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of Liminality for Entrepreneurs

Faith Jeremiah1, Adan E. Suazo2, Russell Butson3

Abstract
The digital revolution is impacting enormously on the way we create and undertake business. 
To keep pace and navigate the complexities of this incessant evolving state requires entrepre-
neurial thinking capable of moving us from the old to the new. An often-overlooked aspect of 
this transition or change process is the space that lies between the old and the new, a betwixt 
and between state, fuelled by opportunity, but clouded in uncertainty and ambiguity. In this 
article, we stress the significance of this between space and discuss the importance of liminal 
thinking as pivotal in navigating the passage from old to new. We do this by drawing on the 
concepts of liminal space and liminal thinking, illustrating how these concepts can be deployed 
to reconstruct reality in such a way that stimulates the crucial cognitive recalibrations needed 
to cross the passage from old to new. To know that this ‘betwixt and between’ space exists, to 
recognise the qualities of this space and, most importantly, to manage it, is invaluable in entre-
preneurs’ dynamic, rapidly changing world.
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Introduction

Stripped of any sense of self and dilapidated by each threshold faced, lost and strained by 
the whirlwind of change, regret, exploration and pained by the feeling of discomfort and 
uneasiness, he found himself in ‘betwixt and between’.

From always knowing where he had been to where he was going, tightly bound by daily rituals 
to confronting a world of fog, unclear pathways, anxiety and fear, he was lost in the space 
between who he was and who he would be. He had invested everything, his energy, his love, 
he had sunk thousands of dollars, countless hours, time away from friends and family, gave 
up what he loved doing to chase this dream. He had abandoned his comfort zone to discard 
his daily rituals. 
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This state was stressful, nothing was as it had been, he felt displaced in life, lost a sense of 
direction and his sense of self. The temptation burned strong to regress back to the familiar.4 

Driven forward by opportunity and passion, yet withdrawing to the call of the familiar – the 
need to find control against a backdrop of chaos – these entrepreneurs are confronted by the 
thresholds of financial burden, invested resources, mental and physical energy, and challenged 
by feelings of loss and bewilderment. Yet, always aware that a process of change or transition 
is at the very crux of what they are seeking. Many an entrepreneur has stood at this crossroad 
and experienced the dark side of being ‘betwixt and between’. Managed right, these situations 
can ground many entrepreneurs in the throes of perusal. 

To know that this ‘betwixt and between’ space exists, to recognise the qualities of this space 
and, most importantly, to manage it, is invaluable in entrepreneurs’ dynamic, rapidly changing 
world. However, discoursing about abstract, hypothetical states such as liminality is challeng-
ing and problematic. Notwithstanding, we feel that liminality can offer a tangible concept for 
materialising a typically abstract condition. For example, liminality offers a framework from 
which to conceptualise the disrupting potential of decisive acts of change: changes in thinking, 
in action and in aspirational shifts. It materialises the transitional condition that Prashantha-
ma and Floyd (2019) describe as the threshold between two places, states-of-being, or eras; it is 
the interval between ‘what was’ and ‘what’s next.’ 

In this article, we aim to build a valuable and constructive case for the recognition and 
affordances that the concept of liminality can offer to the entrepreneurial endeavour. In some 
respects, this work represents a thought experiment on the relevance of liminal space and 
liminal thinking to entrepreneurship. We present various thoughts, ideas, and reflections and 
highlight the opportunities we believe these concepts could provide for business thinking – 
theoretically and practically.

The Concept of Liminality

The godfather of liminality, anthropologist Arnold van Gennep (1909), first introduced this 
concept in his book Les Rites de Passage (Rites of Passage) where he explained that a rite of 
passage comprises three key stages: separating from the old state, transitioning between the old 
state and the new (liminal state) and assimilating the new state. The liminal state involves 
a temporary suspension in which the subject is neither one state nor the other – they are in 
a paradoxical condition where potentiality is at a maximum and actuality is at a minimum, 
facilitating a critical and creative attitude through liminal thinking (Söderlund & Borg, 2018). 

To illustrate, we have included an impression shared with us by an entrepreneurial colleague 
that depicts lifestyle change as a metaphoric voyage to sea:

As you excitedly share your idea, encouragement flows from friends and family, offers of 
advice and help are loosely promised, and loaded with blessings and affirmed self-belief, you 
are sent on your voyage. The sun shines, excitement burns, and tingling with flutters of 
nervous energy and anticipation, you set sail, blindly convinced you will reach the other 

4 Experience shared by colleague of the authors.
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side. As unexpected challenges arise, and unanticipated routes must be crossed, the dawn-
ing realisation that you have journeyed alone dims your passion. The voices and waving 
hands have long faded and everything falls silent, except for the cold slap of the ocean against 
the hull; now everything is questioned and nothing seems as it should. You are confused as 
you find yourself ‘lost at sea’ and having to navigate your way in the darkness. The plan seems 
pointless and irrelevant now. You had thought the decision to ‘change’ was more straightfor-
ward, a process, or step-by-step direction. You hadn’t anticipated the burden of change. You 
turn the boat around towards the call of home.5 

This metaphor illustrates the initial energy, excitement, confidence, self-belief and sup-
port that many people experience during transitional life-periods. Yet, when unforeseen 
mental and physical challenges arise, and the tension from states of disequilibrium grows, 
this very burden of change can shock and unsteady even the most confident of individuals. 
This tension is derived from experiencing the uncomfortableness of the unknown, feeling 
displaced, uncertain and not knowing how to navigate out. The fear of the unknown is con-
fronting. Everything that is recognised and familiar no longer exists in this space. People 
scan their memory in search of a previously trodden path, yet are cognisant that previous 
ways of thinking cannot be drawn on while they are in this space. 

The Relevance of ‘Liminality’ in Times of Rapid Change

Given the turmoil of change as we transition into the digital era, it is not surprising to see the 
concept of liminality, which was ignored by social sciences for over 50 years (see Thomassen, 
2014 for a detailed analysis), making a comeback (Ibarra & Obodaru, 2016). Many disciplines 
are using this concept, including... sociology (Berkowitz, 2011; Lahad, 2012; Smith, 2013), reli-
gion (Junker, 2013; Kaltner, 1997; Ludlow, 2012), political science (Thomas sen, 2009), and mar-
keting (Al-Abdin et al., 2016; Cody & Lawlor, 2011; Izak, 2015; Thomsen & Sorensen, 2006). 
Despite the transient state of business generally and entrepreneurial studies in particular, 
interest in the concept of liminality has been somewhat limited (Garcia-Lorenzo et al., 2018; 
Söderlund & Borg, 2018).

In organisation and management research, the concept of liminality has typically been 
treated as a condition that is imposed by a profession or a particular role, where the liminal 
state is often portrayed as having negative outcomes. For example, temporary staff (Garsten, 
1999), consultants (Czarniawska & Mazza, 2003), workers affected by role changes (Ibarra & Obo-
daru, 2016), or identity shifts in organisational settings (Ybema, Beech, & Ellis, 2011; Zabusky 
& Barley, 1997). However, in the few entrepreneurial studies on liminality (Söderlund & Borg, 
2018), this concept has been positioned as a positive transformation state (Anderson, 2005), 
a space that allows entrepreneurs to discover their true sense of self (Brooker & Joppe, 2013), 
and that stimulates them to foster new possibilities and align current resources and strategic 
action (Henfridsson & Yoo, 2014). Yet, Söderlund and Borg (2018) argue that the scant research 
on liminality, as it applies to business studies, exposes integral problems and tensions in entre-
preneurship when transitioning from one condition and identity to another, including the 
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significant challenges and consequences of developing and living with multiple identities and 
competing system demands. 

The absence of studies examining the concept of liminality and its application in the busi-
ness sector means little is known about what transpires during the threshold from prospective 
entrepreneur to business person, or even the sub-stages of entrepreneurship, where the entre-
preneur is in-between the current state and some future state of business expansion. This lack 
of research is surprising given that entrepreneurs typify the transformative condition that 
locates them in the “half-way house of becoming” (Anderson, 2005, p. 598), as they participate 
in a process of creating possible futures. We would argue that this transformative landscape 
offers the possibility to investigate such ‘in-between’ states. This would afford us an under-
standing of how these contexts enable adaptive and maladaptive practices and impact on the 
junctions of change, and the associated internal conflict and motivations. 

Taming Liminal Space and Mastering Liminal Thinking

Navigating the complexity of change requires a willingness to reconstitute the status quo and 
the order it brings with it. We refer to this ability to reconstitute the status quo as limi nal think-
ing: a process that traverses existing mental thresholds and that facilitates the shaping, refram-
ing and adoption of new understandings and beliefs with minimal prejudice. In this way, 
liminal thinking represents the purposeful act of disrupting existing mental maps. 

Given this, we could safely assume liminal thinkers willingly accept the resulting disequili-
brium of thought and action inherent in changing conditions as their assumptions and pre-
sumptions are found wanting. In this regard, the entrepreneurial world provides some relevant 
examples that help elucidate liminal thinkers’ mindsets and attitudes toward change. For 
example, entrepreneurs such as Jenna Lyons, former president of J. Crew, understand and embrace 
the liminal space by weaving risk-taking into the fabric of their companies, leading to exciting 
and profitable transformations (Sacks, 2014). Similarly, industries that have successfully employed 
liminal thinking have identified the opportunities and benefits of uncertainty. Hingston (2014), 
for example, points to the funeral industry as a case where businesses that captured the shifting 
wants and needs of the public, and those that have harnessed the power of technological change, 
have succeeded in remaining competitive. Voigt et al. (2017) similarly extol the risk-taking 
merits of Amazon executives as they steered the company from its original book retailer space 
to its current e-commerce/multimedia configuration. In short, liminal thinkers who espouse 
an overt embrace for change, such as entrepreneurs, are those most likely to succeed in delving 
into the depths of liminality, voluntary or otherwise, to be born anew, and to influence wider 
individual and institutional-level change. 

Liminal thinkers follow a risk-taking pathway (Pines et al., 2004): they are independent think-
ers re-examining the status quo and finding new solutions or opportunities through an inquisi-
tive mindset. Such liminal minds embrace a belief that change at its very core is disruptive, 
but that its uncomfortable and unfamiliar taste does not necessarily lead to adverse outcomes: 
positive disruption can lead individuals to reap the benefits of creativity and dynamism (For-
rester, 2016) by becoming willing parties to what Schumpeter calls the process of creative 
destruction, where revolutionised mental models and structures incessantly destroy and replace 
the old (Kalfa, 2014).
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The liminal space experience can be enriched and maximised by cognitively reframing the 
‘unknown’ as a creative opportunity. The excitement and novelty during times of innovation, 
creativity and discovery can deepen engagement and accelerate learning (Henseley, 2020; Hlioui 
et al., 2020). Yet, while humans’ makeup is fundamentally driven towards evolving and finding 
new, more efficient ways of living and working; at times, we fear or are burdened by change 
and, instead, benefit from the security of structures and institutionalism.

Here, consistency is preferred, whereby the very essence of knowing what to expect in a given 
situation can give us a degree of stability. Consider, for example, large global franchises (e.g., 
McDo nalds) and supermarket chains (e.g., Walmart) who maintain uniformity in their products 
and services to offer the same standardised consumptive experiences. Systems and structures 
form security, a clear path and a series of mental models, which together facilitate a certain com-
fort of being “creatures of habit” (Mendelsohn, 2019; Wood & Rünger, 2016). 

Many high-risk business endeavours can be subconsciously perceived as a threat, which in 
turn can inhibit change initiatives in our lives or in the business world. For example, every time 
an entrepreneur starts a new business or initiates a change, they go through cognitive reason-
ing, risk evaluation and emotional stages to either inhibit or promote change. However, if the 
prospective entrepreneur retreats, they may find they invested the same level of energy as if they 
had carried on, for going back means accepting the pre-liminal state and the financial, social 
and psychological costs of failure normally attached to it (Ucbasaran et al., 2013); by persisting 
through the liminal space results in a changed person with a shift in previously held mental 
maps (Figure 1).

Image 1.  Liminal Space and Directional Choices

It is important to note that while individuals experience liminality differently, the proba-
bility of a successful outcome will be dependent on a person’s embrace of liminal thinking, 
especially their ability to see the opportunity structure of an idea as a function of a person’s 
progression from one state to another. It is a state of thinking that draws heavily on creativity 
and originality (figure 2).

A non-liminal thinker would assume, based on their conceptions of risk and opportunity, 
that more predictable environments are most likely to maximise dividends. Therefore, such 
a thinker bases their decision-making on those very principles. As shown in Figure 2, we pro-
pose an alternative route: liminal thinking entails a personal ownership of change, regardless 
of the unpleasant and the unknown. The inherent opportunities outweigh the negative, justify-
ing the move from one state to another. In this regard, navigating the liminal space entails a strong 
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conviction over one’s guiding objectives and a respectful regard and preparation for uncertainty. 
The opportunity structure under liminal thinking, represented by the blue line in Figure 2, 
must always be perceived as directly proportional to one’s navigation from one original state 
to another, and not as a function of predictability and risk. Anything short of this is likely to 
result in regressions to a previous state. 

Image 2. Predictability and the Liminal Space

Liminal thinking first manifests when one is aware that the liminal space exists. Awareness 
is then met with a physical and mental preparedness for what will transpire in this space, fol-
lowed lastly by a will to persevere through it. Liminal thinking permits a subject’s navigation 
through the often-gruelling state of disequilibrium that is the liminal space, through a constant 
reminder of the difficult, yet achievable path ahead. Part of liminal thinking involves a con-
sistent check of one’s attachments to old mental models and frameworks and the extent to which 
they prevent us from progressing from an original state to another. This thinking can increase 
our tenacity to persist through the liminal space.

Entrepreneurial research has recognised the value in persevering through times of difficulty 
and challenge (Greg, et al., 2019; Holland & Shepherd, 2013; Holland & Garrett, 2015). Yet, remain-
ing resilience while feeling fragile, vulnerable and exposed places entrepreneurs within an 
onerous space. The caveat is that liminal thinking is likely to facilitate the development of 
antifragility, increasing empowerment and resilience as a result of overcoming disorder, chaos 
or stress (Taleb, 2012). This antifragility builds mental and emotional fortitude through wilful 
exposure to liminality-driven trauma. To illustrate antifragility, we could consider human 
evolution, immunity from illness or strength training: processes where the recipient of trauma 
is advantaged by its exposure to it... while wind extinguishes a candle, a fire is energised. There-
fore, what liminal thinking facilitates is the development of antifragility within a liminal 
environment, helping an individual navigate from one state to another.

The application of liminal thinking in the business world has never been timelier. Being 
aware of, prepared for, and persistent in the face of the complexity, novelty and uncertainty of the 
liminal space could determine the extent to which an enterprise is likely to survive and grow. 
For example, Warbroek et al. (2019) find evidence that suggests that low carbon energy initia-
tives, crucial for the transition toward a fossil-fuel-free energy regime, are more likely to succeed 
when entrepreneurial risks are mitigated through support from public institutions, and through 
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effective engagement with their communities. Similarly, Garcia Martinez et al. (2019) argue 
that business failure during times of financial instability can be effectively prevented by 
enhancing research and developing human capital, and through cross-enterprise cooperation. 
Both of these are potential mitigators of risk and uncertainty. The shock resulting from the 
uncertainty of the liminal space is best approached by espousing a mindset that is open to con-
tinuous exposure to new and potentially uncomfortable situations, and to being proactive in 
considering creative and collaborative avenues to help one navigate through the unknown. 

The Challenge in Researching Liminality

Investigating the affordances of liminality is essential if we wish to comprehend the nature of 
transitional change processes in the business sector and elsewhere, and to explain what brings 
someone to a state of transformation. From this position, we argue that liminality is present 
long before the onset of change; researching liminality is therefore about examining the spaces 
before, during and after change occurs. 

The challenge here lies in how we identify the catalysts of change and how we then relate 
theory and practice to support those engaging in liminal experiences. How and when do we deter-
mine entrance and exist states? Liminality as a concept is difficult to express in applied and 
functional terms. The case for realising this liminal process lies in identifying the cogent elements 
and characteristics of liminal space, including the role of thought processes involved, and 
progression and regression (movement) within liminality.

Framing the concept of liminality in a research inquiry has traditionally followed a three-
phase approach: separation phase, liminal phase and the incorporation phase (Turner, 1969). 
The separation phase involves detachment from routine norms, questioning subconscious beliefs, 
rejecting perceived realities and identity undoing (Nicolson and Carroll, 2013); it is a process 
of separation leading to unease. This is followed by the ‘liminal phase,’ where transitions fla-
voured by vagueness and uncertainty become dominant for the subject (whether individual or 
collective) experiencing change (Söderlund & Borg, 2018). Finally, the ‘incorporation phase’ 
differentiates integration leading to a new and relatively stable state in which obligations and 
norms differ from those of the initial state (Turner, 1969). 

While useful in identifying a pathway through which individuals embrace and adopt change, 
such neatly-delineated phases employed by theorists like Turner does not fully account for the 
chaos and unpredictability of change, and how these elements influence individuals’ passage 
through liminal space. Transformation conjures a state of disorientation while abandoning 
something in pursuit of the new, causing internal conflict between discomfort/anxiety, and 
excitement/exploration. Knowing this, we suggest that states of transition cannot be expressed 
by fixed phases. Instead, we remind readers that these ‘betwixt and between’ states are intrinsi-
cally attached to ambiguity, which then influences one’s cognitive, affective and social dimensions. 

In identifying, roughly, the characteristics of a changing condition, new research that 
employs liminality as the main analytical instrument needs to examine the factors that influ-
ence individuals’ decision to enter a liminal environment. Once the liminal space has been 
entered, it is also important to identify the different variables that dictate the extent to which 
an individual is permitted to sustain themselves during their passage through this space. These 
variables can take the shape and form of numerous personal, environmental, psychological, 
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physiological and structural traits, which together may determine an individual’s likelihood 
to thrive during a changing condition. Additionally, future studies should investigate variations 
between voluntary and involuntary entries into the liminal space. Whereas individuals are 
likely to enter a liminal setting by way of their own decision-making, such as those starting 
a new enterprise, others may be subject to situations where the liminal space is imposed upon 
them, such as an employee becoming redundant during a company’s restructuring process. 
Are the variables that interact with a liminal subject the same, whether the liminal space is 
entered freely or not? What tools can be employed by liminal subjects in the face of voluntary 
or involuntary entries into the liminal space?

Research that employs liminality may use numerous data collection strategies to adequately 
measure and examine the different aspects of a liminal environment, and of those navigating 
through it. For example, researchers can employ traditional tools such as journal-keeping, 
where perceptions regarding daily decision-making processes can provide a first-person account 
of an individual’s views over its passage through liminal space. Alternatively, advances in 
wearable technologies now afford us the ability to generate accurate accounts concerning psycho-
logical, physiological and environmental experiences of the person as they transition through 
various liminal states. By employing sensor-based instruments, researchers can gain important 
insights into the psychophysiological effects of entering a liminal environment, such as measu-
res of routine, stress states, measures of mood, sleeping patterns and other cognitive impacts. 
Lastly, we suggest there are opportunities for research to taxonomise both the liminal space 
and its subjects in relation to the requirements and character of their respective industry. 
Developing a specific understanding of how the liminal space is felt and lived across sectors 
will allow researchers to identify industry-specific challenges, particularly in regard to adap-
tive and maladaptive practices. In turn, this will shed important light on potential strategies 
that could be deployed in the face of liminality-driven adversity.

Conclusion

The metaphorical expressions throughout this article capture the cognitive journey through 
some of the most confronting and challenging times of transition, where the burden to change 
and the fear of the unknown confront the liminal subject, even if they are driven by opportunity. 
We have implied that liminal space is entered through a deliberate embrace of liminality, which 
can interrupt subconscious daily rituals and cognitive processes, as established practices are 
brought into question. We view this disruption as a process of positive self-mutation (disrupting 
self) that incessantly revolutionises mental models from within by continuously destroying 
the old models and creating new ones. To successfully navigate through the disorien tation felt 
in the liminal space, we position liminal thinking as key to enabling individuals to persevere. 
It is important to note that while our focus in this article lies on bringing value to entrepreneurial 
studies, we acknowledge the very same liminal experiences can be experienced by any person/s 
confronting traditional mental models when undertaking change, either deliberate or involuntary.

As part of our liminal discussion, we have embarked on a personal quest to inform, and indeed 
caution, entrepreneurs of change as they enter the liminal space. Here we would remind the 
supporters and aspirants of entrepreneurial endeavours of the confronting changes to their 
self-identity, routines and rituals, thought processes and the seemingly mundane of daily lives, 
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which will shift in the face of deliberate or unforeseen change, such as undertaking a new 
venture. The unknown, such a core trait of liminal space, does not necessarily need to inspire 
fear, doubt and regression to an original state; it can influence creative thinking, renew the mind 
and spirit, and can deconstruct reality in such a way that permits crucial recalibrations through 
dynamic entrepreneurship. Those entrepreneurs who have progressed through the liminal 
space will become antifragile and stronger, more confident, and have an advanced sense of self. 

Faced with continuous change due to the dramatic rise in technological advances and new 
ways of working, maintaining a competitive edge means entrepreneurs need to incessantly 
adapt, and it will be those entrepreneurs who do so whose business will mirror their evolving 
self as they appreciate the relevance of the liminal space and liminal thinking. We hope that our 
discussion is seen as an open invitation to continue this liminal discourse in entrepreneurial 
research.
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