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How entrepreneurs build brands and reputation with
social media PR: empirical insights from start-ups
in Germany

Stefanie Pakuraa and Christian Rudeloffb

aFaculty of Business, Economics and Social Sciences, University of Hamburg, Hamburg, Germany;
bMedia Management, Macromedia University of Applied Sciences, Hamburg, Germany

ABSTRACT
Social media networks such as Facebook offer a promising way of
fast, cost-effective and direct communication between enterprises
and stakeholders. Employing this technology in entrepreneurial
Public Relations (PR) may increase the success of new ventures.
Yet, the adoption of social media for PR by start-ups remains
under-studied. To fill this gap, we conceptualize entrepreneurial
PR within the framework of communication management theory
and entrepreneurial marketing. We developed three success fac-
tors for PR communication out of the literature and tested them
empirically using a sample of 453 German start-ups. Results indi-
cate that social media PR positively contributes to communication
outcomes in terms of building up brand and reputation.
Perceived relevance, long-term planning and understanding-ori-
ented PR were all relevant for communication success. This means
that entrepreneurs benefit from social media, when they initiate
dialogues with stakeholders, conduct environmental scanning
processes, and build up PR planning skills. Moreover, findings
indicate that social media PR is practiced differently depending
on the start-ups’ age. Hence, it is crucial for future research to
integrate a dynamic perspective on entrepreneurial PR studies.

RÉSUMÉ
Les r�eseaux de m�edias sociaux tels que Facebook offrent un
moyen prometteur de communication rapide, �economique et
directe entre les entreprises et les parties prenantes. Le recours �a
cette technologie dans les relations publiques (RP) peut accrôıtre
le succ�es de nouvelles entreprises. Pourtant l’adoption des m�edias
sociaux aux fins de relations publiques par les start-ups reste peu
�etudi�ee. Pour combler cette lacune, nous conceptualisons les rela-
tions publiques entrepreneuriales dans le cadre de la th�eorie de
la gestion de la communication et du marketing entrepreneurial.
Nous avons d�evelopp�e trois facteurs de succ�es pour la communi-
cation dans les RP �a partir de la litt�erature et les avons test�es en
utilisant empiriquement un �echantillon de 453 start-ups
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allemandes. Les r�esultats indiquent que les relations publiques
dans les m�edias sociaux contribuent positivement aux r�esultats
de la communication en ce qui concerne le renforcement de la
marque et de la r�eputation. La pertinence perçue, la planification
�a long terme et les relations publiques ax�ees sur la
compr�ehension sont autant d’�el�ements qui ont contribu�e au
succ�es de la communication. Cela signifie que les entrepreneurs
b�en�eficient des m�edias sociaux lorsqu’ils entament des dialogues
avec les parties prenantes, m�enent des processus d’analyse de
l’environnement et d�eveloppent des comp�etences en mati�ere de
planification des relations publiques. En outre, les r�esultats indi-
quent que les relations publiques dans les m�edias sociaux sont
pratiqu�ees diff�eremment selon l’âge des start-ups. Il est donc cru-
cial que les recherches futures int�egrent une perspective dynami-
que sur les �etudes de relations publiques entrepreneuriales.

1. Introduction

Since around the turn of the millennium, start-up companies have played an increasingly
important role in public debate, but also in specialist discourses in politics, business and sci-
ence. In this context, reference is often made to positive employment effects of start-up activ-
ity, but also to the role of start-ups as drivers of competition and innovation (Van Stel, Carree,
and Thurik 2005). From both theoretical reflections and best cases from business practice, it
can be proposed that public relations (PR) may play a significant role for a start-up’s success
(Bekmeier-Feuerhahn et al. 2018; Bekmeier-Feuerhahn, Rudeloff, and Adam 2016; Chen, Ji,
and Men 2017). At the same time, the emergence and spread of innovative communication
technologies, especially social media, have greatly changed the way organizations practice PR
(Macnamara and Zerfass 2012; Guo and Saxton 2014). Social media networks as “web-based
services that allow individuals to construct a public or semi-public profile within articulate a
list of other users with whom they share a connection, and view and traverse their list of con-
nections” (Ellison 2007, 211) are especially relevant for the PR of start-ups. They allow fast,
cost-effective and direct communication between companies and their reference groups.
Accordingly, recent studies, indicate that online and social media channels are extensively
adopted for communication management of start-ups and are already perceived as more
important than other opportunities to reach stakeholders such as media relations, fairs and
events (Bekmeier-Feuerhahn, Rudeloff, and Adam 2016; Stokes 2000).

Over the last years, the implementation of social media for PR has gained in importance
by firms (Qualman 2012). However, thus far, research in PR studies mainly investigated big
and already established corporations, non-governmental organizations or public agencies
(Schivinski and Dabrowski 2016; Vernuccio 2014; Men and Tsai 2014). Moreover, we found
few studies on PR in Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) (Moss, Ashford, and
Shani 2004; Nakara, Benmoussa, and Jaouen 2012). Prior studies cover research on how
social media can be used to attract customers (Chen, Ji, and Men 2017) or recruit employees
(Kadam and Ayarekar 2014). Furthermore, authors have pointed out that engagement in
social media can result in more positive behavioural outcomes from stakeholders, such as
word-of-mouth or loyalty (Men and Tsai 2014).

One of the major challenges which start-ups face due to their newness and which
they need to overcome to survive is the lack of reputation and legitimacy (Petkova,
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Rindova and Gupta 2008). Consequently, it is crucial for start-ups’ communication to
raise awareness and build up relationships with stakeholders (Chen, Ji, and Men
2017). Compared to large, multinational companies (Bresciani and Eppler 2010),
start-up firms dependent much more on stakeholder engagement in order to build up
their brands and to facilitate reputation and legitimacy (Witt and Rode 2005).

Even though there are some studies showing that PR is used by start-ups and that
in particular social media plays a significant role for entrepreneurial PR practices
(Bekmeier-Feuerhahn et al. 2018; Bekmeier-Feuerhahn, Rudeloff, and Adam 2016;
Bekmeier-Feuerhahn, Rudeloff, and Adam 2016; Chen, Ji, and Men 2017; Men, Ji,
and Chen, Ji, and Men 2017), these studies do not address empirically the influence
of PR on communication success of start-ups. Men, Ji, and Chen, Ji, and Men (2017)
explicit call for quantitative studies in this context. Our study aims to fill this research
gap in identifying success factors for start-up PR. In particular, we followed three
main research questions (RQ) to examine how entrepreneurs assess the relevance of
the adoption of PR practices (RQ1). If and how entrepreneurs choose long-term plan-
ning PR practice (RQ2). And, if and how they adopt communication strategies
(RQ3). From this starting point, we developed three hypotheses examining the influ-
ence of entrepreneurial PR practices on communication success.

Furthermore, existing literature does not take into account the organizational life
cycle and dynamic perspective on new venture development. New venture develop-
ment follows uniform patterns and evolves through various stages over time (Levie
and Lichtenstein 2010), which impacts also the way how brand building is practiced
in start-ups (Juntunen et al. 2010). To address this gap in the literature, we include a
dynamic perspective and study entrepreneurial PR through different temporal age
stages within new venture development.

We utilize a quantitative survey among 453 start-ups in Germany. The empirical
analysis focuses on entrepreneurial PR on Facebook, as it is the social network with
the greatest reach in Germany (Comscore 2019). The article concludes with a com-
prehensive description of the empirical results and a discussion of its main implica-
tions. By combining literature on public relations and entrepreneurial marketing, we
offer insights into the management of social media PR in start-up environments.

2. Theoretical background: Social media PR in start-ups

2.1. PR in social media

PR refers to intentional communication processes that coordinate actions and clarify
interests between companies and their stakeholders, thereby making a value contribu-
tion to organizations (Zerfass 2010). Typical instruments for PR are press releases,
fairs, events with customers and company or product websites. Gaining popularity,
social media has changed dramatically the way consumers interact with each other
but also with organizations (Solis and Breakenridge 2009). It has therefore been
adopted intensively for PR. This is especially true for Facebook being the most popu-
lar social media channel with the highest reach (Comscore 2019). The potential of
social media for start-ups is seen primarily in the no- or low-cost-functionalities to
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reach and interact directly with stakeholder groups and, furthermore, in positive
effects on enterprise performance (e.g. Pakura and Pakura 2015).

In this context, existing studies demonstrate the prevalence of the adoption of
social media for PR by start-ups. Communication with stakeholders in online and
social media channels was evaluated by entrepreneurs as more important than trad-
itional opportunities such as advertisements, fairs and events or media relations
(Bekmeier-Feuerhahn, Rudeloff, and Adam 2016). This study also finds that a mixed
model approach of informative and dialogue communication practices was chosen by
entrepreneurs, leaving open the question of whether these practices actually lead
to success.

Men, Ji, and Chen (2017) examine stakeholder’s relationship cultivation techniques
and PR practice in start-ups. They find that customers and employees are the most
important strategic public stakeholders for new ventures. In a similar approach, Men,
Ji, and Chen (2017) investigate the strategic use of social media for stakeholder
engagement, thereby showing that, among others, building image and reputation
count among the primary purpose of start-up’s PR in China. In the context of online
communication, Bekmeier-Feuerhahn et al. (2018) examine different communication
types and identify differences between intentional and emergent communication prac-
tices for entrepreneurial communication. Moreover, results indicate that intentional
communication strategies seem to be a success factor in online communication man-
agement. Authors call for further research on this proposed relationship, in particular
for empirical studies.

Studies from the field of entrepreneurial marketing, explicitly take into account
the characteristic organizational framework conditions of start-ups, such as the
newness of the company, a high level of uncertainty and the typical lack of resour-
ces (Gruber 2004; Hills, Hultman, and Miles 2008). In this regard, Stokes (2000)
argues that the way entrepreneurs practice marketing differs from those practices in
larger and already established corporations. The author conclude that the start-up’s
marketing practices can be characterized by the use of interactive media and word-
of-mouth (Stokes 2000). However, entrepreneurial marketing studies investigate
communication only peripherally and locate it as one of the four marketing instru-
ments beside price, place and product. In this research field the understanding of
entrepreneurial communication is based on a definition of communication as pro-
motion of products and services to consumers in order to increase directly a corpo-
ration’s profit.

In contrast, PR studies conceptualize communication with a broader scope as a
management function that builds relationships with stakeholders in order to create
tangible and intangible values for the organization. Intangible values as described by
Zerfass and Viertmann (2017) are corporate culture, brand and reputation. In this
context, the central role of PR is to manage processes that positively influence corpor-
ate culture, the positioning as a brand and the reputation of an organization (Grunig
2006). As corporate culture relates to the internal creation of intangible values, in our
study we will concentrate on brand and reputation as two forms of “relational capital”
(Hormiga, Batista-Canino, and S�anchez-Medina 2011), which depend on external
relations of the company.
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2.2. PR outcome: Brand and reputation

Referring to the measurable contribution that PR contributes to company success,
positioning as a brand and building up reputation can be defined as the outcome level
of communication success (Einwiller and Boenigk 2012). In contrast to outflow
(financial performance) and output (reach of communication activities) outcome
means the achievement of predefined communicative objectives on the level of the
perceptions of the stakeholders.

Brands are conceptualized as knowledge structures in consumer’s minds that can
influence their buying behavior at the level of attention and learning, interpretation,
evaluation, and choice (Hoeffler and Keller 2003). In positioning as a brand in a mar-
ket a company addresses the expectations and interests of stakeholder groups in order
to create organizational trust (Welter and Smallbone 2006), thus enlarging the scope
of possible actions (Zerfass 2008). Reputation, on the other hand, can similarly be
described as collective judgments of companies based on the assessment of their
products and services over time (Barnett, Jermier, and Lafferty 2006; Hormiga,
Batista-Canino, and S�anchez-Medina 2011). Regarding the term reputation, Barnett,
Jermier, and Lafferty (2006) identified in a meta-analysis three dimensions of reputa-
tion that interact with another: awareness, assessment and asset. Applying these
dimensions in the start-up context, creating awareness refers to reputation as it
“generates perceptions among employees, customers, investors, competitors, and the
general public about what a company is, what it does, what it stands for. These per-
ceptions stabilize interactions between a firm and its publics” (Fombrun and Van Riel
1997, 6). It aims for start-ups to be perceived and recognized by the relevant stake-
holder groups. Moreover, awareness is the prerequisite for positive assessment. In
order to increase the probability that the stakeholders are willing to interact with the
start-up in a way that is intended by the firm (e.g. buy products or invest in the com-
pany) (Shane and Cable 2002), awareness should be developed into positive assess-
ments. As a consequence of the intended interactions, the start-up may become more
successful in terms of revenue, profit or market capitalization. In this light, reputation
presents an asset as it also influence the economic success of a company, which
means in our context first of all the survival of the start-up.

To conclude, while the brand focuses primarily on relations with customers, repu-
tation relates more to other stakeholder groups such as investors or suppliers. As
intangible values, they are both crucial for start-up development, as they build the
basis for creating tangible assets, such as revenue and profit. It can be argued that
intangible values are even more important than tangible values for entrepreneurs, as
daily operations in start-ups normally are less dependent on cash flow (Zerfass and
Viertmann 2017; Lichtenstein and Brush 2001).

2.3. Adoption of PR practices by start-ups and its relevance

Reijonen et al. (2012) show that brand orientation plays a critical role in guiding a
firm’s growth. They examined how market and brand orientation of SMEs influences
their performance on the level of revenue, market share, profitability, and number of
employees. The results showed that “brand orientation differentiated the declining,
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stable, and growing SMEs most clearly” (p. 711), indicating that growing firms are
significantly more brand-oriented. Similarly, Berthon, Ewing, and Napoli (2008)
assess whether the performance of SMEs may benefit from building brands. They
conclude that high-performing SMEs implement brand orientation to a greater extent
than low-performing SMEs. In their study brand-focused SMEs were able to achieve
a distinct performance advantage over rivals by “effectively communicating the
brand’s identity to internal and external stakeholders” (p. 40), which indicates that
communication is one key element to successful brand building. This in in line with
brand management literature (e.g. Keller 2009) which assumes that organizations
should try to create an appropriate and distinct brand positioning that must be com-
municated consistently to the target audiences. However, Reijonen et al. (2012) as
well as Berthon, Ewing, and Napoli (2008) do not take into account the characteris-
tics of start-ups.

In order to assess the way PR – as the organizational function to build up brand
and reputation – is implemented in start-ups, it is essential to take into account their
organizational characteristics. While organizations that are already known in the mar-
ket can fall back on established relationships with their customers, it is part of the
“Liability of Newness” of start-ups (Stinchcombe and March 1965; Rao, Chandy, and
Prabhu 2008) that these relationships must first be built up to win the stakehold-
ers’ trust.

At the same time, start-ups usually have limited financial resources, which
makes the adoption of social media for PR highly appropriate and essential to
them (Abimbola 2001; Men, Ji, and Chen, Ji, and Men 2017). This is critical, as
research indicates that reputation is generally positively influenced by high invest-
ments in advertising (Milgrom and Roberts 1986), which is normally no option for
start-ups.

Social Media such as Facebook facilitate the creation of organizational relationships
through low-cost functionalities. Contrary to traditional and typically expensive PR
tools, social media allows start-up firms to engage in timely and direct stakeholder
contact at relatively low cost (Bresciani and Eppler 2010), while at the same time pro-
vides higher levels of efficiency (Kaplan and Haenlein 2010). Thus, social media PR
may be highly relevant for start-ups, as there is a special need to create awareness
and positive assessments under uncertain conditions and increase the willingness to
cooperate on the part of customers and other stakeholder groups without investing
high budgets. This is especially important as brand and reputation are normally
attributed by consumers based on a company’s past performances (Fombrun and
Shanley 1990;), which in the case of new ventures is not yet possible.

Until today, only few insights exist in entrepreneurial marketing concerning intan-
gible values such as reputation and brand. Furthermore, results from existing studies
regarding the role of PR in start-ups present inconsistent findings. From a theoretical
viewpoint, Bresciani and Eppler (2010) and Petkova, Rindova, and Gupta (2008) agree
on the relevance of PR for brand building, but authors’ empirical findings differ
regarding the actual PR practices of start-ups. While Petkova, Rindova, and Gupta
(2008) describe how PR is implemented by new ventures to create awareness and
reputation among stakeholders, Bresciani and Eppler (2010) found that only few
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start-ups paid attention to their PR activities. Laukkanen et al. (2016) show that
brand orientation is a success factor for market orientation of entrepreneurs, but they
do not take into account the role of PR for brand building.

In light of the above, there is a gap between the theoretically proposed relevance
of the adoption of PR in general by start-ups and its perception by the entrepreneur.
In particular the adoption of social media PR by start-ups and its communication
outcome calls for empirical evidence. We conclude with the following research ques-
tion and hypothesis:

RQ1: How do entrepreneurs assess the relevance of the adoption of PR practices in
general, more precisely the relevance of the implementation of social media PR
compared to non-social media practices?

H1: The perceived relevance of social media PR is positively associated to PR outcome as
positioning as brand and reputation on social media.

2.4. Start-up’s PR planning

To create intangible values, organizations must implement PR strategically, aligned to
overriding corporate objectives. According to Grunig and Dozier, PR is the “overall
planning, execution and evaluation” of communication. PR therefore is (ideally)
planned systematically and for the long term. Consequently, the literature assumes
that planning is a prerequisite for successful PR (Bruhn 2008). PR planning, e.g. set-
ting objectives and developing key messages, supports the long-term orientation of
communication (Hallahan et al. 2007), and is therefore seen as a positive impact
factor for PR outcome (Grunig and Huang 2000). It is assumed that companies
that carry out intentional and planned communication management are more likely
to achieve their objectives than unplanned communication programs (Grunig and
Dozier 2003).

At the same time, given their newness, often there are no established operating
routines and roles in start-ups (cf., Stinchcombe and March 1965). Also, startups usu-
ally have limited know-how and time (Abimbola 2001; Men, Ji, and Chen, Ji, and
Men 2017). And, the entrepreneur, who normally has no professional background in
PR, plays an overriding role in communication and branding activities (Bresciani and
Eppler 2010). While PR planning seems to be crucial, its evaluation and implementa-
tion by the entrepreneur is challenged by organizational and individual restrictions
such as a lack of time and skills. Accordingly, prior studies show that only every
second (Bekmeier-Feuerhahn et al. 2018; Einwiller and Boenigk 2012) or rather every
third entrepreneur (Hills, Hultman, and Miles 2008; Lumpkin, Shrader, and Hills
1998) engages in formal planning. While at the same time first insights show that for
SMEs applying an overall planned communication concept correlates with the com-
munication outcome of SMEs (Einwiller and Boenigk 2012). We conclude with the
following research question and hypothesis:

RQ2: Do entrepreneurs choose long-term planning PR practices?

H2: Long-term planning of PR is positively associated to PR outcome as positioning as
brand and reputation on social media.
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2.5. Understanding-oriented PR and start-ups

Based on Grunig and Hunt (1984) fundamental organizational PR model and its fur-
ther development by Morsing and Schultz (2006), a distinction can be made between
informative, persuasive and understanding-oriented communication strategies. Start-
ups may, for example, orient themselves towards an informative communication
model by focusing on the dissemination of relatively objective information to a broad
public, e.g. through information brochures or press releases (Zerfass 2010).
Alternatively, they could make use of a persuasive communication model with an
emotional advertising campaign.

In contrast, the understanding-oriented model focuses on an open dialogue with the
stakeholder groups, aimed at mutual understanding. In this context, trust is concep-
tualized as an indicator for good organization-public-relationships (Ledingham and
Bruning 1998) and can therefore be seen as a crucial communication objective within
the understanding-oriented PR model. The monitoring of the relevant stakeholder
groups (environmental scanning) and the implementation of their views in organiza-
tional practices of the start-up thus is essential for understanding-orientated PR
(Hallahan et al. 2007). Morsing and Schultz (2006) emphasize the aspect of involving
the stakeholder groups in order to understand and adapt to their concerns, which dif-
ferentiates the understanding-oriented PR from other communication models. The
technical possibilities of social media offer enormous potential for start-ups as they
allow the monitoring of stakeholder interests with low costs (Kane et al. 2012). There
are also first insights showing that the understanding-oriented model seems to be
appropriate to build up brand positioning and reputation (Kang and Sung 2017),
which is crucial for start-ups. Hence, the following research question and hypothesis
are formulated:

RQ3: Do entrepreneurs adopt understanding-oriented PR strategies?

H3: Understanding-oriented PR is positively associated to PR outcome as positioning as
brand and reputation.

2.6. Differences of start-up’s PR within new venture development

It is assumed that the growth of new ventures in terms of sales, employment or mar-
ket share proceeds in phases moderated by firm’s age (Levie and Lichtenstein 2010;
Baum, Locke, and Smith 2001) and that each phase involves individual stakeholder
constellations and, thus, specific problems for organizational development (Kazanjian
1988). As Juntunen et al. (2010) demonstrate, this also impacts the way how start-ups
practice their brand management. They show that in the pre-establishement phase
entrepreneurs begin to develop their brand by creating relationships with first stake-
holder groups. At this moment, the company’s corporate brand building process
starts, which is intensified in the early growth stage. The effective growth stage main-
tains or revises this process. Furthermore, Bekmeier-Feuerhahn, Rudeloff, and Adam
(2016) theoretically discussed the impact of growth stages on how social media PR is
practiced differently within the new venture development. As a result, they call for
further empirical evidence.
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Although there exists a multitude of differentiated growth models in the literature,
a common distinction is made between two main phases: the start-up stage and the
growth stage (Mueller, Volery, and von Siemens 2012). Following Kazanjian (1988) as
well as Juntunen et al. (2010) it can be expected that the way start-ups practice PR
varies with start-up’s age and a growing history of firm behavior and outcomes.
Especially in the start-up stage, the lack of organizational trust is a crucial problem
(Singh, Tucker, and House 1986). While, the longer the company is in the market,
the less significant this problem should become (Singh, Tucker, and House 1986).
Hence, it can be assumed that in the start-up stage the relevance of PR and creating
trust are particularly important as PR objectives. Regarding communication models,
consistently understanding-oriented PR should be the main focus in this stage.

Both start-up and growth stage involve not only individual stakeholder constella-
tions but also specific management and behavioral patterns of the entrepreneurs
(Mueller, Volery, and von Siemens 2012). For the growth stage it is characteristic that
an internal differentiation, specialization und professionalization of management
functions takes place. While in the start-up phase, the entrepreneur dominates all
processes and decisions (Hussain, Shah, and Akhtar 2016), this will later be gradually
transformed into a function of management and empowering of employees
(Lichtenstein, Dooley, and Lumpkin 2006). This replacement of broad overlapping
roles into more specialized roles (Hanks and Chandler 1994) could mean for PR that
the entrepreneur is no longer the only person in charge and that more specialized
staff with communication backgrounds comes into play. Therefore, the way PR is
practiced may develop from an ad-hoc-activity to a more strategically managed and
planned form of PR. As specialized employees with communication specific knowledge
enter the start-up, the relevance of long-term planning will probably grow, as PR pro-
fessionals widely accept the potential of strategic planning as a success factor (Grunig
and Huang 2000). Long-term PR planning as being one central element of strategic
communication management should therefore increase in the later phases. Hence, we
conclude with the following research hypotheses:

H4: There are phase-specific differences within start-up development regarding the
relevance of social media PR.

H5: There are phase-specific differences within start-up development regarding
long-term planning of PR.

H6: There are phase-specific differences within start-up development regarding the
implementation of understanding-oriented PR strategies.

To clarify and to summarize our research model, see Figure 1.

3. Methodology

3.1. Sample and procedure

The study is based on a German panel data set, monitoring young micro and small
enterprises annually through periodical surveys (see Lambertz and Schulte 2013 for
details about the panel data). Panel surveys are carried out through standardized one-
page questionnaires, which contain recurring questions assessing the firm’s and
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corporate development (e.g. sales volume, quantity of staff, perception of the current
and future business situation) as well as non-recurring questions focusing on specific
topics that differ in each panel wave (e.g. PR, social networks, or entrepreneurial
communication management). The panel concept allows controlling for survivorship
bias (see Pakura and Pakura 2015). Working together with the LGH association,
which is a joint institution of seven craft chambers in the western part of Germany,
we designed and conducted our survey in late 2013. Additionally to our survey, the
LGH association provided us with access to an enterprise database with detailed data
on the respective business, providing additional information about the age of the
enterprise, the firm’s business sector, and the entrepreneur’s gender. Based on the
data obtained from the enterprise database, we could assess differences across
respondents and non-respondents by conducting independent-sample t-test and
found no differences between the two groups, suggesting that non-response bias is
not a problem. Furthermore, comparing our data set with secondary data from the
German Federal Statistical Office for the crafts business sector, we found high correl-
ation between both data, suggesting that it is quite likely that our data presents a rep-
resentative sample for micro and small enterprises for the German crafts industry. To
examine our research questions, we focused solely on start-ups using social media for
their PR. After excluding data on firms that did not use social media for their PR
strategies, we retained a sample of 453 start-ups. All questionnaires were completed
by the firm owner. Table 1 briefly describes the data set.

3.2. Questionnaire and variables

We conducted questions referring to our research questions and the variables derived
from them. The items to operationalize the variables were developed in a two-step
approach. First, we developed the items based on the relevant literature from the the-
oretical background. Second, we pre-tested the items together with experts from the
seven craft chambers of the LGH association and social media PR experts from the

Figure 1. Model.
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university. According to the experts’ assessments, we adapted the questions in line
with their validation. Appendix 1 briefly displays the definitions of the key variables,
the measurements and the respective sources.

To measure PR success we refer to the concepts of ‘brand’ and ‘reputation’ as
described in Zerfass (2008) and Fombrun and Van Riel (1997) as communication
outcome. We use two items adapted from literature and experts’ valuation and asked
respondents to provide an assessment for each item: ‘brand positioning on Facebook
that the firm had acquired by the firm’s Facebook activity’ (Morgan, Vorhies, and
Mason 2009) and ‘reputation that the firm had acquired by the firm’s Facebook activ-
ity’ (Hormiga, Batista-Canino, and S�anchez-Medina 2011) – each item rated relative
to their major competitors in the industry on a Likert-type 7-point scale.

To measure relevance of PR we relied on items that were developed by Bekmeier-
Feuerhahn, Rudeloff, and Adam (2016) as well as Zerfass et al. (2007) and adapted an
item according experts’ valuation. To measure relevance of social media PR we asked
respondents to provide an assessment for: ‘the relevance of social media communica-
tion – more precisely social media PR (on Facebook, Twitter, Xing)’ – each item rated
on a Likert-type 5-point scale (Bekmeier-Feuerhahn, Rudeloff, and Adam 2016).
Additionally, we measure the relevance of three further PR concepts and calculated
an overall index on the relevance of entrepreneurial PR by averaging all four items
(Cronbach’s alpha ¼ .600). Again, respondents were asked to provide an assessment
for ‘the relevance of these three non-social media related PR concepts: ‘conversations
with stakeholders’, ‘writing and providing texts’, and ‘taking part in trade fairs or exhi-
bitions’ – each item rated on a Likert-type 5-point scale (Bekmeier-Feuerhahn,
Rudeloff, and Adam 2016).

Long-term PR planning was assessed in terms of planned and intentional aspects
by asking the entrepreneurs about their long-term PR plan commitment. Adapted
from literature on the aspects of strategic PR management as described by Grunig
and Dozier (2003) entrepreneurs were asked ‘whether they favor planned and inten-
tional communication based on a long-term over ad-hoc communication activity within
their communication management’ – each item rated on a Likert-type 4-point scale
(Bekmeier-Feuerhahn, Rudeloff, and Adam 2016).

The understanding-oriented PR model is based on Grunig and Hunt (1984) and
Morsing and Schultz (2006) and adapted according experts’ valuation. We assessed
an understanding-oriented PR model in terms of ‘trust building mechanisms’, ‘dialog
conversations’, and ‘environmental scanning’. Measuring trust building mechanism

Table 1. Sample descriptive statistics: Mean, standard deviation (S.D.), median.
Variables, N¼ 453 Cases Mean S.D. Median

Age of the company (months) 453 35.024 22.500 31.000
Size / Number of employees (including the firm owner) 453 3.980 3.818 3.000
Sales volume last 12 months (in e 1,000) 407 236,757 378,852 132,000
Industrial goods sector1� 453 0.358 0.480 1.000
Consumer goods and services sector2� 453 0.642 0.480 1.000
Gender (1 ¼ man; 0 ¼ woman) 453 0.691 0.349 1.000

Note: �Yes ¼ 1, no ¼ 0.
1) The term industrial goods refer to the business sectors of building industry and industrial needs.
2) Consumer goods and services term refers to the business sectors of personal services, health, foodstuff, and
motor vehicles.
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respondents were asked ‘whether they consider the PR model for building trust in a
defined circle to be more important than achieving wide publicity in a broad public’ –
each item rated on a Likert-type 4-point scale (Ledingham and Bruning 1998).
Regarding ‘dialogic communication’ and ‘environmental scanning’ items refer to
Morgan, Vorhies, and Mason (2009) marketing orientation scales, which have been
adapted to match understanding-oriented PR in the context of Facebook. Five items
were used to measure the amount of effort put into dialogic conversations and envir-
onmental scanning on social media. Respondents were asked ‘how much they agree or
disagree with each of the statements’ (Morgan, Vorhies, and Mason 2009). Each item
was scored on a Likert-type 7-point scale with anchors of ‘1’ (strongly disagree) and
‘7’ (strongly agree). Table 2 displays the five statements in detail.

Finally, to measure phase-specific differences in PR practice, we us the firm’s age
as a metric variable, as well as two temporal firm stages in our study: one indicating
early stage, the other later stage start-ups.

4. Results

4.1. PR relevance and the adoption of social media for PR

First, we present results referring to the research question RQ1 of how entrepreneurs
assess the theoretically assumed relevance of PR practices in general for their startup,
more precisely how they evaluate the relevance of the implementation of social media

Table 2. PR strategies and instruments: Mean, standard deviation (S.D.), median, and Pearson’s
r value.

Variables Cases Mean S.D. Median

Correlation
with success
(positioning
as brand): r

Correlation
with success
(reputation on
Facebook): r

Trust in a defined circle is more
important than wide publicity
in a broad public.

425 2.721 0.951 3.001 �.163�� �.146��

We actively poll end-users on a
regular basis on Facebook to
assess their satisfaction with
the quality of our
products/services.

349 2.082 1.642 1.002 .382�� .405��

We regularly ask our customers
on Facebook what products/
services they will need in
the future.

349 1.902 1.452 1.002 .306�� .504��

On a regular basis, we discuss
what our customers say on
Facebook about the quality of
our products/services.

353 2.672 2.032 2.002 .467�� .547��

We spend time discussing in
detail customers’ future needs
expressed on Facebook.

353 2.552 1.932 2.002 .449�� .526��

For various reasons, we tend to
ignore changes in our
customers’ product/service
needs as expressed on
Facebook. (R)

343 1.932 1.402 1.002 .013 .014

Note: 1) Scale of ‘1’ (strongly disagree) to ‘4’ (strongly agree). 2) Seven-point scale with 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree). (R) Denotes reverse coded items. Significance for Pearson’s r value: �) p � .05 and ��) p � .01.
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PR compared to non-social media PR practices. Second, we analyze whether the per-
ceived relevance of social media PR relates to PR success as positioning as brand and
reputation on Facebook (H1). To evaluate the relevance of PR for start-ups we studied
four different PR concepts and asked respondents how relevant they deem these con-
cepts. Figure 2 displays the descriptive statistics of these PR concepts and the calculated
overall PR relevance index. Results show that for start-ups PR is of high relevance. 50
per cent (median) of all entrepreneurs score for an overall PR relevance index value equal
‘4’or ‘5’ on a scale from ‘1’ (not relevant at all) to ‘5’ (very relevant) (mean: 3.50, S.D. ¼
0.79). Descriptive statistics indicate the relevance of PR for start-ups. Conversations with
stakeholders score highest: Of all entrepreneurs, 82 per cent agree that conversations with
relevant stakeholder groups are very relevant for their start-up (mean ¼ 4.27, S.D. ¼
1.05). Second important is the concept of writing and providing texts (56 per cent agree,
mean ¼ 3.70, S.D. ¼ 1.13). Social media PR, such as on Facebook, Twitter, and Xing, is
perceived as being of strong relevance for 55 per cent of all start-ups (mean ¼ 3.5, S.D.
¼ 1.24). In contrast, taking part in trade fairs or exhibitions for PR is seen as relevant
only by less than one third of all new ventures (mean ¼ 2.6, S.D. ¼ 1.38).

Regarding social media PR concepts, we studied the network Facebook in detail. Table
3 indicates a description of the Facebook activities of all start-ups within the sample.

With social media emerging as PR concept, Facebook activities became more
important. We conducted bivariate analyses to test this assumption. Results of both
variance and correlation analyses show that start-ups, who evaluate the relevance of
the PR strategy in social media as being more important, similarly score significantly
higher on Facebook activities. Analyses of variance show that means for Facebook
activities significantly (p ¼ .000) differentiate within the different scoring of the
evaluation of the communication relevance of social media. For example, start-ups
who answered that they deem social media to be very relevant show on average 351
Facebook contacts (S.D. 294) and reported to interact 5.8 hours per week with their
Facebook contacts (S.D. 6.7). Furthermore, they have significantly more groups

Figure 2. Relevance of PR: descriptive statistics (percentages).
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(mean ¼ 4.5, S.D. ¼ 7.4) and post significantly more news/photos on average (mean
¼ 7.0, S.D. ¼ 12.0).

The positive correlation between the perceived social media relevance for PR and
the actual social media activity on Facebook is supported by bivariate correlation ana-
lysis (Spearman’s Rho and Pearson’s r correlation). All items for Facebook activity
show significant positive correlation with social media PR relevance evaluation – cor-
relation coefficients ranging between r ¼ .187 and r ¼ .549 (p-value � .05).

To refer to hypothesis H1 and test the extent to which perceived social media PR
relevance actually relates to PR success on Facebook, we conducted further analyses.
Analyses of variance (Figures 3 and 4) and correlation analyses indicate a significant
positive relationship between relevance for PR in social media and PR success as
measured by brand positioning and reputation on Facebook.

Correlation analyses support these relationships. Analyses show high correlation coeffi-
cients for both: positioning as brand (r ¼ .563, p � .001) and reputation (r � .590, p �
.001). The more relevant the respondents deem the PR concept of social media use, the
higher the scores of the measured PR outcome as brand and reputation achievements.

4.2. PR planning

To further assess the relevance of strategic PR management for start-up PR, we asked
the entrepreneurs about their long-term communication plan (RQ2). Of all answers

Table 3. Facebook specific descriptive statistics: Mean, standard deviation (S.D.), median.
Variables Cases Mean S.D. Median

Number of Facebook groups 312 2.436 4.448 1.000
Facebook postings (news and photos)

(Number postings on average per week)
324 2.911 6.832 1.000

Number of Facebook contacts 329 223.915 293.404 150.000
… private contacts 146.146 141.390 100.000
… business contacts 78.575 228.152 20.000
Interaction with all contacts on Facebook (hours per week) 304 3.434 6.728 1.500
… time spending with private contacts (in h) 2.242 4.987 1.000
… time spending with business contacts (in h) 1.182 2.626 0.000

Note: N¼ 453.

Note: ‘Positioning as a brand’: Measured on a standard Likert-type 7-point scale with anchors of ‘1’ (strongly disagree) and
‘7’ (strongly agree) as compared to their main competitors in the industry.Mean = 3.54, S.D. = 2.16, Median = 4.0. F = 40.054,
p = .000.

Figure 3. Relevance of social media PR & PR success as positioning as a brand: means.
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the mean is 2.73 (S.D. ¼ .85), 50 per cent (median ¼ 3) are more likely to agree or
even strongly agree to evaluate a long-term plan as relevant. To refer to hypothesis
H2 and test the assumption of the impact of long-term planning on PR success on
Facebook, we conducted analyses of variance and bivariate Pearson correlations. Both
support a positive relationship between a long-term PR strategy and PR success.
Figures 5 and 6 show steady and significant increase in means with an increase of
long-term plan relevance. At the anchor ‘strongly agree’ to access long-term PR con-
cept as favorable, values achieve means of 4.08 (S.D. ¼ 2.16) for success as building
up brand and 3.21 (S.D. ¼ 1.79) for success as reputation. Pearson correlation ana-
lysis supports the positive relationship (brand: r ¼ .166, p � .01; reputation: r ¼
.173, p � .01).

4.3. Understanding-oriented PR

Referring to the implementation of PR models (QR3), i.e. to what extent start-ups
practice understanding-oriented PR on Facebook, descriptive results show a weak
implementation of understanding-oriented PR. All items for understanding-oriented
PR show very low means and medians (Table 2).

Note: ‘Reputation on Facebook’: Measured on a standard Likert-type 7-point scale with anchors of ‘1’ (strongly disagree) and
‘7’ (strongly agree) as compared to their main competitors in the industry. Mean = 2.76, S.D. = 1.76, Median = 2.0. F = 33.861,
p = .028.

Figure 4. Relevance of social media PR & PR success as reputation: means.

Figure 5. Long-term PR concept and PR success as positioning as a brand: means.
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However, conducting bivariate analyses between understanding-oriented PR and
social media PR relevance, results show that with higher relevance of social media as
PR concept, means relating to understanding-oriented PR significantly increase. With
one exception: means for the first item ‘Trust in a defined circle is more important
than wide publicity in a broad public.’ remain at the same low level independently of
the perceived social media PR relevance. Conducting further analyses of variance, in
case of the other five items, values significantly increase with the increasing import-
ance of social media PR relevance, but remain at low values. Means at the most
achieve values of 4.14 (S. D. ¼ 2.3) on a Likert-type 7-point scale when social media
PR relevance is rated at the highest level (anchored ‘5’ – very relevant). This is the
case for the item ‘On a regular basis we discuss what our customers say on Facebook
about the quality of our products/services’.

Even though understanding-oriented PR is conducted at relatively low levels by
the start-ups, further analyses indicate a significant relationship between understand-
ing-oriented PR and communication success on Facebook (H3). Four of the six items
show significant higher success values with an increase in understanding-oriented PR
(cf. Table 4 displaying the correlation coefficients with PR success as brand position-
ing and reputation). Again, the item ‘On a regular basis we discuss what our custom-
ers say on Facebook about the quality of our products/services.’ shows highest
correlation with PR success. The item ‘Trust in a defined circle is more important
than wide publicity in a broad public.’ indicates a negative significant correlation,
meaning that achieving wide publicity in a broad public seems to appear more
important for PR success measured on Facebook. Analyses of variance support these
findings, indicating exactly the same four items as being significantly positively
related with PR success (Figures 7 and 8).

4.4. PR in start-up stages

To study hypotheses H4, H5, and H6 and test the assumption whether phase-specific
communication can be empirically supported, we conducted bivariate analyses refer-
ring to the start-up’s age and differentiated between early and late start-up phase.

Figure 6. Long-term PR concept and PR success as reputation: means.
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According to Lambertz and Schulte (2013), the process of early development of the
new venture can last up to five or at most six years for SMEs. Likewise, Mueller,
Volery, and von Siemens (2012) argue that, after an age of five years, the start-up
phase ends and the firm enters a growth phase. We adopted these concepts measur-
ing the start-up phase – as proposed by Lambertz and Schulte (2013) – up to at most
six years. We conducted analyses of variance and correlation tests between the

Figure 7. Understanding-oriented PR and PR success as positioning as a brand: means.

Figure 8. Understanding-oriented PR and PR success as reputation: means.
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start-ups’ age and the PR concepts to find out age depending phase-specific differen-
ces. Furthermore, we cut data at the median of the start-ups’ age and conducted t-
tests for very young start-ups with a firm age of up to 31months in comparison to
older start-ups with a firm age of 32months or more (but no more than 84month).
Referring to H4, results show no significant age- or phase-specific effect for the per-
ceived relevance of three out of the four discussed PR concepts (as displayed in
Figure 2). With one exception: The relevance of the PR concept of social media
(item: communicate in social media) shows significant t-test results (F ¼ .314, p ¼
.039) between younger and older start-ups, meaning that the PR concept social media
is more relevant for younger enterprises than for older ones. Younger start-ups report
a mean-value of 3.6 (S.D. ¼ 1.2), whereas older start-ups report a mean-value of 3.3
(S.D. ¼ 1.2). The difference is small, but significant. Variance analysis supports this
assumption. Results report a decrease in relevance of social media PR with an
increase in start-ups’ age – for social media PR relevance the mean in age t¼ 0 years
is 3.5, whereas the mean in age t¼ 7 years is 2.7. Although the effect measured is low,
for the overall index of PR relevance this phase-specific difference is significant as
well. In the early start-up phase, entrepreneurs consider PR as more relevant (mean
¼ 3.6, S.D. ¼ .8) than older start-ups (mean ¼ 3.4, S.D. ¼ .8) (t-test: F ¼ .868, p �
.05). Pearson correlation supports the negative relationship between overall PR rele-
vance and start-ups’ age (r ¼ -.94, p � .05).

Referring to H5 and the analyses of phase-specific differences within start-up
development regarding long-term planning of PR, results are not robust. For younger
start-ups t-tests (F ¼ .837, p ¼ .030) indicate a slightly higher relevance of long-term
planning with a mean of 2.8 (S.D. ¼ .85) than for older start-ups (mean ¼ 2.6, S.D.
¼ .83). However, bivariate analyses conducting analysis of variance and correlation

Table 4. PR strategies and instruments: t-test, mean, standard deviation (S.D.), F-value and
p-value.

Variables
young start-ups:
Mean (S.D.)

old start-ups:
Mean (S.D.) F-value

Trust in a defined circle is more important
than wide publicity in a broad public.

2.681 (.96) 2.761 (.93) 1.779

We actively poll end-users on a regular
basis on Facebook to assess their
satisfaction with the quality of our
products/services.

2.232 (1.68) 1.932(1.59) 3.097�

We regularly ask our customers on
Facebook what products/services they
will need in the future.

1.992 (1.50) 1.802 (1.38) 1.731

On a regular basis, we discuss what our
customers say on Facebook about the
quality of our products/services.

2.932 (2.12) 2.402 (1.91) 3.177�

We spend time discussing in detail
customers’ future needs expressed
on Facebook.

2.832 (2.01) 2.262 (1.80) 4.397��

For various reasons, we tend to ignore
changes in our customers’ product/
service needs as expressed on
Facebook. (R)

1.722 (.093) 2.152 (.119) 11.725���

Note: 1) Scale of ‘1’ (strongly disagree) to ‘4’ (strongly agree). 2) Seven-point scale with 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree). (R) Denotes reverse coded items. �) p � .1, ��) p � .05 ���) p � .01.
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with the start-ups’ age show no significant relation between long-term planning and
the start-ups’ age.

Finally, examining the assumption that the understanding-oriented PR shows
phase-specific differences (H6), analyses indicate phase-specific differences, even
though – as discussed above (cf. Table 2) – results show a weak PR model implemen-
tation. Conducting t-test analyses, results show significant differences for four of the
six items of the construct understanding-oriented PR (cf. Table 4). As means display,
for younger start-ups understanding-oriented PR is significantly more relevant than
for older start-ups. The item ‘Trust in a defined circle is more important than wide
publicity in a broad public.’ and ‘Regularly asking customers for product/service needs
in the future.’ indicate no significant difference, meaning that trust as a communica-
tion objective and regularly asking for customer future needs seem to appear as
important for younger as for older start-ups.

5. Discussion and conclusions

This study investigates the adoption of social media PR practices by start-ups, how
PR activities vary between start-ups’ age and how start-ups’ PR practices relate to PR
success in terms of communication outcome as building up brand and reputation.
Our results show that social media PR positively contributes to communication out-
come. Moreover, findings indicate that social media PR is practiced differently
depending on the start-ups’ age. Therefore, it is crucial to integrate a dynamic per-
spective on entrepreneurial PR.

We theoretically discuss and empirically support three main factors that appear to
be crucial for the success of entrepreneurial communications in social media: the
‘perceived relevance of PR’, ‘conducting long-term planning PR practices’ and
‘implementing an understanding-oriented communication’. Further, results show that
over 90 per cent of all entrepreneurs valued the relevance of PR practices in general
as highly relevant for their start-up (cf. Figure 2).

5.1. Factors for social media PR success

First, the start-ups in our sample, which perceived PR in social media as more rele-
vant and showed more PR activity had a higher reach (external output), also eval-
uated their reputation and their positioning as a brand on Facebook significantly
more positive (indirect outcome). This result confirms the role of PR for start-ups as
creator of intangible values and is in line with basic assumptions of PR and commu-
nication management literature for established companies, such as e.g. the IABC
Excellence Study (Grunig and Dozier 2003) which demonstrates how communication
helps organizations to be more effective.

Second, there is a positive impact of long-term PR planning on communication
outcome. The ‘long-term planners’ in our sample show more success in creating
reputation and brand positioning on Facebook than their competitors, which con-
firms that Vercic and Zerfass’ (2016) results can be adapted to start-ups. Vercic
and Zerfass (2016) demonstrated that communication departments of companies,
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non-profits and governmental organizations who rely on planned and prepared PR
strategies are significantly more successful regarding their communication outcome
than communication departments without a strategic approach. This is in line with
our finding, which confirms the importance of a strategic PR approach also in the
context of start-ups’ communication success. Likewise, referring to Einwiller and
Boenigk (2012), who showed that applying an overall communication concept corre-
lates significantly with the communication outcome of SMEs, our study provides first
empirical insights to support this findings for start-ups too. Moreover, when integrat-
ing a dynamic entrepreneurial approach, our study sheds first light on the idea that
the effect of long-term PR planning on communication outcome is not static, but
vary according to the start-ups’ age. We find, that for very early start-up phases a
long-term PR plan seems to be more vital to communication success than for older
start-up firms. Future research should examine entrepreneurial PR under a dynamic
approach of different growth stages in more detail – we propose a longitudinal study
as an appropriate approach.

Referring to the research stream of different management schools as described by
Mintzberg and Waters (1985), our results contribute evidence for the direction of the
‘planning school’ that can be characterized by deliberate and formalized planning proc-
esses and is opposed to more emergent and adaptive strategies. This is somehow sur-
prising, as the lack of communication specific skills and routines in start-ups can be
seen as predestining factors for more emergent or ad-hoc communication strategies –
especially in the early developmental stage. As Hills, Hultman, and Miles (2008, 7) indi-
cate successful entrepreneurs do not necessarily operate their marketing in the “rational,
sequential manner” and tend “not to be constrained by their previous conceptualization
of strategy, but quickly adapt their strategy to the new set of opportunities”. On the
other hand, as our sample does not consist of innovative ventures but of typical found-
ers from the crafts sectors, the industrial context might explain this result. It could be
assumed that in the context of the crafts industry, the degree of uncertainty in the
organizational environment is lower than for innovative start-ups, which makes a delib-
erate and formalized planning approach more suitable. Accordingly, future research
should further examine different management schools in the context of PR for young
start-ups, thereby also taking into account industry specific differences.

Third, regarding the communication approach of an understanding-oriented PR
model, our study indicates a significant positive relationship with communication
outcome on Facebook for those start-ups that choose an understanding-oriented PR
approach. This meets our theoretical assumptions concerning the role of this PR
model to create reputation and brand positioning for start-ups (Ledingham and
Bruning 1998) and, furthermore, confirms the PR literature assumptions on the
impact of openness and responsiveness for communication outcome
(Macnamara 2014).

However, results show a relatively weak implementation of understanding-oriented
PR by start-ups yet. This partly contradicts our theoretical proposition considering
the suitability of social media for stakeholder monitoring (environmental scanning)
(Kane et al. 2012, Macnamara 2014) and interaction with stakeholder groups (dialog
conversations) for start-ups (Kang and Sung 2017). When comparing our results to
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other findings from larger corporations (Rybalko and Seltzer 2010) or NGOs
(Lovejoy and Saxton 2012), we conclude that start-ups in our study do not exploit
the dialogue potential of Facebook adequately yet. This leads to future research
considering the questions ‘why not?’ or ‘what hinders them?’.

5.2. Call for a more dynamical approach of entrepreneurial PR

Results showed that the adoption of social media for PR is more important for
younger enterprises than for older ones. This may be explained by the perception of
social media communication as low-cost and low-risk (Pakura and Pakura 2015) that
predetermines its use especially for young start-ups who, compared to more devel-
oped enterprises, have to establish relationships with stakeholder under several
resource constraints (Chen, Ji, and Men 2017) – in particular under a lack of
financial ones.

Furthermore, results showed that a communication approach of understanding-ori-
ented PR is significantly more utilized by younger start-ups than by older start-ups.
This meets the expectations of our theoretical reflections and is in line with findings
by Bekmeier-Feuerhahn, Rudeloff, and Adam (2016), who suggest that younger start-
ups more often apply understanding-oriented communication practices. While
Petkova, Rindova, and Gupta (2008) show how entrepreneurial communication strat-
egies are used to build up reputation depend on the type of product the startup is
offering, our results shed light on the influence, that different growth stages might
have an effect as well – especially, when it comes to the implementation of different
communication models.

According to the results stated above, our study found that entrepreneurs consid-
ered Facebook primarily as a tool for ‘environmental scanning’ instead of a channel
to obtain specific communication objectives such as trust. Beyond that, we found that
this is especially true for younger start-ups and varies significantly to older start-ups.
The importance of this process of listening and the evaluation of stakeholders’ feed-
back via Facebook may be of high significance for early stage entrepreneurs, because
in particular in the early stage start-up firms are in the very beginning of their organ-
izational development and engage primarily in activities such as conducting market
analyses in order to complete their business plan (Carter, Gartner, and Reynolds
1996; Cooper, Ramachandran, and Schoorman 1998). Accordingly, it can be assumed
that the process of listening and the evaluation of stakeholder feedback via Facebook
may be of high significance for entrepreneurs in the early stage not only for their PR,
but also for product and service development.

To conclude, our study indicated that there are phase-specific differences of PR prac-
tices between younger and older start-ups. This confirms our theoretical assumption that
integrating a dynamic perspective in studying entrepreneurial PR appears to be not only
a new, but also promising research direction. While organizational life cycle or stage
models (Levie and Lichtenstein 2010) have been adopted in entrepreneurship research
(e.g. in the context of behavioural patterns of the entrepreneurs (Mueller, Volery, and
von Siemens 2012)), until now studies in entrepreneurial communications have not
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focused on the impact of growth stages. In integrating a dynamic perspective on the
adoption of PR by start-ups, our study extends the state of research.

5.3. Implications for practice and policy

Our study provides several implications for practice and policy. For entrepreneurs, it
can be concluded that they should strengthen the role of social media PR within their
start-up. Our results support the significant positive relationship between PR and
communication outcome.

First, those start-ups that practice understanding-oriented PR have a higher com-
munication outcome. Therefore, and according to the literature on the understand-
ing-oriented communication model (Morsing and Schultz 2006), entrepreneurs are
advised to initiate a dialogue with their stakeholders rather than putting the emphasis
on a persuasive or informative communication approach. These dialogues should be
based on systematic environmental scanning processes, for which social media such
as Facebook offers huge potential (Kane et al. 2012). Second, long-term PR planning
increased communication outcome, therefore start-ups are better advised to avoid
intuitive ad-hoc-communication and should better develop a PR concept before start-
ing to develop relationships with stakeholders on Facebook. This is especially true for
very early star-up phases. Third, our findings suggest that start-up counselling should
strengthen the creation of building social media PR capabilities and communication
strategies in start-ups as part of their operational policy to achieve an effective com-
munication success right from the beginning of the new firm development, and to
reduce potential threats of failure. Hence, government officials and start-up advisors
should consider programs aiming to sensitize start-ups to the important role of social
media PR in general, but also from the very first day of communication activities.

5.4. Limitations and future research

This article has some limitations that leave room for future research. Due to our sam-
ple from Germany, the sample size, the focus on the crafts industry, and the social
media network Facebook, the generalisability of our findings is limited. Our study
provides empirical evidence that the usage of social media PR in strategic communi-
cation works well for start-ups. However, given the one-sided questionnaire survey,
the study could not control for some variables that have been suggested by the con-
ceptual literature as competitive advantages, such as the sociodemographic and the
personality background of the business owner. Sociodemographic variables such as
the age and educational level can be influence factors concerning social media usage
(Perrin 2015). Personality traits may play a role such as, e.g. extraversion, and
together with openness to experiences are positive predictors for social media usage
(Correa, Hinsley, and De Zuniga 2010) and may therefore influence the way entrepre-
neurs engage in dialogues with their customers on Facebook. We cannot exclude that
our results are impacted by unobserved heterogeneity. Accordingly, we conducted
bivariate analyses and leave future research to conduct multivariate analyses – such as
regression analysis with PR success as dependent variable. Our analysis was of an
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exploratory nature, which is in line with our research questions and our aim to con-
tribute to the need for more empirical insights regarding the examination of PR prac-
tices of start-ups. Future research on this topic should include further variables and
test our proposed conceptual model as discussed in the theoretical chapter (cf. Figure
1). Though, our theoretical discussion and first bivariate empirical evidence support
the proposed conceptual model.

In this study, we have focused on the concepts of brand and reputation, which we
operationalized via subjective measuring. One downside in this context is that found-
ers may be biased by self-serving bias, which means the tendency of entrepreneurs to
ascribe success to their own abilities and efforts in an overly favorable manner. As
self-assessment of success only relies on the response given by entrepreneurs in our
study, common source bias cannot be excluded. To diminish biases we operationalized
the measurement by asking the respondents to evaluate success relative to their major
competitors in the industry. Future research should utilize additional objective meas-
urement, for example, positive or negative reviews from customers on Facebook.

We showed that different development stages are defined by different social media
PR practices; however, future research should explore these differences within the
start-up’s development in more detail. A longitudinal study might provide more
insights. Finally, we suggest extending the research to a broader use of social media
platforms apart from Facebook, such as e.g. Twitter, LinkedIn, or Xing.
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Appendix

Appendix 1: Variables and Measurement.
Variable Measurement Source�
PR success (DV) Two items for PR success as communication

outcome: (1) ’brand positioning’ on Facebook
that the firm had acquired by the firm’s
Facebook activity, (2) ’reputation’ that the firm
had acquired by the firm’s Facebook activity.
Respondents were asked to provide an
assessment for each item. Items were rated on a
Likert-type 7-point scale with anchors of ‘1’
(much worse than competitors) and ‘7’ (much
better than competitors) as compared to their
main competitors in the industry.

Items are based on Zerfass (2008) and
Fombrun and Van Riel (1997). For
PR success as positioning as a brand
the item is also enriched through
insights from the Morgan, Vorhies,
and Mason (2009) scale of
marketing communication
capabilities. For PR success as
reputation the measurement is
adapted from Hormiga, Batista-
Canino, and S�anchez-Medina (2011).

Relevance of social
media PR

Assessment of the relevance of communication in
social media (Facebook, Twitter, Xing).
Respondents were asked ‘how relevant they
evaluate social media PR (on Facebook, Twitter,
Xing) for their enterprise’. Items were rated on a
Likert-type 5-point scale with anchors of ‘1’ (not
relevant at all) and ‘5’ (very relevant).

Item is based on Bekmeier-Feuerhahn,
Rudeloff, and Adam (2016) and
Zerfass et al. (2007).

Overall
entrepreneurial
PR relevance

Assessment of the relevance of three non-social
media related PR concepts: (1) ’conversations with
stakeholders’, (2) ’writing and providing texts’, and
(3) ’taking part in trade fairs or exhibitions’.
Respondents were asked ‘how relevant they
evaluate the three different communication
concepts for their enterprise’. Items were rated on
a Likert-type 5-point scale with anchors of ‘1’ (not
relevant at all) and ‘5’ (very relevant). The ’overall
PR relevance index’ is a construct of all three items
plus the item on the relevance of social media PR
(cronbach’s alpha ¼ .600).

Items are based on Bekmeier-
Feuerhahn, Rudeloff, and Adam
(2016) and Zerfass et al. (2007).

Long-term
PR planning

Respondents answered ‘whether they favor planned
and intentional communication management
based on a long-term plan over ad-hoc
communication activity within their own
communication management’. Items were rated
on a Likert-type scale with anchors of ‘1’
(strongly disagree) to ‘4’ (strongly agree).

Items are based on Bekmeier-
Feuerhahn, Rudeloff, and Adam
(2016) and Grunig and
Dozier (2003).

Understanding-
oriented
communication

We assessed an understanding-oriented PR model
in terms of (1) ’trust building mechanisms’, (2)
’dialog conversations’ and (3) ’environmental
scanning’. Regarding ’trust building mechanisms’
respondents were asked ‘whether they consider
the PR model for building trust in a defined
circle to be more important than achieving wide
publicity in a broad public’. Items were rated on
a Likert-type scale with anchors of ‘1’ (strongly
disagree) to ‘4’ (strongly agree). Regarding
’dialogic communication’ and ’environmental
scanning’ five items are used to measure the
amount of effort put into dialogic conversations
and environmental scanning on social media.
Respondents were asked ‘how much they agree
or disagree with each of the statements’.
Statements refer to three topics: generation,
dissemination, and responsiveness of knowledge
of stakeholders’ interest. Each item was scored
on a Likert-type 7-point scale with anchors of ‘1’
(strongly disagree) and ‘7’ (strongly agree). Cf.
Table 2 displaying all items in detail.

Item for trust building mechanism are
based on Ledingham and Bruning
(1998). Items for dialogic
conversations and environmental
scanning are based on Morgan,
Vorhies, and Mason (2009).

Note: �) All items are derived from literature and in the process of questionnaire design adapted according to pre-
testing and experts’ valuation.
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