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Abstract
This manuscript analyzes start-ups’ usage of different communication strategies 
(information, response, involvement), their underlying decision logics (effectua-
tion, causation, strategy absence) and respective social media success. A multitude 
of studies have been published on the decision logics of entrepreneurs as well as 
on different communication strategies. Decision logics and according strategies and 
actions are closely connected. Still, research on the interplay between the two areas 
is largely missing. This applies in particular to the effect of different decision log-
ics and communication models on social media success. Through a combination of 
case studies with fuzzy-set Qualitative Comparative Analysis this exploratory study 
demonstrates that different combinations of causal and absence of strategy deci-
sion logics can be equally successful when it comes to social media engagement, 
whereas effectuation is detrimental for success. Furthermore, we find that two-way-
communication is essential to create engagement, while information strategy alone 
cannot lead to social media success. This study provides new insights into the role of 
decision logics and connects effectuation theory with the communication literature, 
a field that has been dominated by causal approaches.
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1  Introduction

Start-ups and small businesses typically face marketing challenges that can be 
related to a lack of resources, such as marketing skills, time, and money (Hills 
1987). This also applies to the execution of social media communication strat-
egies that, among other things, require a good understanding of the target cus-
tomer, content writing and designing skills, a balancing of different social media 
channels and, in particular, sufficient time to execute (Eggers et al. 2017). As a 
result, social media communication activities run by start-ups and small firms 
often do not achieve the desired results, either because the firm does not use 
social media channels enough or tries to overachieve (Whitler 2019; Fischer and 
Reuber 2011).

This manuscript aims at finding ways to understand start-ups’ social media 
communications and to increase the success of these activities. Although several 
studies exist that research strategic orientations as antecedents of social media 
success in small or young firms (e.g., Eggers et al. 2017; Fink et al. 2020), this 
paper adds a different perspective by arguing that the interplay of an entrepre-
neur’s decision logic (effectual, causal, absence of strategy) and communication 
strategy (information, response, involvement) impacts the execution and ulti-
mately the success of social media communication activities.

Since Sarasvathy’s (2001) seminal paper on effectual decision logics, which 
focuses on currently controlled means and largely rejects planning for the future, 
a rich body of effectuation research emerged focusing on a variety of topics. 
Among others, studies analyze conceptual antecedents and consequences of 
effectuation and causation (e.g., Frese et al. 2020; da Costa and Brettel 2011; Fer-
reira et al. 2019; Johansson and McKelvie 2012) such as product/market strategy 
decisions (Deligianni et al. 2017), export/internationalization (Harms and Schiele 
2012), R&D project performance (Brettel et  al. 2012) and new venture perfor-
mance (Deligianni et al. 2017). Also, research focuses on overlaps and comple-
mentarity of effectuation with other concepts such as opportunity creation and 
bricolage (Fisher 2012; Welter et al. 2016).

Given the extensive work on effectuation, it is surprising that to date, only a 
few authors investigated the relationship between effectual decision logics and 
social media marketing. Fischer and Reuber (2011) analyze the impact of social 
media usage on entrepreneurs’ decision logics. They find that effectual processes 
do not need to begin with an evaluation of means but may rather be started by 
social interaction itself. They show a feedback loop between the social media 
platform Twitter and effectual decision making processes. Further, they illustrate 
that very high levels of social media usage lead to effectual churn, which makes 
high levels of social media usage unproductive. In this regard, effectual churn 
is described as “(…) a continuous looping between social interaction through 
Twitter and the reassessment of means and effects available, without progres-
sion through the effectuation process” (Fischer and Reuber 2011, p. 20). How 
an entrepreneur’s level of means is impacted by social media usage is also the 
focus of a study by Mumi et al. (2017). They propose conceptual arguments how 
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an entrepreneur’s attachment to social media influences her/his level of means. 
These means then impact effectual reasoning and in turn the entrepreneurial pro-
cess including the recognition of market opportunities.

While the implementation of communication strategies (Grunig 2006; Morsing 
and Schultz 2006) has been intensively studied in the past decades (Ao and Huang 
2020), there is a lack of research that focuses on the implementation of different 
social media communication strategies in entrepreneurial contexts. This is surpris-
ing, given how important communication is when it comes to building legitimacy for 
start-ups (Navis and Glynn 2011) and the prevalence of social media in communica-
tion management (Macnamara and Zerfass 2012). Studies demonstrate that social 
media communication is regarded as crucial by entrepreneurs (Bekmeier-Feuerhahn 
et al. 2016, 2018; Chen et al. 2017) and that entrepreneurial communication prac-
tices differ from those in larger corporations. But those studies do not come to con-
sistent results regarding communication outcomes (Yue et al. 2019) such as engage-
ment. Engagement as “customer’s behavioural manifestations that have a brand or 
firm focus, beyond purchase, resulting from motivational drivers” (Van Doorn et al. 
2010, p. 253) is crucial for brand experience in social media (Dolan et al. 2016) and 
may have a positive impact on firm performance (Kumar and Pansari 2016).

Against this background, this manuscript aims to address several research gaps. 
First, we want to find out how decision logics and communication strategies in 
social media are interconnected. Thereby, our paper attempts to extend the current 
state of research (Fischer and Reuber 2011; Mumi et al. 2017) in depicting not only 
the relationship between effectuation and social media, but more holistically the 
interplay between multiple decision logics and their corresponding communication 
strategies. Second, looking at effectuation, it has been shown that effectuation is the 
dominant decision logic among start-ups, given that it suits their characteristics best 
(Sarasvathy 2008). However, does this imply that effectual reasoning is always most 
successful (see also McKelvie et  al. 2020)? In other words: Can a start-up that is 
inclined to use effectuation be more successful when using causal decision logics? 
The literature is largely silent in terms of the varying performance outcomes of deci-
sion logics. Along these lines, Hauser et al. (2020) propose to add strategy absence 
when comparing effectual and causal logics. Thus, we examine if effectual, causal or 
even an absence of strategic direction in combination with different communication 
strategies lead to social media engagement.

In summary, this manuscript explores the following research questions: How are 
entrepreneurial decision logics and social media communication strategies intercon-
nected (RQ1) and do different combinations of decision logics and communication 
strategies lead to more or less social media engagement (RQ2)?

2 � Theory

2.1 � Decision logics

Effectuation is a decision logic that fits within the larger category of decision-
making under uncertainty. Effectuation is based on the idea that entrepreneurs (and 
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other decision makers) make decisions based on means that they currently control. 
Effectuators work with their own skills, knowledge, partners, financial capabilities, 
etc. and try to create business models that fit these means. Effectuators typically ask 
“Who am I?,” “What do I know?” and “Who do I know?” and then create a business 
around the answers to these questions. By doing that, effectuators address market 
uncertainties by making their own future (Sarasvathy 2001). Effectual reasoning is 
supported by entrepreneurial expertise, which entrepreneurs acquire through suc-
cessfully engaging in multiple ventures over time (Sarasvathy 2001; Read and Sar-
asvathy 2005). Recent research, however, shows that expertise is not imperative for 
effectual reasoning. Rather, entrepreneurial novices can apply this decision-making 
approach as well (Ruiz-Jiménez et al. 2020).

In contrast, a causal decision logic rests on the classical planning school and 
refers to the traditional view of entrepreneurship and business research where the 
decision-maker first sets a goal and then procures the necessary means to achieve it 
(e.g., Mintzberg 1978). The logic of strategic planning is that a company starts with 
an analysis of its environment and afterwards creates a plan which has clear achieve-
ment goals (Andersson 2011). Causal decision makers typically ask “If I want to 
reach this goal, what means do I need to possess or acquire to get there?”.

Previous research has identified both decision logics in firms, in particular in 
smaller companies and start-ups (Reuber et al. 2016). It was shown that firms use 
both logics concurrently and switch between logics depending on growth stage, 
firm size and decision context (e.g., Read and Sarasvathy 2005; Berends et al. 2014; 
Nummela et al. 2014; Harms et al. 2021).

Looking at the effectuation concept, it is important to not only distinguish it from 
causation but to also define its unique characteristics. In fact, effectuation is not any-
thing goes (or everything except causation) but a deliberate decision logic (Hauser 
et al. 2020). Along these lines, Hauser et al. (2020) propose a third construct: the 
absence of strategy. In their empirical study, they show differences between causal 
and effectual decision logics as well as absence of strategy approaches. Absence of 
strategy can be understood as a lack of consistency, either in decision-making or 
execution (Anwar and Hasnu 2016). Each decision might be optimal on a standalone 
basis but without alignment across decisions (Van den Steen 2016). Furthermore, 
a company lacks a strategy if it has not decided on organizational goals, scope, or 
competitive strategies (Hauser et  al. 2020). Next to Hauser et  al. (2020), several 
empirical studies have observed the existence of these non-strategies (e.g., Salavou 
2010; Leitner and Güldenberg 2009; Rodwell and Shadur 2007).

Hauser et al. (2020) compare the three decision logics according to their under-
lying rationales. These rationales are mapped on five categories and are shown in 
Table 1.

2.2 � Communication strategies

An important element of the decision logics is how they conceive relationships to 
outsiders. At the same time, different communication strategies describe distinct 
approaches in managing relationships with external stakeholders, which is based on 
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an explicit or implicit conceptualization of these groups. Therefore, we wonder if 
and how decision logics and communication strategies are interconnected in entre-
preneurial practices. In other words: we wonder if and how the way how entrepre-
neurs make sense of stakeholder groups (which is grounded in their primary deci-
sion logics) is associated with their communication strategy in social media. We 
follow the definition of social media by Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) who define 
social media in general as the multitude of “internet-applications […] that allow the 
creation and exchange of User Generated Content” but focus on social networking 
sites in particular. Pakura and Pakura (2015) for example showed that marketing 
capabilities in the context of social networking sites (such as Facebook) are directly 
linked to firm success.

Based on Morsing and Schultz’ (2006) different stakeholder relationship strate-
gies and according to the basic communication management models of Grunig and 
Hunt (1984) as well as its further discussion by Van Ruler (2004) three communica-
tion strategies can be distinguished: information, response and involvement.

Organizations can orient themselves towards informative communication, focus-
ing on the dissemination of factual information through as many communication 
partners as possible. This approach can be characterized as “telling, not listening” 
(Grunig and Hunt 1984, p. 23) or as a one-way communication strategy, which relies 
on sense giving processes (Morsing and Schultz 2006). The stakeholder is seen as a 
passive entity who needs to be informed as objectively as possible. These start-ups 
will use social media networks primarily to post news—e.g., corporate, product or 
service developments, while stakeholder feedback is not intended.

Also, response communication tries to influence specific stakeholder groups in 
favor of the company. In contrast to the information strategy, response communi-
cation aims to engage stakeholders. Communication activities in this approach are 
often based on target group research and evaluation techniques. It is therefore a 
form of two-way communication. The objective of the response strategy is to initi-
ate interactions in order to convince stakeholders of the attractiveness of the start-up 
and to generate public endorsements (Morsing and Schultz 2006). Typically, start-
ups using a response strategy will implement social media networks to post promo-
tional content that may include dialogue elements, e.g., raffles.

By contrast, an involvement communication strategy focuses on symmetric dia-
logue. The communication goal is to establish mutual beneficial and trusting rela-
tionships, therefore the stakeholder groups’ interests are deliberately dealt with on 
an equal footing (Kent and Taylor 1998). Social networks are used to initiate and 
maintain dialogues so that stakeholders may participate in the start-up’s develop-
ment (Gao 2016; Rybalko and Seltzer 2010). Ideally, the start-up genuinely consid-
ers the stakeholders’ feedback and adapts its corporate behavior accordingly (Kent 
and Taylor 1998). Therefore, while response and involvement are both two-way 
communications, response can be classified as two-way asymmetric, and involve-
ment as two-way symmetric because of its dialogic character (Morsing and Schultz 
2006; Grunig and Hunt 1984). Social media in general is seen as facilitating two-
way symmetric communication (Macnamara and Zerfass 2012) and current research 
shows that two-way symmetric communication strategies may lead to user engage-
ment in social media (Watkins 2017). Yet, so far there are only few studies which 
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have analysed two-way communication strategies in start-ups. Table 2 presents an 
overview of the different communication strategies and their characteristics.

Regarding potential communication outcomes of different communication strate-
gies, it could be expected that two two-way communication strategies are in gen-
eral more successful than information communication (Grunig 2006). However, 
regarding the outcomes of communication strategies in a social media context, 
empirical studies come to unclear conclusions. While Kelleher (2009), Bortree and 
Seltzer (2009) and Del Mar Gálvez-Rodriguez et al. (2018) showed that interactive 
online communications correlate positively with several outcomes such as trust, 
satisfaction, commitment and participation, other studies do not support this find-
ing (Rybalko and Seltzer 2010) or focus on public and non-profit organizations (Lai 
et  al. 2020; Gao 2016; Linvill et  al. 2012). As non-profit firms are likely to have 
an advantage in generating positive brand perceptions and endorsements in social 
media due to perceived brand warmth and higher symbolic values (Bernritter et al. 
2016), these results may not be directly transferable to for-profit business settings. 
In an entrepreneurial context, Men et  al. (2017) show how start-ups in China uti-
lize involvement communication to create initial relationships with stakeholders. 
Regarding social media communications of entrepreneurs, existing studies confirm 
its relevance from the perspective of start-ups (Bekmeier-Feuerhahn et  al. 2016) 
and demonstrate that entrepreneurial social media communication practices differ 
from those in larger corporations in relation to their messaging strategies (Yue et al. 
2019). In analyzing Facebook activities of German start-ups, Pakura and Rudeloff 
(2020) come to the conclusion that understanding-oriented communication is cor-
related with social media success, however, Pakura et al. (2020) do not see an influ-
ence of communication strategies on follower engagement on Facebook but reveal 
networking practices and environmental scanning as success factors. All in all, the 
connection between different social media communication strategies and communi-
cation outcomes in start-ups remains unclear.

In addition, the interplay between decision logics and communication strat-
egies and their effect on firm performance has not yet been investigated. As dis-
cussed above, Fischer and Reuber (2011) and Mumi et  al. (2017) examine how 
entrepreneurs’ social media usage correlates with their decision logics, however, 
they focus on effectuation and do not investigate the potential roles of causation and 

Table 2   Communication strategies

On the basis of Morsing and Schultz (2006), van Ruler (2004), Grunig and Hunt (1984)

Information Response Involvement

Objective Dissemination of infor-
mation

Persuasion Mutual understanding

Nature of communication One-way Two-way asymmetric Two-way symmetric
Perception of stakehold-

ers
Passive and unknown 

entity
Specified target groups, 

based on research
Dialogue partners

Activity in social media 
networks

Submitting factual news Posting promotional 
content

Initiate dialogues, 
generate feedback
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strategy absence, neither do they consider social media outcomes. Our study aims 
to bridge this research gap. As it is a largely unexplored field, our research design is 
exploratory.

3 � Method

3.1 � Sample

In order to answer our research questions, we used qualitative methodologies and 
combined the case study approach with a fuzzy-set Qualitative Comparative Analy-
sis (fsQCA). We further collected data from two different data sources to get a vari-
ety of insights (Olsen 2004). That is data from interviews with start-ups (1) and data 
from each start-up’s social media network(s) (2).

Interview partners were identified through purposeful sampling. The sampling 
approach was aimed at including a high variation of different aspects so that the 
findings could reflect different perspectives or differences among young and entre-
preneurial firms. To achieve high variation of a company’s social media charac-
teristics, one selection criteria was different social media usage, starting with zero 
channel activity. Therefore, our sampling method included typical cases and cases of 
varying intensity (Creswell 2013).

We further attempted to sample theoretically (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007) for 
a potential range of uncertainty associated with start-ups in different development 
phases. According to Lambertz and Schulte (2013), the start-up process can last up 
to 6 years. Therefore, we selected some newer start-ups (less than 3 years old) and 
some more established firms (between 3 and 6 years old). We further verified that 
all sample companies were actively attempting to grow, which constitutes another 
important element of entrepreneurial ventures (Shane and Venkatraman 2000).

Through a mix of personal contacts, cold calls, and the snowball technique (one 
interviewee nominates others, e.g., Ashforth et  al. 2007) we identified 10 start-up 
founders, who we interviewed between November 2017 and February 2018. Table 3 
describes the interviewees and their related start-ups. It also includes a column on 
entrepreneurial expertise which indicates if the interviewees have previous experi-
ences working with startups. All interviewees were either the founder, cofounder, 
or managing director of the firm. The interviews focused on questions relating to 
the key topics communication management, social media communication, business 
model, strategy, and company development.

With a total of 10 interviews our sampling fits well with Creswell’s (2013) 
requirements for a heterogeneous group from 3 to 15 as a feasible sample size.

3.2 � Analysis

To find proof for a start-up’s decision logic we followed a phenomenological case 
study approach via semi-structured interviews (Gupta and Awasthy 2015; Creswell 
2013). We conducted a preliminary study of two interviews to test and further 
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develop the semi-structured interview questionnaire. Specifically, in the main study 
we carried out in-depth interviews with the 10 start-up founders (McCracken 1988) 
to yield rich information and detailed answers from the individuals (Basu 2015; 
Miles and Huberman 1994). Interviews lasted on average around 45 min. All inter-
views were audio-recorded and transcribed, which led to 180 pages of transcript.

We coded and further analyzed the interviews based on prior formulated, theo-
retically derived aspects of analysis. To that end, we developed a codebook (Appen-
dix 1) from the theoretical background on the decision logics and their rationales 
(Mayring 2014). Here we checked with the interviews from the preliminary study 
and additionally read and re-read the collected interview data several times, thereby 
creating a coding schema based on Hauser et al. (2020) findings on decision logics 
(cf., Table 1). The final codebook consists of category definitions, prototypical text 
passages, and rules for distinguishing different decision logic categories in respect to 
the theoretical background. In all phases of the coding process, two trained research-
ers coded all interviews and reached inter-coder agreement (Miles et al. 2014). To 
ensure a high-quality coding process and to obtain the most appropriate solution, 
coding differences were determined, discussed and resolved. Thus, we met the 
requirement to provide an impression of the interviewee’s subjective perception 
(Gioia et al. 2013). Additionally, we further analyzed the material based on Gioia 
et al. (2013) and used open coding. The open coding process was used to get further 
insights into the connection between the founders’ decision logics and their social 
media communication strategies, closely reflected from the interviewee’s expression. 
This approach enables us to answer our first research question: How entrepreneurial 
decision logics and social media communication strategies are interconnected.

To provide the reader with a better understanding of the data, we assembled data 
from the interviews to create Table  4, which shows the analysis on the founders’ 
decision logics. Table 4 shows that most companies are dominated by an effectual 
logic, which is in line with previous research (Sarasvathy 2001; Tegtmeier and 
Meyer 2018). In fact, effectuation is the dominant decision logic in 8 out of 10 firms. 
In addition, we see that entrepreneurs use a mix of decision logics, which also cor-
responds with previous research (e.g., Read and Sarasvathy 2005; Nummela et al. 
2014).

To find proof of a start-up’s social media communication strategy (informa-
tion, response, involvement), we collected data from each start-up’s social media 
network(s). That is, we collected archival data by examining publicly available infor-
mation about their social media activities on Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn. We 
collected any communication content that was posted by the 10 start-ups between 
January 1, 2018 and December 31, 2018 as well as all the related user comments, 
likes and shares.

Whereas engagement served as a measure for communication success, the posted 
social media content was analyzed through qualitative content analysis (Mayring 
2014) to reveal communication strategies. Based on the theoretical background 
(cf., Table 2), we developed a codebook (Appendix 2) to differentiate between the 
three communication strategies in accordance with Morsing and Schultz (2006), van 
Ruler (2004) and Grunig and Hunt (1984). We applied systematic text analysis on 
each collected post [n(all posts) = 1603] and coded in total n = 1278 social media 
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posts (which we refer to as: n(coded posts)). To achieve high inter-coder reliability 
(Miles et al. 2014) in all phases of the coding process, only trained members of the 
project team coded the posts. Furthermore, several feedback loops for text interpre-
tation and coding rules were conducted and the researchers familiarized themselves 
with both the content and process of the creation of social media communication 
(Altheide 1996).

We used likes per posts and shares per posts as success measures. Likes per posts 
and shares per posts measure social media engagement. Table 5 presents the results 
on start-ups’ social media communication strategies and performance. Table  6 
shows the communication strategies and social media engagement across all inter-
views. Table 5 and Table 6 show that information and response strategies are most 
used among the start-ups in our sample. Both strategies are relatively evenly distrib-
uted, except for companies 2, 5, 7, which have a strong focus on response strategies. 
Two firms in our sample do not use their social media profiles at all (#8, #9).

In order to answer our second research question—whether different combina-
tions of decision logics and communication strategies lead to more or less social 
media engagement—we used fuzzy-set Qualitative Comparative Analysis. Qualita-
tive Comparative Analysis (QCA, Ragin 2008; Woodside 2013; Kraus et al. 2018) 
is a method that enables us to find combinations of decision logics and communica-
tion strategies that support social media success. In a nutshell, QCA uses joint con-
figurations of independent variables (e.g. presence or absence of key drivers such 
as different decision logics and communication strategies) and determines whether 
a desired outcome (e.g. evidence of success such as social media likes, shares) has 
been consistently explained. QCA follows a case orientation, asking how many cases 
are present in a configuration, how consistently they explain the outcome (consist-
ency) and how many of them are supportive compared to all cases (coverage). QCA 
also implements the principle of causal asymmetry. The presence of some configu-
rations may explain social media success, while the opposite, the absence of those 
configurations explaining no success, is not assumed.

The following steps are necessary to conduct a QCA (Legewie 2013): (I) A truth 
table is built representing all possible configurations of the variables’ manifestations 
(e.g., a level a1 of variable A exists simultaneously with a level b1 of a variable 
B), the respective frequency of cases where these configurations are present (e.g., 3 
cases show levels of a1 and b1) and the consistency of the achieved outcome (e.g., 
2 out of the present 3 cases yielded the outcome 1). (II) This truth table is reduced 
by removing rows with insufficient frequency and/or consistency. For example, 
a configuration might be deemed as unreliable when it is based on a single case 
(frequency = 1) and has a consistency lower than 0.66. This is done to avoid QCA 
giving weight to implausible configurations. (III) In this step, the truth table for a 
given outcome (e.g., 1) is minimized. That is, the configurations yielding the out-
come are simplified until no further simplification can be achieved. For example, 
a path a1 * b1 * c1 is reduced to a1* b1 if the presence of c1 is not relevant to the 
outcome while a1 and b1 are. The remaining configurations (prime implicants) are 
then understood as alternative paths to achieve the outcome.

Originally developed for small samples and as a mere qualitative technique to 
substantiate presumptions (Ragin 2008), QCA is frequently applied with large 
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samples, particularly using the fuzzy set-variant fsQCA (e.g., Eggers et  al. 2020). 
Fuzzy sets allow the transformation of continuous variables into the absence-pres-
ence logic of QCA (range between 0 and 1). To clarify the present application and 
given the small sample in this research, we do not aim at representativeness and use 
clearly qualitative settings within the fsQCA framework (Schneider and Wagemann 
2010). Hence, we selected a frequency cutoff of 1 together with an inclusion con-
sistency threshold of 0.7. Further, applying the R package QCA, all variables are 
calibrated using standard procedures, i.e., values are directly transformed to fuzzy 
sets via quantile thresholds (0.05, 0.23, 0.41, 0.59, 0.77, 0.95). All fuzzy sets show 
monotonously increasing relationships with their untransformed raw values as 
intended. Finally, minimization also relates to the standard settings as well (Con-
sistency Cubes, cutoffs as described above). For the reasons discussed before, an 
absence of strategy is captured as the residual of effectuation and causation and logi-
cally omitted. It may be argued that communication strategies also show a residual 
perspective, i.e., that response communication is the communication style that is 
neither information nor involvement. In order to address this, we also present a sec-
ond solution without response.

4 � Results

4.1 � The interplay between decisions logics and communication strategy

4.1.1 � Scenario 1

Regarding RQ1, our results reveal three different scenarios regarding the interplay 
between decision logics and communication strategies. Three start-ups (#2, #5, #7) 
showed a comparatively high level of effectuation and at the same time employed 
mainly response communication strategy in social media. For example, the founder 
of start-up #5 describes the birth of his company as a process that started mainly 
from the means available to the entrepreneur, and not from prior market analysis 
or goal definitions. The company developed step by step: “It wasn’t the case that 
we said ‘Oh, there’s a huge niche in the market, we have to go in there now and 
then we tinker a product around it’, but it started small, it worked, it grew organi-
cally, it somehow made sense and then the project turned into a kind of part-time 

Table 6   Overall interviews: communication strategies and social media engagement

a Frequencies for the count of posts of communication strategies are calculated over all interviews in total 
– n(coded posts) = 1278
This number differs from the collected posts over all interviews – n(all posts) = 1407

Communication strategies # Posts (in %)a # Likes per post # Shares per post

Information strategy 28.50% 10.02 0.79
Response strategy 55.60% 16.44 0.93
Involvement strategy 15.90% 14.94 0.92
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job and somehow a matter close to my heart and a bigger project, and the bigger 
project eventually became a company” (Interview, start-up #5). Furthermore, the 
effectual logic of this case can be illuminated by its attitude toward competitors, as 
described by the founder: “So you meet again and again at events and exhibits or 
have email contact and help each other when it comes to the fact that you need help” 
(Interview, start-up #5). This network- and dialogue-oriented relationship approach, 
which stands in contrast to the attempt to protect one’s own business against rivals—
typically seen in causal decision logic—was also claimed by the founder in regard 
to his start-up’s social media communication. “This is very much dialogue oriented, 
because we always need feedback and (…) of course there is no point in simply 
sending a status update, (…)” (Interview, start-up #5). Interestingly, the way the 
start-up actually executes its social media communication is—in contrast to the 
statements in the interview—overwhelmingly dominated by response communica-
tion. A typical post by start-up #5 includes promotional content, such as advertise-
ments for its products or raffles. Generating feedback and interaction is not in the 
foreground, as the following post by the start-up on Facebook exemplifies: “And we 
at (…) will show you how it’s done. With our exclusive (…) voucher box you can 
taste our 25 absolute favorite locations. From cool street snacks to hip cafés to fine 
dining, everything is there. Until Saturday with the code Save 19% for loved ones. 
(…)” (Facebook post, start-up #5).

4.1.2 � Scenario 2

We identified two start-ups (#3, #4) in our sample that—in contrast to the case 
described earlier—are characterized by a higher degree of causation decision logic. 
As an example of this type, start-up #3 will be described in the following. While 
start-up #5 evolved organically, the interview with the founder of start-up #3 shows 
that founding his start-up was strongly goal-driven and largely based on analysis 
of the market situation: “For me, the main entry point to starting the business was 
the combination of the availability of technology right now for a very, very large 
group of people (…). The barriers to entry were very low. And that was combined 
with my personal drive for impact (…)” (Interview, start-up #3). Furthermore, the 
attitude towards competitors is oriented mainly in the direction of rivalry and protec-
tion, as the following statement illustrates: “Compared to the competition, we tried 
to explain that we are the only player in Germany, which in turn is the largest market 
in Europe, which is why it is better to invest in us than in a European competitor” 
(Interview, start-up #3). The founder of start-up #3 even mentions legal confron-
tations with competitors. “We had another competitor who sued us directly, with 
whom I had less communication, but rather through the lawyers. And with competi-
tors from other European cities, who are not taking my business away from me, but 
are taking away my investors” (Interview, start-up #3). Furthermore, the business 
model of start-up #3 is highly data-driven, which also represents a causal decision 
logic: the high priority of predictive logics and the attempt to minimize the impact 
of unexpected events. “If someone asked me what distinguishes us from the com-
petition, I would say, it is first of all a technology-driven approach, that is, the goal 
is to use technology to map all processes that are extremely manual at almost all 
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the competing companies” (Interview, start-up #3). The goal-driven approach of this 
start-up is also mentioned by the founder in regards to the communication strategy: 
“(…) we started at some point and said what is everyone’s goal, there is the (…) 
Objective Key Results Framework developed by Google, we introduced that and 
then said the objective for this quarter is (…)” (Interview, start-up #3). In coding the 
social media communication of Case 3 we found a mix of information and involve-
ment strategy. While some posts, especially on Twitter, communicated factual cor-
porate news: “Big news today: we are thrilled to announce that we’ve raised €15 
million in Series B (…). In 2019, we’ll be investing in our product and expanding 
our business model across Germany” (Twitter post, start-up #3), thereby represent-
ing the information strategy. Other posts revealed that the start-up uses social media 
to build a dialogue and even implements follower feedback: “You asked for it—our 
IT implemented it! Since the beginning of this week, you can specify your availabil-
ity in our app. So you only get job offers that suit you in terms of time. Ready, Set, 
(…)” (Facebook post, start-up #3).

4.1.3 � Scenario 3

Finally, we identified five start-ups (#1, #6, #8, #9, #10) which—in contrast to the 
aforementioned cases—showed relatively high degrees of strategy absence. In the 
following, start-up #1 will be described. This company operates in B2B as well as 
B2C markets. As the interview with the founder of this start-up reveals, the develop-
ment of the company as well as the social media communication of start-up #1 can 
be partly characterized by absence of strategy elements. Concerning the company 
development, for instance, the founder mentions the ad-hoc-solving of “a few fun-
damental difficulties that were not really on the list of our founding partners either. 
We slipped into it a bit unsensitized and a week before the launch, a lawyer friend of 
mine looked at it again and gave us two or three elementary points to go along with” 
(Interview start-up #1). The same pattern occurred in the interviews concerning 
the start-up’s social media communication. The following statements demonstrate 
that the company didn’t act strategically in regard to its messaging on social media: 
“We are going out now and just say ‘attack,’ it doesn’t matter, just get out and who-
ever wants to imitate something has to do something first” (Interview, start-up #1). 
Also, a target group definition seems to be lacking: “Externally, yes, I would say 
now let’s talk to everyone" (Interview, start-up #1). This start-up—in comparison to 
the aforementioned cases—only uses a minimal amount of involvement communica-
tion in its social media communications. Consequently, this company’s social media 
posts were mostly about response and information strategy. A typical post on Twitter 
would offer factual information on the followers’ legal rights: “You can also see a 
doctor during working hours—if there is no other way. Find out about your rights 
and exercise them! (…) #working hours # doctor visit # termination" (Twitter post, 
start-up #1). All in all, this company showed relatively low activity on social media. 
Accordingly, in the interview the founder stated the high relevance of face-to-face 
communication: “The more you depend on someone, the more important it is. So, I 
always try to make that happen as quickly as possible with a face-to-face conversa-
tion” (Interview, start-up #1).
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4.2 � fsQCA on the interplay between decision logics, communication strategies 
and social media outcomes

Addressing RQ2, and to gain a better understanding of the interplay between deci-
sion logics, communication strategies and social media engagement in terms of 
likes/post as well as shares/post, we conducted an fsQCA. First, we begin with an 
analysis that includes the response strategy (Tables 7, 8).

Our results reveal four paths of decision logics and communication strategies to 
shape social media success.

Regarding decision logics, our data shows that three different paths lead to social 
media success. The first type (path 1a) consists of firms with a low share of effectua-
tion as well as causation. Both decision logics, effectuation and causation, are barely 
existent in these firms, therefore we call them “laissez-faire” start-ups. This type 
of start-up is also present in path 2b. Second, path 1b identifies a type of start-up 
that uses a high proportion of causation and a low proportion of effectuation. We 
therefore call this type “planners.” The third path (2a) consists of a low proportion 
of effectuation and a medium proportion of causation, as causation is “not relevant” 
for this path, indicating that causation is in the irrelevance range (close to 0.5) and 
therefore corresponding to a medium proportion. Compared to the “laissez-faire”-
start-ups, this indicates a lower share of strategy absence than for the given number 
of effectuation elements, so more causation is obvious. We call this third type the 
“real hybrids” as they show a limited amount of causation.

Regarding the relevant mix of communication strategies that lead to social media 
engagement, the fsQCA reveals start-ups that combine information and involve-
ment communication. In other words, the posted content of these start-ups (path 1b: 

Table 7   Solution for the outcome of likes per post (with response)

Notes: Parsimonious solution. ●: Presence, ⚪: Absence, -: Not relevant
Cons.: Path consistency, Cov.: Path coverage, Uniq. cov.: Path unique coverage

Decision logics Communication strategies Quality criteria

Causation Effectauation Information Response Involvement Cons Cov Uniq. Cov

Path 1a ⚪ ⚪ ⚪ ● – 0.867 0.480 0.305
Path 1b ● ⚪ ● ⚪ ● 0.840 0.417 0.242

Table 8   Solution for the outcome of shares per post (with response)

Parsimonious solution. ●: Presence, ⚪: Absence, -: Not relevant
Cons.: Path consistency, Cov.: Path coverage, Uniq. cov.: Path unique coverage

Decision logics Communication strategies Quality criteria

Causation Effectauation Information Response Involvement Cons Cov Uniq. Cov

Path 2a - ⚪ ● ⚪ ● 0.927 0.517 0.322
Path 2b ⚪ ⚪ ⚪ ● ● 0.816 0.363 0.168
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planners, path 2a: real hybrids) seems to be a mixture of informational pieces that 
can be received passively by the readers, and at the same time content that attempts 
to provoke feedback and discussions. We term this as an active–passive mix. In con-
trast, the second communication strategy combination consists of a high proportion 
of response communication with only a few elements of information strategy (path 
1a). The content posted by these laissez-faire start-ups is aimed mainly at persuad-
ing followers in favor of the firm and its products or services. These promotional 
postings are combined with fewer content pieces that serve primarily to disseminate 
factual news and to provide information about, for instance, the company’s current 
business activities. Hence, we call this the response-heavy mix. Third, another com-
bination we found consisted also of a high proportion of response communication 
that comes with a high proportion of involvement (path 2b). Obviously, these lais-
sez-faire start-ups combine promotional content with more interactive postings to 
initiate dialogues, hereafter called active-heavy mix.

To summarize, decision logics and communication strategies explain social 
media engagement. In regard to the engagement measure of likes per post, we could 
identify two success paths: First, start-ups with neither an emphasis on causation nor 
on effectuation (laissez-faire) can generate likes per post when they employ mainly 
a response communication strategy that is combined with few informational pieces 
(response-heavy). Second, start-ups which exhibit a higher degree of causation logic 
(planners) may successfully generate social media engagement with an active–pas-
sive mix of informational content (factual news) and posts that are more aimed at 
provoking discussions among their followers.

In regard to social media outcomes in terms of shares per post, we also revealed 
two paths to success. Start-ups that fall under the type of real hybrids can also gen-
erate engagement with a combination of information and involvement (active–pas-
sive) strategy (the same way planners may generate likes per post), while the fsQCA 
shows that laissez-faire start-ups must combine involvement and response to gener-
ate shares per post (active-heavy mix).

As proposed before, omitting response communication may be plausible. We thus 
reran the analysis without it and yielded comparable results regarding both deci-
sion logic types and communication mixes (Tables 9, 10). First, all three types, plan-
ners (path 3a resembles path 1a), laissez-faire startups (path 3b resembles path 1a 
and 2b) and real hybrids (path 4 resembles path 2a) are still present. Second, with 
response omitted (NA), planners (for likes per post, path 3a) and real hybrids (for 

Table 9   Solution for the outcome of likes per post (without response)

Notes: Parsimonious solution. ●: Presence, ⚪: Absence, -: Not relevant
Cons.: Path consistency, Cov.: Path coverage, Uniq. cov.: Path unique coverage

Decision logics Communication strategies Quality criteria

Causation Effectauation Information Response Involvement Cons Cov Uniq. Cov

Path 3a ● ⚪ ● NA ● 0.827 0.441 0.242
Path 3b ⚪ ⚪ ⚪ NA ● 0.867 0.480 0.282
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shares per post, path 4) can successfully generate engagement via an active–passive 
mix of informational and involvement communication, thereby resembling the pre-
vious results (paths 1b and 2a). Likewise, laissez-faire startups can turn to an active-
heavy communication style when response is missing, as indicated before (path 3b 
resembles path 2b). Logically, as response is omitted, path 1a becomes irrelevant 
(Table 11).  

Due to the small sample, QCA-specific information on solution and path quality 
should not be overstated. However, we found sufficient consistency (all paths > 0.8), 
coverage (all paths > 0.3) and unique coverage, i.e., incrementally contributing paths 
(all > 0.01). Since path 4 is the only path of that solution, unique coverage is irrel-
evant. Solution quality is also sufficient with a coverage consistently larger than two 
thirds (for paths 1a and 1b: consistency = 0.856, coverage = 0.723; for paths 2a and 
2b: consistency = 0.848, coverage = 0.685; for paths 3a and 3b: consistency = 0.856, 
coverage = 0.723).

5 � Discussion

5.1 � Interpretation of results

This study attempted to investigate the relationship between decision logics and 
communication strategies (RQ1) as well as social media engagement (RQ2) in 

Table 10   Solution for the outcome of shares per post (without response)

Parsimonious solution. ●: Presence, ⚪: Absence, -: Not relevant
Cons.: Path consistency, Cov.: Path coverage, Uniq. cov.: Path unique coverage

Decision logics Communication strategies Quality criteria

Causation Effectauation Information Response Involvement Cons Cov Uniq. Cov

Path 4 − ⚪ ● NA ● 0.918 0.546 NA

Table 11   Central results from QCA at a glance

Outcome Conditions (outcome achieved by…)

Social media engagement Decision logic type Communication mix

1 Likes per post : Laissez-faire (no strat-
egy)

 +  Response-heavy

2 Shares per post : Laissez-faire (no strat-
egy)

 +  Active-heavy (response and 
involvement)

3 Likes per post : Planners (causation)  +  Active–passive (information 
and involvement)

4 Shares per post : Real hybrids (moderate 
causation)

 +  Active–passive(information 
and involvement)
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two ways: a qualitative case study approach and fsQCA. The qualitative case study 
revealed that high levels of effectuation coincide with response communication 
strategies. Causation relates to a mix of information and involvement strategies. 
Those companies that show a high degree of strategy absence (around or more than 
20% of all codes) work with response and information strategies.

Concerning the success of different combinations of decision logics and commu-
nication strategies on the level of social media engagement, the fsQCA shows that 
effectuation does not play a role when running successful social media communica-
tion. In fact, in all paths, an absence of effectual decision logics is best when creat-
ing successful social media communication!

Interestingly, following neither causal nor effectual logics (absence of strategy) 
in combination with a response or response/involvement-oriented communication 
style leads to social media success. When causal decision styles are present, a com-
bination of information and involvement communication styles is recommended. 
This is interesting since this combination was already found through the case study 
approach. fsQCA confirms that it leads to successful social media communication.

Regarding the role of communication strategies for creating social media engage-
ment it can be stated that there is no single successful communication strategy. At 
the same time, as involvement communication strategies are part of most success 
paths, it is clear that two-way-communication is essential to create engagement. In 
other words: an information strategy alone cannot lead to social media success. This 
is not surprising as dialogue and feedback are crucial features of social media net-
works. Nonetheless, information strategy, while often associated with communica-
tion in mass media, still has its place in social media communication, as its presence 
in several paths suggests.

5.2 � Theoretical implications

Our start-up interviews show that most follow an effectual decision logic. Interest-
ingly, when looking at the fsQCA, effectual logics do not lead to communication 
success. On the contrary, effectuation seems to stand in the way of successful social 
media communications. This backs up the literature arguing that effectuation is the 
dominant decision logic in start-ups (see e.g., Sarasvathy 2008) and contradicts the 
literature that implicitly assumes that effectuation is beneficial in general and in a 
communications context in particular. As Fischer and Reuber (2010, p. 3) state, 
“social interaction is one key element in the effectuation perspective” hinting at a 
successful interplay of effectual decision logics with involvement communication.

Instead, the fsQCA reveals that a combination of strategy absence and response/
involvement communication leads to communication success, as most of the suc-
cessful paths involve strategy absence. This is interesting since it is exactly the 
opposite of what the literature suggests. Absence of strategy may lead primarily to 
an information communication strategy, as this strategy is often practiced in an ad 
hoc-manner, requires less know-how and is less managed than the other two com-
munication strategies (Hallahan et  al. 2007). We see some support for this in the 
interviews, though the fsQCA comes to different conclusions.
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In both the interviews and the fsQCA, we find a combination of causal decision 
logics with information and involvement strategies. A causal decision logic is part of 
two success paths, which is in line with the mainstream view in strategic communi-
cation. This view is strongly associated with a causal decision logic as it emphasizes 
goal-driven communication programs (e.g., Austin and Pinkleton 2001), competitive 
analyses and brand positionings (e.g., Keller 2019) as well as expected returns and 
sophisticated communication evaluation techniques (Watson 2012). This approach is 
summarized in Holtzhausen and Zerfass’ (2013) definition of strategic communica-
tion as the "practice of deliberate and purposive communication a communication 
agent enacts in the public sphere on behalf of a communicative entity to reach set 
goals” (p. 274).

At the same time, the QCA shows that deliberate decision logics, namely effec-
tuation and, above all, causation are not necessary for creating social media engage-
ment. That means that success is also possible without, for example, a fixed defi-
nition of stakeholders and can be based on ad-hoc problem-solving instead of 
long-term planning. This finding is especially interesting as it relates to the grow-
ing body of literature on emergent communication, in which the lack of predefined 
goals, a low level of formalization and an absence of purpose in many (success-
ful) communicative practices is stated (Winkler and Etter 2018). In this context, Van 
Ruler (2015) argues that particularly in a digitalized communication environment, 
existing planning methods “provide an undesirable illusion of control” (p. 187) and 
are no longer suitable. Instead, she suggests that communication practices must be 
more flexible and open for change to be successful in the digital age. In fact, start-
ups move further and further away from planning. This is not only evident in the 
increasing popularity of the business model canvas (Osterwalder and Pigneur 2013), 
which is set to replace the traditional business plan. Trial-and-error, pivoting and 
testing are also important cornerstones of start-up logics such as lean start-up (Ries 
2011) and customer development (Blank and Dorf 2012) that are dominating the 
start-up world.

Our study provides initial empirical support for these theoretical reflections, 
as we see in our fsQCA that no-strategy decision logics can lead to social media 
engagement. The relevance of no-strategy logics is furthermore demonstrated in our 
case study analyses, which showed that all three decision logics occur simultane-
ously and are—to varying degrees—intertwined in communication activities of the 
start-ups we examined (see also Mansoori and Lackéus 2020).

5.3 � Practical implications

We started this manuscript by pointing out Hills’ (1987) statement that start-ups and 
small businesses face marketing challenges that can be related to a lack of resources, 
such as marketing skills, time, and money (Hills 1987). Social media communica-
tion is highly relevant for start-ups as it has the potential to generate engagement 
from stakeholders at relatively low costs. This is crucial as engagement in social 
media is not only linked to inducing word-of-mouth but may also lead to perceived 
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trust (Islam and Rahman 2016) and therefore increased legitimacy (Welter and 
Smallbone 2006) and firm performance (Kumar and Pansari 2016).

However, the question is: How can start-ups start and engage in successful social 
media communication? This study showed that social media success depends on 
combinations of decision logics and communication strategies. In contrast to the lit-
erature, a surprising result is that effectual decision logics do not favor social media 
success. This is not to say that effectuation is bad for a start-up in general. However, 
our findings suggest that effectuation is not advised when engaging in social media. 
Here it is rather useful to follow a planned, causal approach, which for example is 
manifested in advice such as using a content calendar, studying other companies’ 
social media posts and measuring social media success (Cooper and Tien 2020). 
Or, as an alternative, start-ups are advised to not follow any formal strategy when 
running social media campaigns. As described above, this manifests itself is advice 
such as trial-and-error, testing quickly and pivoting if necessary (Blank and Dorf 
2012).

According to our QCA results, we see different combinations of communication 
strategies and chosen decision logics. Also, all three communication strategies lead 
to social media success, so our findings do not point to a specific, most successful 
strategy. At the same time, information strategy alone did not lead to engagement. 
Therefore, start-ups should avoid relying solely on one-way communication meas-
ures such as distributing facts and figures or simply uploading information mate-
rial in social media networks that was created for other non-digital communication 
channels. In fact, a mix of posts—using content that alternates between information, 
response and involvement—is recommended. In the end, engaging followers with 
such a content mix not only makes sense from a theoretical but also from a practical 
point of view.

5.4 � Limitations and future research

Our study has some limitations and offers directions for future research. First, the 
generalizability of our results might be limited due to our sample being exclusively 
from the German-speaking world. Nevertheless, our study shows empirical evidence 
for the interplay of decision logics, communication strategies, and communication 
success. Still, quantitative studies could explore how decision logics can further 
stimulate or mediate social media communication and social media communication 
success. We found evidence that an interplay between decision logics and communi-
cation strategies may impact social media success that calls for future research set-
ting the empirical design up to a quantitative design. We suggest meditation models, 
such as a mediation by decision logics on communication strategies when studying 
social media success as an independent variable.

Second, we analyzed communication strategies and success and focused on the 
three key social media platforms (Twitter, Facebook, and LinkedIn). However, to 
avoid a selection bias, we double-checked for potential activities on other platforms 
to make sure that we did not overlook these activities. Even when companies were 



703

1 3

It takes two to tango: the interplay between decision logics,…

active in other networks (e.g., Instagram) we found that these activities were not 
much different from their activities in the networks under investigation.

Third, communication success is measured on social media only. Adding non-
social media communication channels to measure communication success repre-
sents an interesting avenue for future research. Also, we only analyzed communica-
tion success and not overall business performance success.

Last, our case studies indicate that the implementation of communication strate-
gies are not only associated with decision logics but also with the channel that is 
used to distribute the content. We find in the data that information strategy is typi-
cally implemented on Twitter, while involvement (and response) are rather used to 
communicate on Facebook. This finding is in line with the assumption that different 
social media channels not only come with different technical capabilities and fea-
tures but also that they are associated with characteristic engagement experiences 
and expectations (Buzeta et al. 2020). Voorveld et al. (2018) found that Facebook is 
strongly associated with engagement expectations related to social interaction. Fur-
ther studies should be implemented that take into account the role of different types 
of social media platforms in communication strategy building.

We hope that our study serves as a starting point to investigate the interplay of 
decision logics, communication strategies and communication success and ulti-
mately supports the development of start-ups.

Appendix 1: Codebook on decision logics

Category Code(s) Description Rule/ Coding 
instruction

Example

Causation
Basis for taking 

action
Goal-driven Goals, even when 

constrained by 
limited means, 
determine sub-
goals and actions

Interviewee names 
concrete goals 
(for the future)

“And as you grow 
your marketing 
objectives change, 
but in the early 
days of a startup 
and right now for 
us it is more about 
creating brand 
awareness (…) 
we have a market 
strategy to accom-
plish that.”

View of risk and 
resources

Expected-return Pursue new oppor-
tunities based 
on the expected 
value

Interviewee names 
company (key) 
figures

“We try to work 
more number 
oriented. That is, 
to see what works, 
proof-of-concept 
like, number 
driven.”
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Category Code(s) Description Rule/ Coding 
instruction

Example

Attitude towards 
outsiders

Competitive-
analysis

Protecting business 
opportunities 
against potential 
rivals

Interviewee sees 
competition as 
danger, fear that 
business idea 
will be “stolen”, 
distances own 
business from 
competitors

“There is a pretty 
large competitor 
who received a 
major financing 
round and who is 
of course a threat 
for us, we have 
them on the radar, 
we are watching 
them.”

Attitude towards 
unexpected 
events

Avoiding-sur-
prises

Minimizing the 
impact of unex-
pected events by 
prediction, plan-
ning, and focus

Interviewee talks 
about analysis to 
plan the future, 
takes precau-
tions to achieve 
desired results

“ (…) to give an 
example, we 
started Facebook 
communication a 
little later since we 
first had to analyze 
all these target 
groups to start this 
on the right foot”

View of the future Predictive-trends Predictive logic 
casts the future 
as a continuation 
of the past

Interviewee talks 
about using key 
business figures 
from the past 
to forecast the 
future

“(…) all these 
numbers in the 
background, 
numbers that show 
that we grow, 
that the customer 
base is stable and 
grows, that the 
software is stable, 
that we have loyal 
customers.”

Effectuation
Basis for taking 

action
Bird-in-hand Imagine new 

opportunities by 
starting from the 
available means

Interviewee refers 
to previous 
experiences, 
jobs, acquaint-
ances, existing 
(!) partnerships/ 
networks

“I built the partner-
ships through 
active partnerships 
of my past man-
agement consult-
ing projects.”

View of risk and 
resources

Affordable-loss Pursue opportuni-
ties by investing 
less than 
stakeholders can 
afford to lose

Interviewee uses 
own financial 
resources spar-
ingly. Inter-
viewee is aware 
that only limited 
funds are avail-
able

“(…) from the start 
we followed this 
bootstrapping 
approach, only 
worked with own 
resources.”
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Category Code(s) Description Rule/ Coding 
instruction

Example

Attitude towards 
outsiders

Crazy-quilt Sharing business 
opportunities 
with committed 
partners

Interviewee talks 
about build-
ing new (!) 
partnerships with 
competitors or 
third parties

“(…) this friend 
is with us from 
day one and 
helps us out. He 
worked on the 
financial model, 
on the legal form, 
financial planning, 
insurance, he 
supported us with 
a lot of things and 
never asked once 
to get anything in 
return.”

Attitude towards 
unexpected 
events

Lemonade Imaginative 
rethinking 
transforms the 
unexpected into 
new opportuni-
ties

Interviewee refers 
to situations 
when he/she 
learned from 
mistakes, trial 
and error prin-
cipal

“(…) I believe 
in the speed of 
innovation, that 
is making sure 
that problems 
and bottle necks 
get solved asap 
through learning 
(…).”

View of the future Pilot-in-the-plane The future is 
cocreated by 
willful agents

Interviewee 
reports that prod-
ucts are devel-
oped together 
with partners/ 
customers. Inter-
viewee reports 
that partners/ 
customers pro-
vide feedback

“The style has 
always been very, 
very personal, 
very intense and 
direct feedback 
that is also our 
company culture. 
Through social 
media we get 
direct feedback, is 
this cool or not so 
cool.”

Absence of strategy
Basis for taking 

action
Putting-out-fires Ad hoc problem 

solving
Interviewee 

talks about he/
she responds 
spontaneously 
to acute critical 
situations

“But how do we 
communicate to 
the team and to 
the customer that 
has been ad hoc 
and random.”
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Category Code(s) Description Rule/ Coding 
instruction

Example

View of risk and 
resources

Blinded-by-the-
light

Overconfidence 
by suppressing 
of risks and 
requirements

Interviewee 
reports his/her 
hope/attitude 
that “somehow” 
something posi-
tives will occur

“This one com-
petitor runs these 
marketing and PR 
things, we have 
the strategy to 
simply say we pig-
gyback a little bit 
to raise awareness 
for our company. 
We believe the 
competitor will 
not survive for 
long with this 
approach, so their 
PR, which they 
started with their 
financing, will 
then be positive 
for us.”

Attitude towards 
outsiders

Walking-alone No analysis and 
no definition 
of stakeholder 
relations

Interviewee does 
not care about 
contacts with 
competitors. 
No definition 
of customers or 
customer groups

“We are creating 
those things for 
the first time so we 
don’t work with 
any partners.”

Attitude towards 
unexpected 
events

Dead-end Surprising events 
cannot get lever-
aged

Interviewee refers 
to actions that 
ended without 
“profit”

“Well yes, if we 
couldn’t solve it 
we tried to solve 
it at least through 
communication. 
We could solve 
it but then the 
one side was not 
happy. That also 
happens.”
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Category Code(s) Description Rule/ Coding 
instruction

Example

View of the future No-control The future is not 
controllable

Interviewee 
believes that 
present actions 
have no bearing 
on the future

“You want in fact 
provide a very 
open environment 
and culture to 
your team so that 
they collaborate 
together and you 
want them to 
communicate. You 
don’t want any 
control about it”

Adapted from Hauser et al. (2020)

Appendix 2: Codebook communication strategies

Codes(s) Description Typical activity in social 
media / Coding instruc-
tion

Example

Information strategy Unilateral dissemination 
of information from the 
start-up

One-way-communication
No stakeholder definition

The start-up is submit-
ting factual news

No feedback is intended

“cebit2018 here we come. 
The crew is looking 
forward to #digital and 
#innovation. We are 
excited for the new 
format.”

(translated from German)
Response strategy The objective of the 

communication is to 
persuade stakeholders

Two-way-asymmetrical 
communication

Specified target groups 
based on research

The start-up is posting 
promotional content 
that may include 
dialogic elements, e.g. 
raffles

“Well, who is watching 
‘Lions Den’ tonight ‚lion 
emoji‘?

Then get a lions deal: 
our set of 2 exklusive 
TASTES OF HAM-
BURG / BERLIN / 
KÖLN voucher box with 
15% discount ‚present 
emoji‘

Just enter the code ’löwen-
dealhh’ / ’löwendealber’ 
/ ’löwendealcgn’ in 
your shopping cart ‚lion 
emoji‘"

(translated from German)
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Codes(s) Description Typical activity in social 
media / Coding instruc-
tion

Example

Involvement strategy The communication 
objective is mutual 
understanding

Two-way-symmetric 
communication

Stakeholders are seen as 
dialogue partners

The start-up initiates 
dialogues on eye level

The star-tup aims at 
generating feedback 
and signals to imple-
ment the feedback in 
product, service or 
corporate strategy

“Inspired by #Foodfor-
ThoughtBerlin, our food 
& beverage panel last 
month, we’ve worked 
with our wonderful 
partners to assemble sus-
tainable recipes for you 
to try at home: http://​bit.​
ly/​2PEPx​ft

Let us know what you 
think!”

(Original post is in 
English)

On the basis of Morsing and Schultz (2006), van Ruler (2004), Grunig and Hunt (1984)
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