becomes
strategically valuable only when it is transformed into reflective learning rather than reproduced automatically.

Emotional processes function as both regulatory and motivational mechanisms. Anxiety control and
emotional stability protect cognitive resources during crises, while passion, self-confidence, and achievement
motivation support the implementation of difficult decisions. Intuition serves as a particularly important
intersection between cognition and emotion because it represents the rapid expression of accumulated
knowledge through affective and experiential signals. Nevertheless, intuition is most reliable when it is
grounded in relevant experience and supplemented by analytical assessment.

Individual characteristics shape the ways entrepreneurs respond to uncertainty. Resilience, self-
efficacy, opportunity orientation, and initiative can transform environmental disruption into an opportunity for
innovation, whereas ethical values and professional responsibility define the acceptable boundaries of strategic
behavior. Participative and transformational management styles can further improve decision quality by
incorporating diverse perspectives and generating emotional support for implementation.

Environmental conditions either intensify or reduce cognitive and emotional pressure. Economic
instability, technological disruption, and competitive intensity increase the complexity of strategic
choices, while access to capital, experts, networks, and supportive institutions reduces uncertainty.
Strategic decision quality is therefore not exclusively an individual competence; it is also an outcome of
the resources and stability provided by the entrepreneurial ecosystem.

Overall, the proposed model suggests that cognitive-emotional balance is the central capability
underlying effective entrepreneurial decision-making. Entrepreneurs achieve stronger organizational
performance when they integrate data-driven analysis, critical reflection, intuitive expertise, emotional
regulation, motivational energy, and environmental awareness. This integration contributes to market
growth, sustainable profitability, competitive advantage, organizational learning, and adaptability. The
model provides a comprehensive framework for understanding strategic decisions under uncertainty and
highlights the need to develop entrepreneurs’ cognitive and emotional competencies simultaneously rather
than treating them as separate domains.
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