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AUTHENTIC ENTREPRENEURIAL LEADERSHIP WITHIN THE IGBO TRADE 

APPRENTICESHIP SYSTEM 

 

Summary  

Due to the steady rise of successful new ventures within a developing economy context with 

specificity to Nigeria. The study explores the role of authentic entrepreneurial leaders within 

the Igbo trade apprenticeship system as successful entrepreneurship has expanded beyond the 

leaders' vision to capture its impact on followers and organisational performance. This study is 

necessary and timely because a few scholars have offered descriptions of this emergent concept 

without any attempts on defining the concept. Consequently, the study will define authentic 

entrepreneurial leadership within the developing economy context and uncover the perceptions 

of apprentices within Nigeria's Igbo trade apprenticeship system. 
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Introduction  

Entrepreneurial leadership has become fashionable as one of the concepts that pervade 

leadership literature. As an emerging paradigm, entrepreneurial leadership is located within 

crucial domains of leadership and entrepreneurship. Thus, it is developed to reflect the 

leadership challenges and opportunities within entrepreneurial settings as a concept. To date, 

academic interest has increased in the concept of entrepreneurial leadership as an approach for 

gaining sustainable competitive advantage (Nwachukwu et al., 2017, Mgeni, 2015). This is due 

to its importance in small and medium-sized enterprises (Freeman and Siegfried Jr, 2015, 

Koryak et al., 2015). Arguably, it has been demonstrated that entrepreneurial leaders identify 

opportunities, manage failures and exploit limited resources to pursue success(Latif et al., 

2020, Harrison et al., 2018). Thus, it is a recognised leadership approach to achieve strategic 

value creation (Alvesson and Sveningsson, 2003). With particular reference to the study of 

entrepreneurial leadership as a convergence of entrepreneurship and leadership. This approach 

recognises the intricate role of the human component in entrepreneurship. 

Consequently,  Jensen and Luthans (2006) attempt to integrate leadership and entrepreneurship 

by drawing on arguments linked with “authentic leadership” (Jones and Crompton, 2009). In 

the same vein, earlier studies on authentic leadership used the concept of authenticity to 

describe worthy transformational leaders. These leaders were classified as authentic 

transformational leaders whose conduct were underpinned by morals(Sidani and Rowe, 2018).  

 

In recent times,  successful entrepreneurship has been expanded beyond the vision of the 

entrepreneurial leaders; to account for effectively exploiting resources and creating 

commercially viable entities(Jones and Crompton, 2009). In an attempt to offer a leadership 

approach that exploits opportunities to foster economic growth by relying on an entrepreneur's 

positive psychological capital, scholars have offered "authentic entrepreneurial leadership". As 

authentic leadership is described as an approach that  "creates the conditions for higher trust, 

helps people build on their strengths and be more positive, to broaden their thinking, to add 

value and a sense of what is right to their decisions, and to improve the performance of their 

organisation over time" (Jensen and Luthans, 2006, p. 648). Furthermore, to capture some 

elements that contribute to successful entrepreneurship, authentic leadership has been proposed 

to provide these explanations (Avolio and Gardner, 2005, Jensen and Luthans, 2006).    

 

This study examines authentic entrepreneurial leadership 

 within five Igbo SMEs, recognising the importance of SMEs. Several small businesses have 

emerged in the Eastern part of Nigeria (Osiri, 2020, Kanu, 2019). This is particularly evident 

in Igbo communities where the Igbo trade apprenticeship system is practised. With the 

increasing emergence of small and medium scale businesses within Nigeria, this study seeks 

to capture the descriptions of Igbo authentic entrepreneurial leaders, as there is a lack of studies 

as it relates to SMEs (Koryak et al., 2015). This is particularly true as there is a need to 

contextualise such studies within the Nigerian context. 

Hence, the organisation of this paper is structured as follows: the next section presents an 

overview of the extant literature on entrepreneurial leadership, authentic leadership, authentic 

entrepreneurial leadership and the Igbo Apprenticeship system in Nigeria. The following 

section provides an overview of the methodology, and the final section will provide insights 

into the further directions and developments of the study. The section concludes with a 

statement of the research question.  

 

 

 

 



 

Emerging themes in the context of the study 

The section is structured into four subsections that discuss entrepreneurial leadership, authentic 

leadership, authentic entrepreneurial Leadership, SMEs in Nigeria and the Igbo apprenticeship 

system within Nigeria. 

  

Entrepreneurial Leadership  

Given the strong links between entrepreneurship and leadership, entrepreneurial leadership is 

examined as a convergence of the two fields (Cogliser and Brigham, 2004, Omeihe et al., 2020, 

Harrison et al., 2020, Kearney, 2020). The study acknowledges that leadership and 

entrepreneurship converge in innovation, planning, creativity, influence and vision. However, 

entrepreneurial leadership is distinct, as it highlights the importance of managing challenges 

and opportunities within a variety of contexts (Agbim et al., 2013, Bagheri and Harrison, 2020, 

Leitch and Volery, 2017). Against this background, several definitions of entrepreneurial 

leadership lack a consensual definition (Fernald et al., 2005, Harrison, 2018). These definitions 

have explored the concept from diverse perspectives, emphasising key components and success 

factors. For example,  Gupta et al. (2004) define the concept as a form of leadership that 

generates visionary perspectives, inspiring followers to commit acts to create a preferred future. 

In a similar vein, the extant literature on entrepreneurial leadership literature has examined the 

characteristics and attributes that are essential to entrepreneurial leaders(Harrison et al., 2016, 

Omeihe et al., 2020). This has led to the identification of a plethora of competencies. Even 

though scholars have attempted to categorise attributes in terms of importance to business 

performance(Kuratko, 2007, Dwi Widyani et al., 2020). However, scholars are yet to agree on 

the appropriate level of risk that stimulates creativity and drives business 

performance(Vecchio, 2003).  

 

Authentic Leadership  

Authentic leadership was proposed to address leadership gaps within contemporary 

organisations (George, 2003, Avolio and Gardner, 2005, Nyberg and Sveningsson, 2014). The 

leadership approach extends beyond attaining organisational outcomes to promoting the 

collective good within the society; hence this leadership approach is positioned to address the 

management malfeasance prevalent in Nigerian organisations (Avolio et al., 2004). Authentic 

leadership is associated with positive outcomes for leaders, followers, and organisations 

(George, 2003, Eigel and Kuhnert, 2005, Leroy et al., 2012).   For followers, it has been linked 

to wellbeing (Ilies et al., 2005), job satisfaction (Černe et al., 2014), and commitment (Bandura 

and Kavussanu, 2018). For organisations, it has been linked to entrepreneurial 

accomplishments (Jensen and Luthans, 2006), organisational citizenship (Eigel and Kuhnert, 

2005), and improved organisational culture (Caza and Jackson, 2011). All the outcomes above 

demonstrate the potential value of the leadership approach. Authentic leadership has been 

described as a root construct for other positive forms of leadership such as transformational, 

Servant, charismatic, spiritual and ethical Leadership (Brown and Treviño, 2006).  

 

The main difference between authentic leadership and other leadership approaches is that 

perceptions of leadership rely mainly on morality(Cooper et al., 2005). The connections created 

by authentic leaders with their subordinates are much more intimate and emotional. Several 

papers have examined followers' perceptions of authentic Leadership (Tate, 2008, Hendricks 

and Toth-Cohen, 2018). Most of these papers lean towards examining primarily how followers' 

perceptions are influenced to attain organisational goals or increase leadership 

effectiveness(Kurian and Nafukho, 2021). Arguing that employees' perception of their 



managers or leaders as authentic have positive implications for the authentic leader (Banks et 

al., 2016).  

SMEs in Nigeria   

The fundamental perspective of this study is in the context of an investigation and its relevance 

to economic prosperity. SMEs refer to organisations described as small and medium-sized 

enterprises. However, the description of this concept varies based on the scholar's perspective. 

For instance, descriptions differ from nation to nation, industry-to-industry, annual turnover 

and number of employees within the enterprise (Darren and Conrad, 2009, Gbandi and 

Amissah, 2014, Ogundana et al., 2017). Though there are divergent parameters for describing 

and classifying SMEs, SMEs play a fundamental role in the economic landscape in most 

countries, especially in developing economies (Quartey et al., 2017).    

The country selected, Nigeria, has the largest economy in the African continent is regarded as 

a nation of traders(Omeihe et al., 2020). The Nigerian economy is categorised as a fast-growing 

economy, and it accounts for about half of West Africa’s population. However, it is plagued 

with poverty, instability, and insecurity. Thus, it is expected that studies on authentic 

entrepreneurial leadership would benefit Nigerian policymakers in designing guidelines to 

improve Nigerian SMEs' performance. Within the remit of this study. The focus would be on 

SME owners/managers within the remit of SME description by SMEDAN as they are tasked 

with crucial decision processes (Abdullahi et al., 2015). Following the above, this research will 

discuss n the Igbo Apprenticeship system, which has emerged from one of Nigeria's three main 

ethnic groups, in the next section.  

 

Igbo apprenticeship system  

Entrepreneurial activities provide an alternative that helps entrepreneurial leaders pursue 

opportunities to create value. Within Lagos, the largest city in Nigeria, 74% of investments are 

owned by Igbos, and their investments exceed over  N300 trillion with an assertion that Nigeria 

will collapse like a deck of cards (Orugun and Nafiu, 2014). The term Igbo is derived from the 

Igbo culture, and it is also synonymous with being enterprising (Oyewunmi et al., 2020).   

These Igbo entrepreneurs are described as visionary, energetic, enthusiastic, risk-takers and 

result-driven, key characteristics that have been outlined in extant literature (Burduş, 2010). 

The typical Igbo entrepreneurial leader commences business training in the Igbo trade 

apprenticeship system, an informal, unstructured but experiential training over an agreed period 

of between 4 – 7 years (Orugun and Nafiu, 2014, Chukwuemeka, 2019).  

 

Interestingly, The system became popular right after the civil war (Onyima et al., 2016) and to 

survive, and parents sent their children to learn trades from Igbo entrepreneurs  

(Chukwuemeka, 2019).   Informal agreements were reached to understand that the Igbo 

entrepreneur would establish the apprentice in training upon completing the apprenticeship. 

This is aptly described by Chukwuemeka (2019). “The Igbo Trade Apprenticeship System 

(ITAS) is a cultural formal startup incubator mentoring and training program for building the 

business ecosystem, structured for an agreed period, which a person (an apprentice) undergoes 

in order to acquire a desirable and needed shrewd business model and strategic acumen for 

entrepreneurship skills that equip the trainee (the apprentice) for business success and the 

person (the apprentice) is settled (supported) at the end of the program with seed funding to 

start up his/her own business”. ( p. 202). This outlook on entrepreneurship is embedded in the 

Igbo Philosophies, aptly captured by Oyewunmi et al. (2020). The system is cyclic as a 

graduated apprentice are also expected to train and mentor upcoming apprentices. The Igbo 

Trade Apprenticeship's central role in the Nigerian economy reiterates the importance of 



uncovering how the apprentice defines authentic entrepreneurial leadership and its impact on 

their apprenticeship journey.  

 

Authentic entrepreneurial leadership  

Examining the extant literature, it is difficult to identify a definition of authentic entrepreneurial 

leadership. Few scholars have, however, offered descriptions of this emergent concept. For 

instance,  Jensen and Luthans (2006)  attempted to integrate leadership and entrepreneurship 

by drawing on augments linked with “authentic leadership”. In describing a leader that can 

attain the success described above, these scholars argue that the concept of authentic leadership 

is needed to transform ideas into successful entrepreneurship. As authentic leadership is 

described as an approach that  "creates the conditions for higher trust, helps people build on 

their strengths and be more positive, to broaden their thinking, to add value and a sense of what 

is right to their decisions, and to improve the performance of their organisation over time" 

(Jensen and Luthans, 2006, p. 648).  

 

By linking entrepreneurial leadership to authenticity and capturing the perceptions of owner-

managers of small firms, Jones and Crompton (2009) firstly identify the similarities of 

entrepreneurship and leadership but emphasise the entrepreneurial leader's ability to be able to 

communicate effectively, especially with followers and use their social skills to innovate 

successfully. Even though Jones and Crompton (2009)  presented a model of authentic 

entrepreneurial leadership,  no explicit definition of authentic entrepreneurial leadership was 

offered. Leveraging on the convergence of entrepreneurship and leadership in the emergence 

of entrepreneurial Leadership (Cogliser and Brigham, 2004, Kearney, 2020), scholars are 

broadening the description of entrepreneurial leadership to capture its impact on followers and 

provide explanations for how it impacts organisational performance (Jensen and Luthans, 2006, 

Jones and Crompton, 2009). Hence, in an attempt to offer a leadership approach that exploits 

opportunities to foster economic growth by relying on an entrepreneur’s positive psychological 

capital on followers, scholars have proposed a broader description of the extant entrepreneurial 

leadership approach termed “authentic entrepreneurial leadership”.   

To contextualise the shift from entrepreneurial leadership to authentic entrepreneurial 

leadership, it has been demonstrated in the above discussions that it is essential to examine this 

concept critically across contexts but specifically within the Igbo trade apprenticeship system 

because of the pivotal role it has played in reclaiming leading position in entrepreneurial 

activities globally for (Oyewunmi et al., 2020, Chukwuemeka, 2019). In addition, the inherent 

capacity to positively impact organisational performance, especially new venture 

creations(Jones and Crompton, 2009). Consequently, this study seeks to address the research 

question: what is authentic entrepreneurial leadership within a developing economy context.  

 

Methodology   

The term 'research philosophy' is an all-encompassing term that describes the knowledge, its 

nature and how it is developed (Saunders et al., 2009, Saunders et al., 2016). It describes critical 

assumptions about a researcher's worldview and how it shapes the philosophical choices that 

underpin a study (Easterby-Smith and Thorpe, 2002). This study seeks to investigate 

perceptions of authentic entrepreneurial leadership within a developing economy context. It 

enables researchers to immerse themselves in the social world of the subjects of inquiry, the 

Igbo trade apprenticeship system, to see and grasp the world from their perspective. Also, it 

will aid in the uncovering of the socially constructed meaning by local actors, thereby offering 

thick descriptions of authentic entrepreneurial leadership skills within the context of the study 



(Blumberg et al., 2014). Hence, an interpretivism philosophy will be adopted to investigate 

authentic entrepreneurial leadership within the study.  

 

Regarding the approach to reasoning, an abductive approach will be adopted as it offers a 

complimentary substitute to traditional inductive and deductive approaches to Research 

(Suddaby, 2006, Saunders et al., 2016). This is a theory-oriented style to undertaking research 

inquiry that involves developing justifications from data to attain plausible conclusions. Within 

the study context, a qualitative research process will be adopted, using semi-structured 

interviews, which will capture detailed descriptions of the local actors (Morse, 2015). This is 

appropriate as qualitative studies chart the path to discovering complex phenomena within 

given contexts (Cypress, 2017).  

 

Due to the exploratory nature of the research and the need to assess the existing 

conceptualisations of authentic entrepreneurial leadership, a phenomenological research 

strategy will be adopted to allow the researcher to address the research question and attain the 

research aim (Saunders et al., 2016). A phenomenological strategy offers the most opportunity 

to explore painstakingly the concept of authentic entrepreneurial leadership within a 

developing economy context as it will enable the researcher to capture the unique experiences 

of apprentices within the Igbo trade apprenticeship system in Lagos.   Finally, the study will 

adopt thematic a data analysis approach to treat the data impartially and produce convincing 

conclusions. This analysis was judged appropriate as thematic analysis identifies, analyses, and 

reports patterns within data but goes further to interpret various aspects of the research topic 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006).  

 

Further development   

There is a paucity of research on authentic entrepreneurial leadership compared to studies on 

entrepreneurial Leadership (Jensen and Luthans, 2006, Jones and Crompton, 2009). This was 

evident from a simple google search conducted on the 2nd of March 2022 using authentic 

entrepreneurial leadership as a keyword. Only 4 studies emerged from 100 studies from the 

first 10 pages of the results that discussed the concept. This mirrors the dichotomy within 

broader extant literature. Hence, an urgent need for more studies that will extend the current 

understanding of the concept.   

 

Consequently, the examination of authentic entrepreneurial leadership through the lens of the 

followers will be the subject of empirical research. More specifically, the research seeks to 

explore one fundamental research question: (1) authentic entrepreneurial leadership within a 

developing economy context. This question will be explored through semi-structured 

interviews and facilitated discussions with leaders and followers. This study is at an emerging 

stage; therefore, it is expected that data will be collected in the coming months, and findings 

will be presented at the British Academy of Management conference in September 2022. It is 

projected that this study will advance the authentic entrepreneurial leadership domain and 

provide a foundation for future empirical studies.  
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