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Abstract
Entrepreneurial communication is vital for acquiring resources and building stake-
holder relations in startups. This research stream has grown rapidly in recent years 
and has developed as a multidisciplinary field at the interface of communication and 
entrepreneurship. However, this rapid development and the plethora of associated 
perspectives have led to a diverse and fragmented research field with different foci 
and concepts, making structural overviews difficult. Against this background, we 
conducted a bibliometric analysis to uncover the hidden structure of previous entre-
preneurial communication research and to guide scholars toward a future research 
agenda. First, we identified 383 articles via the Scopus database, published in 245 
academic sources, that covered nearly 50  years of research. We then connected 
the results of previous research using co-occurrence analysis and a thematic map 
to highlight the intellectual structure of the field and offer insights into its research 
clusters. Our algorithmic historiographic analysis illustrates the development of 
the field over time and highlights upcoming topics. Overall, entrepreneurial com-
munication is crucial, particularly for startups engaging in resource acquisition for 
employee and investor relations with venture capitalists and business angels.
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1 Introduction

Communication is vital for entrepreneurs to overcome weaknesses and build rela-
tionships with their stakeholders and major resource providers (Fischer and Reu-
ber 2014). Recently, research has seen an increasing number of studies addressing 
the communication activities of startups and entrepreneurs under the umbrella of 
entrepreneurial communication or startup communication (Fischer and Reuber 
2014; Godulla and Men 2022; Gossel 2022; Wiesenberg et  al. 2020). Broadly, 
we may equate entrepreneurial communication with all communication emanat-
ing from startups, but focusing on more group-oriented subcategories, such as 
investor relations (Kollmann and Kuckertz 2006; Moritz et al. 2015), public rela-
tions (Chen et  al. 2021), or employee relations and leadership communication 
(Men et  al. 2018, 2021a) makes entrepreneurial communication activities more 
concrete. We know from these previous studies that entrepreneurs must undertake 
multiple communication tasks to support their stakeholder relationships. Further-
more, since entrepreneurs rely heavily on these relationships (Pollack et al. 2017), 
from a strategic perspective, communication can play an essential role in ensur-
ing an organization’s survival (Zerfass et al. 2018).

As new actors on the market, entrepreneurs must signal that they are part of it, 
and in doing so, they must communicate to their different stakeholders their start-
ups’ existence (Sing and Aust 2022). Furthermore, to grow and survive, entrepre-
neurs need different resources from these stakeholders (Huang and Knight 2017). 
Moreover, this lack of resources is also countered by entrepreneurial communica-
tion as it is essential for resource acquisition (Martens et  al. 2007; Wiesenberg 
et al. 2020); it helps to create legitimacy (Nagy et al. 2012) and is part of trust 
building (Kaiser and Berger 2021) with these stakeholders to create the exchange 
of resources. In this vein, previous research describes entrepreneurs’ role as com-
munication agents (Men et al. 2021a).

However, in today’s volatile business environment, there is also a need for 
change and new requirements for entrepreneurial communication. On the one 
hand, the digital transformation, with its many different social media channels, 
is radically changing how entrepreneurs communicate (Olanrewaju et  al. 2020), 
from a former personal level to online and sometimes anonymous mass communi-
cation. Moreover, this digital communication transformation process was acceler-
ated by the COVID-19 pandemic (Statista 2020), which limited face-to-face com-
munication (Ratten 2020). Thus, new opportunities associated with technological 
progress are influencing entrepreneurial communication, as external events (e.g., 
crises) are changing established behaviors. On the other hand, another transfor-
mation process—sustainability transformation (Hinderer et  al. 2021; Hockerts 
and Wüstenhagen 2010; Johnson and Schaltegger 2020)—is underway, also shap-
ing entrepreneurial communication. Furthermore, globalization is compounding 
these developments by connecting people in different cultural contexts, which is 
why entrepreneurial communication must consider cultural aspects (Godulla and 
Men 2022). Because of these developments, research and practice on entrepre-
neurial communication must deal with considerable complexity.
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In an overview, Wiesenberg et  al. (2020) provided the first assessment of the 
research status quo concerning entrepreneurial communication and identified six 
dimensions: resource acquisition, internal communication, external communi-
cation, branding, entrepreneurs’ communication, and strategic communication. 
These different dimensions, each garnering many publications, produced a diverse 
field of research that is extremely complex and heterogeneous. In general, such a 
situation makes it difficult for researchers to take an overview, is challenging for 
further research development, and can hinder the expansion of knowledge (Kraus 
et al. 2021). Furthermore, entrepreneurial communication research is conducted at 
the intersection of communication research (Men et  al. 2021a) and entrepreneur-
ship research (Fischer and Reuber 2014), further complicating the situation. Conse-
quently, in a recent editorial for a special issue on startup communication, Godulla 
and Men (2022) described the research stream in this field as scattered and called for 
a systematic unifying perspective.

Against this background, we conducted a bibliometric analysis to provide an 
overview of the current state of knowledge and the structure of entrepreneurial com-
munication research (Block and Fisch 2020; Donthu et  al. 2021; Zupic and Čater 
2015). Hence, this study answers the research question regarding the thematic struc-
tures of entrepreneurial communication in published research and how the discourse 
has developed over time. Furthermore, the results allow us to propose how research 
on entrepreneurial communication could and should develop and which topics will 
be relevant for future research.

We examined a dataset of 383 articles by 849 authors, associated with 22,086 
references, taken from the Scopus database to answer the research question. Such an 
extensive dataset does not lend itself to a structured literature review but makes bib-
liometric analysis preferable (Zupic and Čater 2015). Furthermore, given the broad 
scope of entrepreneurial communication research, bibliometric methods are poten-
tially helpful in structuring the research field (Donthu et al. 2021).

A key finding of our thematic mapping was that previous research has focused 
on communication in the context of resource acquisition—employee relations for 
human resources and investor relations for financial resources. In particular, com-
munication with investors is a vast field of research that has drawn significant atten-
tion, as indicated by the most influential articles in terms of citations.

With this paper, we make two contributions based on bibliometric analysis (Block 
and Fisch 2020; Donthu et al. 2021). First, as necessary in emerging and evolving 
fields (Moritz and Block 2022), we contribute to structuring the research on entre-
preneurial communication, showing its thematic evolution. Due to the scattered 
research landscape, a reliable overview is missing so far (Godulla and Men 2022; 
Wiesenberg et al. 2020). Primarily through the interplay of two disciplines—com-
munication and entrepreneurship—we contribute by revealing their content struc-
tures and identifying trends. Since Wiesenberg et al. (2020) have already highlighted 
initial research areas in their literature review, we extended their approach by fur-
ther elaborating on the underlying structures of the entrepreneurial communication 
research field by using bibliometric analyses. Furthermore, our findings are summa-
rized in an integrative framework. Thus, we are meeting the demand for further sys-
tematic perspectives in this field of research (Godulla and Men 2022; Wiesenberg 
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et  al. 2020). Second, building on our results, we suggest future research areas for 
entrepreneurial communication and propose a research agenda grounded in existing 
research.

We have structured the remainder of this paper as follows. In Sect. 2, we describe 
the methods and analytical techniques. The results concerning the descriptive struc-
ture of the research field follow in Sect. 3. The thematic analysis based on science 
mapping is then presented in Sect. 4. Building on these analyses and findings, we 
develop an integrative framework and suggest a research agenda for future entre-
preneurial communication research in Sect. 5, give practical implications in Sect. 6, 
show the limitations in Sect. 7 and conclude the paper in Sect. 8.

2  Methods

2.1  Data collection

We used the Scopus database to identify relevant academic articles with an entre-
preneurial communication focus which researchers employ widely for bibliometric 
analysis in entrepreneurship research (Anand et  al. 2021; Dolhey 2019; Pellegrini 
et  al. 2020). Previous research highlighted the enormous scope of the database 
(Anand et al. 2021) and the quality of the covered journals (Dolhey 2019). Scopus 
is a citation database that comprises over 84 million records, of which more than 26 
million relate to peer-reviewed journals (Scopus 2022). Accordingly, this database is 
suitable for helping emerging research fields gain the broadest possible insight (Pel-
legrini et  al. 2020); in our case into entrepreneurial communication developments 
(Godulla and Men 2022).

In selecting the keywords, we considered the diversity of entrepreneurial com-
munication to obtain a comprehensive picture of this research stream. Thus, we con-
sidered entrepreneurial or startup communication (Godulla and Men 2022; Wiesen-
berg et  al. 2020), impression management and self-presentation (Collewaert et  al. 
2021; Parhankangas and Ehrlich 2014), pitch presentations (Balachandra et al. 2021; 
Clingingsmith et al. 2022), investor relations (Moritz et al. 2015), public relations 
(Chen et al. 2021), storytelling (Chapple et al. 2021), rhetoric (Allison et al. 2013), 
and narrative (Martens et al. 2007; Williams et al. 2016). The following search terms 
emerged from these considerations: (entrepreneur* OR startup* OR “start-up*” OR 
“new venture*” OR “small firm*” OR founder OR SME OR “small enterpris*” OR 
“small enterpriz*”) AND (“impression management” OR communicat* OR pitch* 
OR “self-presentation” OR “self presentation” OR storytelling OR rhetoric* OR 
narrativ* OR “public relations” OR PR OR “investor relations”).

Overall, the first part of the search string covered different variations of entre-
preneurial, and the second part covered the central concepts of communication, 
enabling us to search for entrepreneurial communication articles. This strategy also 
covered most of the keywords relating to Wiesenberg et al. (2020), extended in the 
communication part of the search string with more detailed keywords (e.g., impres-
sion management, pitch, and storytelling). However, our keywords differed from 
those of Wiesenberg et  al. (2020) because we did not use marketing or branding 
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keywords. Indeed, Wiesenberg et al. (2020) pointed out that their findings on start-
ups’ strategic communication covered two core areas: entrepreneurial marketing 
and entrepreneurial communication. Because our bibliometric analysis emphasized 
entrepreneurial communication, we focused on communication keywords. Never-
theless, we also identified entrepreneurial marketing articles but only those directly 
related to communication and thus part of marketing communication (Park and Loo 
2022; Wallnöfer and Hacklin 2013).

Following previous bibliometric analyses, we used this search string to search the 
titles for relevant articles (Deyanova et al. 2022; Kalantari et al. 2017; Kraus et al. 
2014) up to October 5, 2022.1 In line with these studies, the title search helped iden-
tify articles closely connected to our topic (Deyanova et al. 2022). Thus, we iden-
tified articles that addressed our research focus, and this procedure allowed us to 
access a larger dataset for entrepreneurial communication. The first search of Scopus 
returned 703 articles, but additional filters, which were used as exclusion criteria, 
reduced this finally to 383 articles.

On the one hand, we included only journal articles for further analysis (Anand 
et al. 2021; Block et al. 2020). On the other hand, we limited the analysis to the Sco-
pus categories Business, Management and Accounting, Economics, Econometrics 
and Finance, and Social Sciences. This approach enabled us to cover entrepreneurial 
communication articles in communication journals (Men et  al. 2018, 2021a) and 
entrepreneurship or management journals (Davis et al. 2017; Martens et al. 2007) if 
they fell into different subject categories. For example, the International Journal of 
Strategic Communication is listed in Scopus under Social Sciences but has recently 
published articles on entrepreneurial communication (Godulla and Men 2022; Gos-
sel 2022). Furthermore, we only included articles in the English language (Block 
et al. 2020; Deyanova et al. 2022). This procedure resulted in a final sample of 383 
articles with 22,086 references. Figure 1 summarizes the data collection process.

2.2  Bibliometric analysis

For various reasons, this study relied on bibliometric analysis to uncover the struc-
ture of previous entrepreneurial communication research (Block and Fisch 2020; 
Donthu et al. 2021; Zupic and Čater 2015). First, bibliometrics are helpful for broad 
areas of research (Block and Fisch 2020; Donthu et al. 2021), which was the case 
with the present study covering 383 articles. In addition, this research area contains 
various subcategories of communication (e.g., employee relations, investor rela-
tions, and public relations). Second, although earlier researchers worked only with 
print journals, there has been a rapid increase in digital publications, posing the 
challenge of managing large volumes of publications (Kraus et al. 2021). Therefore, 

1 We are aware that it is common in some bibliometric analyses to include only complete years in the 
analysis. Thus, if the search query takes place in the middle of the year, as in our study, the search year 
is often excluded for further analysis. However, since this research stream is still developing, we did not 
want to exclude any relevant articles by using an artificial cut-off. In particular, in a first initial screen-
ing, we discovered that an important special issue on entrepreneurial communication was published in 
spring 2022, which would be excluded with a year cut-off. We therefore followed the study by Block 
et al. (2020), who conducted a bibliometric analysis including March 2019.
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bibliometric analysis methods allow for analyzing massive amounts of data without 
cognitive limitations (Pellegrini et al. 2020). Such an analytical approach can reveal 
research structures based on quantitative methods (Zupic and Čater 2015). Third, 
the main objective of our study was to summarize entrepreneurial communication 
research, identify its overarching structure (Block and Fisch 2020), and explore 
emerging patterns (Donthu et al. 2021).

Because various techniques are available for bibliometric analyses (Donthu et al. 
2021), we briefly explain the techniques we employed to achieve our research goal. 
In detail, we used the Bibliometrix R package with the Biblioshiny application for 
the central part of our analysis (Aria and Cuccurullo 2017)—valuable tools used for 
previous bibliometric analysis (Forliano et al. 2021; Singh and Walia 2022). We also 
used CitNetExplorer (another relevant tool for conducting bibliometric analysis) to 
complement this approach (van Eck and Waltman 2014).

To gain an initial overview of the themes in entrepreneurial communication 
research, we used a co-occurrence analysis and employed relevant keywords. Co-
occurrence (sometimes co-word) analysis provides an overview of the structure of a 
research field by analyzing the relationships between words (Zupic and Čater 2015).

For the visual preparation of co-occurrences and detailed analysis, we used a the-
matic map (Cobo et al. 2011) to cluster the research themes into four fields to assess 
their initial relevance (Aria et al. 2022; Aria and Cuccurullo 2017). To illustrate the 
evolution of entrepreneurial communication research over time, in addition to purely 
descriptive analysis, we also prepared a historiograph (Garfield 2004). Historiogra-
phy shows how prominent individual articles are related to others across a timeline. 
These two analyses formed the core of our study of entrepreneurial communication 
research. We supplemented the content analysis with further descriptive analyses by 
examining our research field’s developments over time and essential journals in the 
field. In summary, we incorporated both performance analysis and science mapping 
into our study. Table 1 summarizes our main techniques with short descriptions and 
the key tools utilized.

Fig. 1  Article identification process
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3  Descriptive map of the field

3.1  Evolution of entrepreneurial communication as a research field

The first article identified in this analysis was published in 1973, so this bibliometric 
analysis covers the period 1973–2022 (up to October 5, 2022). However, all arti-
cles before 2003 were bundled together for a better overview. Before this period, 
research on entrepreneurial communication was relatively sparse and produced only 
a few articles per year (i.e., 21 articles were published from 1973 to 2003). The most 
productive year for publications was 2022, with 52 articles identified during the data 
collection in October, followed by 2020 and 2021, each with 49 articles. Overall, the 
results showed that 201 of the 383 articles were published between 2018 and 2022, 
meaning that 52% of the sample fell into this period. Research on entrepreneurial 
communication gained momentum during this period and developed from an emer-
gent phase to a growth phase.

The first 9  months of 2022 included more than twice as many publications as 
the first period (1973–2003). There may be many reasons for this. First, 2020–2022 
was a particularly productive period, during which the COVID-19 pandemic struck, 
and researchers might have used the lockdowns to write articles (n = 49 in 2021 and 
2020; n = 52 in 2022). In our case, this meant more research on entrepreneurial com-
munication. Second, the data revealed that “new” communication researchers have 
recently become increasingly involved in entrepreneurial communication studies 
and have influenced the number of publications. This situation suggests that other 
disciplines have boosted entrepreneurial communication. Figure 2 shows the devel-
opment of entrepreneurial communication research based on published articles per 
year, naming the different developmental phases.

3.2  Important journals for entrepreneurial communication research

The 383 articles in this sample were published in 245 journals. The most produc-
tive journal was the Journal of Business Venturing, with 16 articles, followed by the 
International Journal of Strategic Communication, with 12 articles. This constella-
tion further highlighted that entrepreneurial communication lies at the intersection 
of communication and entrepreneurship since the two most productive journals each 
covered one of these academic disciplines. The Journal of Business Venturing was 
the most influential in terms of total citations (TCs), with 1421 citations for 16 arti-
cles to date. However, the International Journal of Strategic Communication was 
the journal with the second least citations (TCs: 8) among our top 15 rankings due 
to the recency of the articles (11 of the 12 articles in this journal were not published 
until 2022). In the following places were Entrepreneurship: Theory and Practice, 
with eight articles, and Sustainability, with eight articles. Regarding citations, the 
Academy of Management Journal occupied second place (TCs: 817) with four over-
all articles, followed by Entrepreneurship: Theory and Practice in third place (TCs: 
542).
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Table 2 lists the top 15 journals according to the number of publications, sup-
plemented by further information, such as the journal ranking according to different 
rating scores. The table includes 15 journals publishing at least four articles. Over-
all, the fragmented structure of the research field was reflected in the distribution of 
the 383 articles across the journals. The 15 most productive journals published 95 of 
the 383 articles, corresponding to nearly 25%, whereas 230 journals published only 
1–3 articles.

Furthermore, we used two established rating scores to evaluate journal quality: 
the SCImago Journal Rank (SJR) and the Association of Business Schools Rank-
ing (ABS). The journal with the highest SJR (10.874) and ABS values (4*) in this 
sample was the Academy of Management Journal, with 4 articles out of the overall 
383 articles. Other top-rated journals included the Journal of Business Venturing 
(SJR, 5.829; ABS, 4), Entrepreneurship: Theory and Practice (SJR, 3.353; ABS, 
4), Journal of Business Research (SJR, 2.316; ABS, 3), and Technological Forecast-
ing and Social Change (SJR, 2.336; ABS, 3). This result indicated that the journals 
with the highest (SJR and/or ABS) rankings mainly originated in the management or 
entrepreneurship literature but that entrepreneurial communication research from a 
communication perspective is growing.

3.3  Important articles in entrepreneurial communication research

Although older articles often included a higher number of citations, this overview 
is heterogeneous, so the articles with the most frequent Scopus citations were 

Fig. 2  Articles per year in Scopus
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published in the period 1996–2017. The article with the most frequent citations 
(TC: 466) was published by Martens et al. (2007). In their paper, the authors dis-
cussed the use of narratives, especially storytelling, in the context of resource 
acquisitions and showed how they influenced decision-making processes. In sec-
ond place for the most frequent citations (TC: 275) was Sapienza and Korsgaard 
(1996), with their study on communication through feedback in the entrepre-
neur–investor relationship showing that feedback supports the positive shaping 
of investor relations. Third-ranked for citations (TC: 265) was Davis et al. (2017), 
with a further article on communication to acquire financial resources. In the con-
text of entrepreneurial crowdfunding activities, the authors examined communi-
cation in online pitches and showed that communication product creativity could 
positively influence the acquisition process. The following article in this ranking 
(TC: 232) was the Introduction to the special issue Entrepreneurial Narrative: 
Greif Symposium on Emerging Organizations, written by Gartner (2007). This 
article provided an initial overview of the use of narratives for entrepreneurship 
research. Next was Rae (2005), with an article on entrepreneurial learning (TC: 
205). This article referred to communication in a broad sense, analyzing the life 
stories of startup founders. The results of this study build a triadic model of entre-
preneurial learning, meaning that entrepreneurial communication was a central 
part of the research design. Garud et al. (2014b) and their article on entrepreneur-
ial storytelling followed in sixth place (TC: 204), examining projective storytell-
ing to take a closer look at its effects on generating legitimacy. In their theoretical 
paper, the authors highlighted various possibilities and pointed to challenges in 
implementation. In seventh place (TC: 199) was Garud et al. (2014a), who exam-
ined how entrepreneurs use narratives in their communication to contextualize 
their innovations. The next (TC: 169) was Padilla and Pagano (1997), with their 
research on communication in the financial context of banks. Another article on 
communication for resource acquisition, by Allison et al. (2013) and ranked ninth 
(TC: 166), was devoted to rhetoric, examining how it affects microlending and 
showing that the communication context influences decision speed. The results 
suggested that communicated innovativeness is associated with greater investor 
risk and can influence the investment pace. Finally, the oldest paper in this rank-
ing was Gassenheimer et  al. (1996), ranked tenth (TC: 160). This article dealt 
with communication in the context of entrepreneurial cooperation, especially in 
the context of franchise systems. As a key result, the authors showed that commu-
nication can influence satisfaction in cooperative relationships.

Based on this initial analysis of the leading articles (according to citations) 
within entrepreneurial communication research, we noted that communication 
with resource providers, particularly investors, has been a leading research stream. 
Investor communication is, therefore, a defining area of previous entrepreneurial 
communication research. It is also interesting that the authors of previous research 
approached this communication from different directions, such as narrative, rhet-
oric, or even storytelling. Moreover, the Journal of Business Venturing was again 
in the lead for the number of articles and its influence on the ranking. Thus, these 
results showed that 3 of the 10 seminal papers were published therein. Table 3 pro-
vides an overview of the top 10 articles sorted by Scopus citations.
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4  Science mapping

4.1  Conceptual structure with thematic mapping

To show the conceptual structure of entrepreneurial communication research, we 
built a thematic map using Bibliometrix (Aria et  al. 2022; Aria and Cuccurullo 
2017). Based on the co-occurrence of the authors’ keywords, we identified the first 
thematic clusters within the research area (Block et  al. 2020).2 The thematic map 
then helped us concretize the identified networks and, in particular, compare them 
in a matrix to obtain a detailed analysis of the co-occurrences (Aria et  al. 2022). 
This procedure made it possible to evaluate research topics in four clusters: niche, 
motor, emerging/declining, and basic (Cobo et  al. 2011). These four clusters are 
now briefly described based on explanations provided by previous studies (Aria 
et al. 2022; Cobo et al. 2011; Forliano et al. 2021).

Niche themes are specialized topics with minor relevance to the research area but 
have connections to other low-relevance topics. In contrast, some topics were highly 
important to the research field and well developed—the motor themes. The basic 
themes were less developed but equally important. Finally, emerging or declining 
topics lack development and are likewise of relatively marginal importance, so we 
summarized them under emerging/declining themes. These four clusters fell along 
two axes: the X-axis, which described the relevance of a topic (relevance degree), 
and the Y-axis, which indicated the stage of development (development degree).

Motor themes We included three directly assignable clusters in our thematic map. 
The largest cluster in our sample was highly developed and the most relevant, repre-
sented by the terms communication, the abbreviation for small-medium sized enter-
prises (SMEs), and innovation. Another cluster included entrepreneurial learning, 
resilience, and entrepreneurial storytelling. The third motor theme bundled impres-
sion management, business angels, and communication skills. Two other clusters 
were identified during the transition to basic themes. One cluster included startup, 
social media, and leadership; the other represented entrepreneurship education, 
entrepreneurialism, and higher education.

Basic themes We identified four clusters of basic themes. The first cluster, with 
the highest relevance but the least development, included entrepreneurship, narra-
tive, and crowdfunding. Content analysis, narrative analysis, and entrepreneurial 
narrative constituted a further (second) cluster with a lower degree of development. 
The remaining themes fell into the third cluster, including legitimacy, marketing 
communication, and international new ventures, and the final cluster (Cluster 4), 
related to the keywords human capital and narrative paradigm.

Emerging/declining themes We bundled the topics in this map into five direct 
clusters with approximately similar values for relevance and degree of devel-
opment. Four of these clusters had in common that they contained only one 
keyword: Cluster 1 referred to communicative competence, and Cluster 2 to 

2 Figure 6 in the Appendix shows the traditional co-occurrence network for our sample as an extension 
of this analysis.
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competences. Cluster 3 referred to entrepreneurial networks, Cluster 4 to entre-
preneurial passion, and Cluster 5 to performativity and process.

Niche themes Overall, we identified seven small clusters in this quadrant. 
Similar to the emerging/declining themes, we found three clusters with simi-
lar values for their relevance and development degree. Cluster 1 included the 
keywords categories and cultural entrepreneurship and was the cluster with the 
highest degree of development but a low value for relevance. Next was Cluster 
2, including investment, pitching, and experiment, followed by Cluster 3, includ-
ing agency and education policy, and Cluster 4, including intersectionality and 
organizational identity. Cluster 5 included collaboration, communication strat-
egy, and open innovation; Cluster 6 included evaluation and the abbreviation for 
fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis (fscqa); and Cluster 7 included India, 
narrative inquiry, and narrative policy framework.

 To ensure the readability of the figure, we restricted the clusters to a maxi-
mum of three words. In addition, we adjusted the circles in Emerging/declin-
ing themes and Niche themes to make the clusters more readable since, initially, 
these clusters lay directly on top of each other in their quadrants and were not 
readable. Based on the summarizing table and the visualized clusters in the 
thematic map, we noticed that impression management and business angels 
emerged as important motor themes for entrepreneurial communication in the 
upper right quadrant of the matrix. Overall, the relevance of stakeholder com-
munication was evident in different clusters. Figure 3 shows the four quadrants 
with their thematic foci.

Fig. 3  Thematic map of entrepreneurial communication research
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4.2  Intellectual structure with historiographic mapping

Having already gained an initial insight into the development of the research field 
through the descriptive analysis (Sect. 3.1), we now sought to deepen the analysis. 
To understand the development of entrepreneurial communication research and its 
intellectual structure in a temporal context, we used a historiograph. This approach 
made it possible to understand core papers in their temporal contexts and their rela-
tionships to each other. Historiographs provide insights into the citation network 
of a research field and how documents are connected (Garfield 2004; van Eck and 
Waltman 2014). The result of such an analysis is a timeline that shows the years of 
publication for core publications and uses lines to visualize the citation relationships 
between documents. This approach provides an overview of how individual studies 
have contributed to developing a research field over time (Garfield 2004) and helps 
uncover influential studies in a chosen research field (Budler et al. 2021). We devel-
oped an algorithm-based historiograph using CitNetExplorer, following van Eck and 
Waltman (2014). Since this tool is primarily used for Web of Science datasets, we 
used the R package Scopus2CitNet (RStudio 2023) to prepare data for entry into 
CitNetExplorer and facilitate processing the Scopus dataset. We then analyzed and 
visualized our dataset using CitNetExplorer, using a minimum of 10 citations.

As mentioned above, historiographic mapping is an algorithmic analysis of 
a research stream and presents its core documents as a citation network (Garfield 
2004). It is, therefore, a method to aggregate the topics of a research field (Kuckertz 
and Block 2021). In this vein, the algorithm analyzes the connection between arti-
cles through their citations, identifies core documents, and shows how topic clusters 
evolve (Vogel et al. 2021). The historiography results are visualized in a map show-
ing the chronological development of the research field over time. In doing so, the 
Y-axis represents the timeline with the years the main articles are published (Budler 
et al. 2021). While traditional citation analysis primarily identifies clusters, the his-
toriographic map extends this with the connection of the publication year and pre-
sents a timeline. Overall, this algorithmic-driven form of analysis and visualization 
of core documents and networks is emerging in the management and entrepreneur-
ship literature. For example, Budler et al. (2021) use this approach to give an over-
view of the business model research and its underlying network, Bretas and Alon 
(2021) apply it in the context of franchise research, Ghura et al. (2022) provide a 
picture for corporate entrepreneurship and Alnajem et al. (2021) use historiographic 
mapping for the circular economy research stream.

Although our dataset covered nearly 50  years of publication, the intellectual 
structures of the field were still nascent. Figure  2 has already shown that, from 
2004 onwards, there was continuous progress in the development of entrepreneurial 
communication research. This result was also reflected in our historiograph since 
coherent structures were clearly visible from 2004. From 1973 to 2005, the studies 
showed few interrelationships, so we focused on 2005 onward in this analysis. The 
results of our historiographic mapping are illustrated in Fig. 4 and show three core 
clusters overall.

Cluster 1, on the left side of the figure, focuses on narrative as a component of 
entrepreneurial communication for founders and other stakeholders (Down and 
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Warren 2008; Hamilton 2014; Harmeling 2011; Muñoz and Cohen 2018; Roundy 
2016; Roundy and Bayer 2019). In detail, this research cluster examined identity-
building narratives (Down and Warren 2008) in entrepreneurial ecosystems (Roundy 
2016; Roundy and Bayer 2019) or sustainable startups (Muñoz and Cohen 2018). 
Furthermore, this cluster also focused on the communication used by stakehold-
ers when talking about failed startups (Mantere et al. 2013). Roundy’s (2016) and 
Gartner’s (2007) studies built a bridge between the narrative cluster and the second 
cluster, initialized by Martens et al. (2007).

Cluster 2, in the middle of the figure, primarily considered communication dedi-
cated to acquiring resources and built on the foundation of earlier work by Martens 
et al. (2007), which formed the indirect or direct cornerstone of this cluster (Allison 
et al. 2013; Lucas et al. 2016; Manning et al. 2020; Manning and Bejarano 2017; 
Pollack et al. 2012; Shane et al. 2020; van Werven et al. 2019). In this regard, com-
munication was often considered in the context of an investor pitch to examine the 
communication skills of entrepreneurs (Clark 2008), their rhetoric strategies (Holt 
and Macpherson 2010; van Werven et  al. 2019), the communication of passion 
(Davis et  al. 2017; Lucas et  al. 2016; Shane et  al. 2020), specific behavioral fac-
tors (e.g., preparedness; Pollack et al. 2012), product creativity (Davis et al. 2017), 
usage of storytelling (Manning et al. 2020), pitch deck design (Spinuzzi et al. 2015), 
or figurative language (Clarke et al. 2019). Furthermore, marketing communication 
(Mara 2008), entrepreneurial coachability (Ciuchta et al. 2018), cultural empower-
ment (Jones 2017), and impression management (Nagy et al. 2012) are part of this 
cluster. We also noted that this cluster included entrepreneurial learning (Rae 2005) 
as well as considering the narratives used in communication to convey entrepreneur-
ial stories (Fletcher 2007) and entrepreneurial intentions (Gartner 2010).

Cluster 3, on the right of the figure, was also initiated by Martens et al. (2007) 
but connected to Fischer and Reuber (2014) and their study of online entrepreneurial 

Fig. 4  Historiograph of entrepreneurial communication research
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communication. It also built a bridge between entrepreneurial and strategic commu-
nications. Although the core of previous research considered entrepreneurship and 
associated communication, the Wiesenberg et al. (2020) paper opened this up from 
a strategic communication perspective. Saini and Plowman (2007) initiated another 
trend in this cluster with their study on internal communication, which forged a link 
between strategic communication (Wiesenberg et  al. 2020) and further studies on 
entrepreneurial leadership communication (Men et al. 2018).

This historiographic mapping showed that a key focus was entrepreneurial com-
munication and its connection to resource acquisition, especially in investor rela-
tionships. Furthermore, this cluster was linked to the developing research stream 
of internal communication with startup employees and the overarching conceptu-
alization of entrepreneurial strategic communication. Moreover, the results showed 
that entrepreneurial communication research was strongly related to the study of 
narratives used by entrepreneurs and to describe entrepreneurs (e.g., stakehold-
ers from the entrepreneurial ecosystem). This also expanded the understanding of 
entrepreneurial communication, including communication about entrepreneurs and 
entrepreneurship.

In summary, this analysis reflects the results of the previous analysis. First, entre-
preneurial communication is a young field whose structures are just emerging. Sec-
ond, communication with stakeholders is a central focus of the research, especially 
in generating resources for startups.

5  Discussion and agenda for future entrepreneurial communication 
research

5.1  Discussion of the main findings

Our study used descriptive and bibliometric analyses with science mapping to struc-
ture previous entrepreneurial communication research. The descriptive results high-
lighted that entrepreneurial communication is on the upswing, with a growing num-
ber of publications. Although the term entrepreneurial communication suggests that 
both entrepreneurship and communication research are integrated, the latter has only 
recently been introduced, as the results for the top contributing journals showed. For 
example, a significant increase in 2022 was associated with the International Jour-
nal of Strategic Communication. We also observed a strong influence of researchers 
with a communication focus among the essential authors according to the number of 
articles.

Moreover, this view was further reinforced by the historiograph, which also 
showed a communication perspective increase, especially after 2020 (Men et  al. 
2021a; Wiesenberg et  al. 2020). Accordingly, entrepreneurial communication has 
increasingly developed into a cross-disciplinary topic similar to that seen, for exam-
ple, in entrepreneurial marketing research (Hills et al. 2008; Most et al. 2018). This 
has resulted in theoretical concepts from both disciplines being integrated into and 
developing this research stream.
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Although various dimensions of entrepreneurial communication have already 
been studied, the conceptual understanding is still ambiguous (Gossel 2022). 
Against this background, we suggest the following definition that summarizes our 
findings and explains the conceptual roots of entrepreneurial communication.

Definition Entrepreneurial communication involves all information-sharing efforts 
by entrepreneurs with key stakeholder groups such as investors, employees, custom-
ers, and the larger public to help successfully establish and grow the startup.

This definition includes essential areas of previous conceptual understanding 
(see Gossel 2022 for a recent conceptual review). First, many organizational tasks 
are directly handled by entrepreneurs in the early stages of their startups and con-
cern the means they use to communicate with different stakeholders and address 
different topics and information needs in light of their target audiences; for exam-
ple, their presentations to investors in the context of startup pitches (Clark 2008), 
the hiring and management of startup employees (Men et  al. 2021a), or inter-
nal startup communications (Wolf et  al. 2022). Hence, our definition includes 
investor relations and investor communication (Moritz et  al. 2015), employee 
relations and leadership communication (Men et al. 2021b), and public relations 
for communicating with the community (Chen et al. 2021). Second, building on 
this with a focus on entrepreneurs, our definition addresses the associated skills, 
as communication is considered a vital entrepreneurial skill (Gossel 2022; Hill 
and Levenhagen 1995; Martin 2009). Third, from an overarching point of view, 
entrepreneurial communication includes a strategic perspective (Godulla and 
Men 2022; Rudeloff et  al. 2022; Wiesenberg et  al. 2020). Thus, overall, com-
munication contributes to the survival of an organization and ensures its con-
tinued existence (Zerfass et al. 2018), meaning that, according to our definition, 
entrepreneurial communication plays a vital role in keeping startups running and 
growing. In summary, entrepreneurial communication is the overarching term 
used to describe how entrepreneurs communicate with different audiences in dif-
ferent contexts to ensure the operation of their startups. Nevertheless, the term 
entrepreneurial communication could also be defined in a broader sense, as our 
results revealed that it generally refers to communication in a startup ecosystem 
and, thus, to both the communication used by entrepreneurs themselves and the 
communication that takes place via entrepreneurs (i.e., the stories and narratives 
that are created by and used to describe entrepreneurs).

The themes identified in our descriptive analyses and the findings from our sci-
ence mapping showed that entrepreneurial communication had produced several 
core research streams. First, entrepreneurial communication related to resource 
acquisition to obtain both financial (Parhankangas and Ehrlich 2014) and human 
resources (Men et al. 2021a) was a motor theme for the development of the field. 
In this context, it proved vital for establishing and maintaining relationships 
with stakeholders, with a particular focus on acquisition. These findings are con-
sistent with the literature review conducted by Wiesenberg et  al. (2020), who 
also identified this cluster. Second, another cluster dealt primarily with online 
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communication, especially through social media channels (Chen et al. 2021; Fis-
cher and Reuber 2014). This cluster label differed from previous results in that 
Wiesenberg et  al. (2020) clustered such communication together with external 
communication. Third, the influence of communication researchers and journals 
has made strategic communication the main focus of recent research (Gossel 
2022; Rudeloff et  al. 2022; Wiesenberg et  al. 2020). Again, we observed links 
to Wiesenberg et  al.’s (2020) study, but this path has become much more com-
prehensive through further new studies. Fourth, on a conceptual level, we found 
that entrepreneurial communication is driven by narratives (Gartner 2007; Man-
tere et al. 2013; Roundy and Bayer 2019), which have been examined to explore 
the communication between entrepreneurs and their stakeholders. In this context, 
we also noted that entrepreneurial communication did not exclusively refer to the 
communication of founders; in a broader sense, it also included narratives by and 
about entrepreneurs.

5.2  Developing an integrative framework of entrepreneurial communication

Based on the findings of this bibliometric analysis, we developed an integrative 
framework in Fig.  5 to summarize the structure of entrepreneurial communica-
tion research, create an overarching picture of the current knowledge and show our 
understanding. The structure of this framework is described below.

In synthesizing the findings, we build our framework on the classic sender-
receiver model (sometimes known as Shannon–Weaver-model; see also Shannon 
(1948)). At its core, this model provides the information source on the one side: the 
message’s sender. Furthermore, on the other side of this model, the submitted mes-
sage arrives at the receiver.

The left side of our model shows the sender, the entrepreneur and/or the startup in 
entrepreneurial communication. Previous studies show that communication is exam-
ined chiefly from the perspective of entrepreneurs (Balachandra et al. 2021; Clark 
2008; Clingingsmith et al. 2022; Men et al. 2021a). Furthermore, the startup as an 
organization is also a sender of messages (Chen et  al. 2021; Fischer and Reuber 
2014). In addition, we have found that factors affect the preparation of information 
as communication style. On the one hand, these include authenticity (Men 2021) 
and emotion (Fernández-Vázquez and Álvarez-Delgado 2020). Authenticity appeals 
to openness and transparency and is essential for startup employees, for example, to 
create trusting relationships (Men et al. 2018). Furthermore, the sender’s expressed 
emotions are vital to the receiver (Scherer 2003). In the investor pitch, for exam-
ple, they support entrepreneurs’ arguments and show a positive reaction from the 
receiver (Fernández-Vázquez and Álvarez-Delgado 2020).

On the other hand, previous studies show that entrepreneurial communica-
tion occurs verbally through spoken words (van Werven et al. 2019) and addition-
ally through non-verbal signals (Clarke et  al. 2019). Moreover, previous studies 
show that entrepreneurial communication occurs in different cultural settings (e.g., 
China, Morocco, and Germany). The sender’s messages about his style then reach 
the receiver in the entrepreneurial communication framework. As mentioned in the 
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previous sections, the investors (Kollmann and Kuckertz 2006) and employees (Men 
et al. 2021a) are two vital target groups and receivers of the messages. With investor 
communication, entrepreneurs address their need for financial resources (Martens 
et al. 2007) supplemented by investors’ non-financial capital. Employee communi-
cation is also relevant for resources, in this case, for human resources (Wiesenberg 
et  al. 2020). Moreover, as entrepreneurs act as leaders, leadership communication 
is another part of entrepreneurial communication (Men et al. 2021b). Furthermore, 
previous research shows that entrepreneurial marketing communication is used to 
address customers as another group of receivers (Wiesenberg et  al. 2020) and to 
build the startup brand (Chaudhri et  al. 2022). The fourth receiver is the general 
public for public relations activities (Chen et  al. 2021; Gray et  al. 2004) to show 
presence against this audience and influence their word-of-mouth through dialog 
communication (Chen et al. 2021).

Current developments in digitization and sustainability have highlighted trans-
formation-driven communication as an external context of entrepreneurial commu-
nication that influences the sender-receiver relationship. Digital transformation has 
provided new ways of sharing information online and thus supports entrepreneurs’ 
digital communication with their stakeholders (Fischer and Reuber 2014; Meurer 
et al. 2022), which leads to the emergence of new channels through which to com-
municate. In the context of sustainability, a complementary stream of research is 
developing that considers how startups take this into account (Constantin and 
Kavoura 2022; Simon and Ettl 2019). In this process, the content of communication 
changes.

 The communication of sender and receiver leads especially to stakeholder rela-
tionships. Previous publications note entrepreneurs’ need to build trust (Welter 
2012), reputation (Rode and Vallaster 2005) as well as legitimacy with their stake-
holders (Nagy et  al. 2012). Entrepreneurial communication addresses these chal-
lenges as our framework shows on the right side with the outcomes and leads to 
relationships based on these vital concepts; trust (Kaiser and Berger 2021; Lakeman 
et  al. 2021), reputation (Abeysekera 2019) and legitimacy (Huang-Horowitz and 
Evans 2020; Nagy et al. 2012). Enabling these relationships leads to the initial argu-
ment that entrepreneurial communication plays a central role in any startup’s sur-
vival (see Zerfass et al. 2018 for the relevance of communication for organizations).

5.3  Development of a future research agenda

The results of our study showed that the research stream of entrepreneurial com-
munication is still in its growth stage, and many unanswered questions remain (God-
ulla and Men 2022; Wiesenberg et al. 2020). Consequently, our analyses highlight 
research paths that have not yet been taken (Block and Fisch 2020), and the study 
can serve to formulate a future research agenda and stimulate future entrepreneurial 
communication research. Our recommendations are based on the framework shown 
in Fig. 5 to elucidate how the identified structures can be used to develop the field 
further.
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5.3.1  Theoretical development of the field

Across the 383 identified studies, the focus of entrepreneurial communication 
research was on entrepreneurs’ communication, expanded to include the commu-
nication of other actors in the overall entrepreneurial ecosystem. Therefore, previ-
ous research has focused on how entrepreneurs communicate and employ various 
sub concepts of communication. This opens up the question of the extent to which 
entrepreneurial communication is related exclusively to the entrepreneurial ecosys-
tem. In our discussion, we have already indicated that structures resembling those 
of entrepreneurial marketing research are developing. Research on entrepreneurial 
marketing has discussed their conceptual roots in the context of entrepreneurs (Gru-
ber 2003) and in a broader context as an innovative concept that can be used inde-
pendently of entrepreneurship (e.g., for established organizations) (Morris and Paul 
1987). In this vein, Kraus et al. (2010) referred to entrepreneurial marketing as “mar-
keting activities with an entrepreneurial mindset” (p. 2). This view could also apply 
to entrepreneurial communication, and although this research stream has examined 
communication in established organizations, it has primarily considered innova-
tive cases demonstrating an entrepreneurial mindset. Against this backdrop, Gossel 
(2022) pointed out that a view focused solely on startups may not be sufficient. We 
found that a broad conceptual understanding of entrepreneurial communication also 
captured stakeholders’ communication about entrepreneurs using entrepreneurial 
stories. In addition, future research should clarify the conceptual relationships and 
differences between entrepreneurial marketing and communication. Thus far, we do 
not understand well how these two concepts are linked or where researchers see dif-
ferences and similarities.

Based on recent developments in this research stream, there are indications 
that the influence of communication research is increasing. This means, for future 
research, that further concepts from communication can be integrated, leading to the 
following research paths:

(a) A better understanding of the role of the entrepreneurial mindset in the com-
munication of established organizations.

(b) Clarification of the relationship between entrepreneurial communication and 
entrepreneurial marketing.

(c) A deeper understanding of the communication discipline and its influence on 
entrepreneurial communication.

5.3.2  Investor communication

Previous research has shown that, as a critical task, entrepreneurs use communica-
tion to build investor relationships (Wiesenberg et al. 2020). However, research on 
investor communication has focused mainly on the pre-investment phase of the rela-
tionship and analyzed communication in pitch presentations—an initial task neces-
sary to convince investors of their support (van Werven et al. 2019). This is surpris-
ing, as we know from the literature on startup financing that entrepreneur–investor 
relationships have different phases (Maxwell et al. 2011; Tyebjee and Bruno 1984). 
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Against this background, it is therefore essential for research to include the post-
investment phase of investor communication. By analyzing post-investment commu-
nication, studies on this phase would help entrepreneurs to take a holistic view of 
investor communication.

Furthermore, the research on individual actors is very scattered: communica-
tion with venture capitalists (Kollmann and Kuckertz 2006), with business angels 
(Parhankangas and Ehrlich 2014), or online with crowdfunding investors (Moritz 
et al. 2015). Furthermore, general stakeholders are also involved, which is why there 
are opportunities for further investigation of investor communication (Fischer and 
Reuber 2014). The few studies that dealt explicitly with investor communication 
were distributed across a small number of investor types, but this research could 
be extended by the fact that investor types are in a state of flux, and the investiga-
tion of previously unexplored investors could enrich the field (Bellavitis et al. 2017) 
Forms of financing could include accelerators (Crișan et  al. 2021), family offices 
(Zellweger and Kammerlander 2015), or initial coin offerings (Fisch 2019). Entre-
preneurs must also communicate with investors regarding these financing forms, so 
there are opportunities for practice and research to investigate this heterogeneity in 
investor communication. Future studies could include individual investors, the struc-
tures of startups’ general investor communication strategies, and how different types 
of investors influence them.

Our study observed an increasing trend in online entrepreneurial communication 
through social media, implying that these channels also play a relevant role in com-
munication (Fischer and Reuber 2014; Olanrewaju et  al. 2020). In the context of 
investor communications, however, this area has so far been underexplored, so we 
know less about using social media for this purpose. This raises the question of what 
role social media play in investor communications for startups and what require-
ments individual investors (e.g., venture capitalists, business angels, family offices, 
accelerators, and initial coin-offering investors) have of them. Overall, these consid-
erations offer the following research paths for future entrepreneurial communication 
research in the context of investors:

(a) Clarification of communication structures in the post-investment phase of entre-
preneur–investor relationships.

(b) Expansion of entrepreneurial investor communication to newer forms of financ-
ing (e.g., accelerators, family offices, or initial coin offerings).

(c) Inclusion of the digital context of social media channels in analyses of entrepre-
neurial communication in investor relations.

5.3.3  Employee and leadership communication

We have also mentioned other target groups besides investors. While future research 
on entrepreneurial investor communication could continue to focus on external 
stakeholders, entrepreneurs also need to provide internal stakeholders with infor-
mation and address them in their communication (Wiesenberg et al. 2020). In this 
context, Godulla and Men (2022) mentioned entrepreneurial leadership communica-
tion as a relevant field of research. One possibility is for future studies to consider 



 M. Kaiser, A. Kuckertz 

1 3

the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic (see for example Kuckertz and Brändle 
2022 for an recent review). This pandemic has led to uncertainty among employees 
in organizations, especially since March 2020 (the pandemic declaration), regarding 
what will happen in the future. It has also changed the leadership context from per-
sonal leadership to digital leadership. Although we mentioned an increase in pub-
lications after 2020 (the pandemic outbreak) in Sect. 3.1, we identified no stronger 
content link to crisis research. Therefore, entrepreneurial crisis management focus-
ing on communication is not very visible in previous research and is still largely 
unexplored (Kaiser and Kuckertz 2023), which is relevant not only for the COVID-
19 context but for crisis contexts in general. Similar to investors, this raises the ques-
tion of how social media is integrated into employee communication. Furthermore, 
communication is closely linked with other concepts, such as trust, which opens up 
further opportunities for future research to investigate how entrepreneurial leader-
ship communication needs to be designed to foster employee trust. These research 
paths could include the following considerations of entrepreneurial leadership 
communication:

(a) A better understanding of crises (e.g., the COVID-19 pandemic, natural disas-
ters, or financial crises) and “black swan” events to explore their influences on 
entrepreneurial communication.

(b) Clarification of the role of social media channels in entrepreneurial communica-
tion with employees.

(c) A better understanding of other relationship concepts (e.g., trust) and their con-
nections to entrepreneurial communication.

5.3.4  Technological impact on entrepreneurial communication

Communication is influenced by the context and environment in which it occurs. This 
analysis illustrated that technological change is changing communication, whether for 
online communication via social media (Fischer and Reuber 2014; Pakura et al. 2020) 
or online financing via crowdfunding (Moritz et al. 2015), to give two examples. How-
ever, according to current developments, this seems to be only the beginning because 
other technologies are starting to influence communication. Thus, in line with Godulla 
and Men (2022), new technologies are opening up new research streams. One example 
is artificial intelligence (AI), which involves machine learning and neural networks. On 
the one hand, early AI-based models make it possible for texts to be written by this 
technology (Short and Short 2023). Also, researchers have recently shown that tech-
nology can generate images from text (Saharia et al. 2022), thus transforming visual 
communication. On the other hand, AI is changing the possibilities for analyzing com-
munication by, for example, enabling texts to be analyzed for their content (Antretter 
et  al. 2019). However, thus far, entrepreneurial communication research has discov-
ered little about the use of AI from the perspective of entrepreneurs and stakehold-
ers, such as investors (Short and Short 2023). Therefore, the question of the AI sta-
tus quo in entrepreneurial communication strategies arises. Furthermore, few studies 
have been conducted on how much stakeholders (e.g., investors) use this technology 
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for communication analysis. In summary, based on these considerations, the following 
research paths can be explored:

(a) Exploration of the possible applications of AI in the context of entrepreneurial 
communication.

(b) A better understanding of AI and its influence on entrepreneurial communication 
strategies.

(c) Consideration of the perspectives of entrepreneurs’ stakeholders (e.g., investors 
or employees) and their possible usage of AI relative to entrepreneurs’ commu-
nication.

5.3.5  Entrepreneurial communication in the context of sustainability

Although digital transformation is often a central field of research (see our analyses 
and future research agenda), sustainability transformation is also a critical field of 
action. A research stream on sustainable entrepreneurship has developed (Berger and 
Blanka 2023; Hinderer and Kuckertz 2022; Ruebottom 2013) that considers, for exam-
ple, social innovations, sustainable business models, or impact investing. Thus far, the 
extent to which these developments affect entrepreneurial communication research 
has been largely unexplored. This is surprising, as there are interesting and relevant 
research questions that could advance the field. For example, previous studies have 
shown that stakeholders pay attention to sustainability (Lortie et  al. 2022). In entre-
preneurial finance, a separate area of impact investing has been developed that encour-
ages these investors to make sustainable investments (Block et  al. 2021). This leads 
to the question of the extent to which these financial stakeholders also place different 
demands on entrepreneurial communication inseparably from the context of commu-
nication content. However, this question applies equally to employees. These poten-
tial research questions could also be explored with entrepreneurs regarding sustainable 
startups. Previous studies have shown that different groups of people communicate dif-
ferently (Obschonka et al. 2017). So far, little is known about the extent to which entre-
preneurs with sustainable startups exhibit different characteristics when communicat-
ing. Building on these considerations, we derived the following research opportunities:

(a) A better understanding of stakeholders’ sustainable requirements for entrepre-
neurial communication.

(b) Exploration of sustainable entrepreneurial communication and how this differs 
from traditional approaches to entrepreneurial communication.

(c) Understanding the communication of sustainable entrepreneurs and how it differs 
from entrepreneurs using other business models.
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6  Practical implications

Beyond the development of a future research agenda, our study’s findings also 
provide implications for practice. First, entrepreneurial communication is iden-
tified as an essential tool for building relationships. Therefore, entrepreneurs 
should know that communication is necessary and connected with other vital 
concepts such as trust and legitimacy. Communication should therefore be used 
purposefully for visibility and to gain the trust of others, reputation, and achieve 
legitimacy of their business models. In this vein, our model gives an overview of 
essential factors of the communication style. Even though time is often a criti-
cal factor in startups and many tasks depend on the entrepreneurs, communica-
tion should be prioritized to build relationships. Second, our results show that 
different target groups are addressed with entrepreneurial communication. Entre-
preneurs should remember this in their communication and be clear about whom 
they are addressing (e.g., customer, employee, investor) and what the target group 
expects. In this vein, entrepreneurs should create communication plans and con-
cepts for each audience to address them in the right place and with the right mes-
sage—target-group-specific communication. Third, communication is a skill 
and task often connected with the entrepreneur and their role as a startup leader. 
However, not every entrepreneur has the same skill set, so permanent learning 
plays a vital role in entrepreneurial communication. Our study shows that new 
requirements of society and economies (e.g., sustainability, digitization) influ-
ence communication, so communication skills must be permanently examined 
and developed further if necessary (e.g., with upskilling). In practice, entrepre-
neurial communication must, therefore, constantly adapt to changes and consider 
these requirements (e.g., content, medium).

7  Limitations

Our study has some limitations, which are explained in more detail below. First, 
although we used Scopus—a relevant database that has been a valuable tool for 
many previous entrepreneurship studies—this is not the only database that could 
have been used. Therefore, this study considered only articles included in Scopus 
or identifiable through it. Second, when selecting the search terms, we included 
many aspects of entrepreneurial communication in the keywords. However, other 
researchers could have written about entrepreneurial communication but chosen 
other terms for their article titles. Third, we limited our bibliometric analysis to 
peer-reviewed articles; thus, this sample did not include articles published in gray 
literature. Fourth, this study was limited to bibliometric analysis. We did not con-
duct a detailed content analysis for a structured literature review. Fifth, similar 
to previous bibliometric analyses (Block et al. 2020), we did not use a full year 
as the end date but instead conducted the analysis in October, so the analysis and 
interpretation of citations must take this into account.
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8  Conclusion

With this bibliometric analysis, a further step has been taken to systematically cap-
ture the research field of entrepreneurial communication (Godulla and Men 2022). 
Although Wiesenberg et al. (2020) provided an overview of the six dimensions of 
communication in their structured literature review, we extended this with a biblio-
metric approach to show the structure of entrepreneurial communication research. 
Thus, this paper provides an orientation for future research in entrepreneurial 
communication.

Appendix

See Fig. 6.

Fig. 6  Co-occurrence analysis with keywords
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