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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: While entrepreneurs can shape how stakeholders perceive them, female entrepreneurs face communication

Communication challenges, as they must navigate their conflicting roles as women and entrepreneurs. Drawing on role congruity

Iéem;ﬂe entrepreneurship theory, expectancy violations theory, and arguments rooted in communication theory, we conducted 47 in-
ender

terviews with 35 female entrepreneurs and used 825 Instagram posts to analyze how female entrepreneurs
develop communication strategies on social media. Emerging from the data, we reveal three distinct commu-
nication strategies (rebel, reverse, or relent) and explore how and why female entrepreneurs develop these
communication strategies. We find that female entrepreneurs constantly balance intra-individual considerations
between their roles as women and entrepreneurs with perceived societal pressures to conform or violate gender
role stereotypes. Our findings bridge entrepreneurship, communication, and gender role literature and add to
research on female entrepreneurs’ communication choices in the digital realm.

Social media

1. Introduction

Entrepreneurs communicate to influence different audiences in their
favor (Kalvapalle et al., 2024; McKenny et al., 2024; Snihur et al., 2022).
However, not all entrepreneurs’ communications are perceived equally
(Eddleston et al., 2016; He et al., 2024). Female entrepreneurs, in
particular, fight an uphill battle for positive evaluations and are con-
fronted with multiple, sometimes contradictory expectations when
establishing a business communication strategy. While previous studies
point to this problem and emphasize the necessity for female entrepre-
neurs to communicate more strongly (Nagy et al., 2012), past research
offers contradictory perspectives (Ma et al., 2022) on how female en-
trepreneurs should communicate to achieve positive outcomes. On the
one hand, according to role congruity theory (RCT) (Eagly & Karau,
2002), female entrepreneurs benefit from gender-congruent communi-
cation to receive positive evaluations. On the other hand, expectancy
violations theory (EVT) (Burgoon, 1993; Burgoon & Walther, 1990)
posits that women’s positive violation of traditional expectations leads
to beneficial outcomes. We, therefore, lack a fundamental understand-
ing of how female entrepreneurs adapt their communication strategies
in response to these differing views (Constantinidis, 2021; Singh &

Vinnicombe, 2001).

Given the conflicting role stereotypes female entrepreneurs face, the
way they navigate and evolve their communication strategies becomes
even more pressing on social media. These platforms offer new, direct,
and rich ways to convey messages (Nadegger et al., 2024; Werner et al.,
2023) and allow entrepreneurs to engage more directly with their fol-
lowers, thus building stronger relationships with a greater number of
stakeholders (Roccapriore & Pollock, 2022). This potentially benefits
female entrepreneurs, as it matches their preferences for sharing “per-
sonal fears and weaknesses in an attempt to be seen as authentic and
manage the risk associated with self-promotion” (Thompson-Whiteside
et al., 2018, p. 1), ultimately helping them establish a brand presence
more efficiently. As such, women can use social media platforms to
shape stakeholders’ perceptions, interact with their followers
(Roccapriore & Pollock, 2022), and mitigate the gender gap in entre-
preneurship (Sun et al., 2024). However, research also points towards
the (re-)production of gender stereotypes in the digital realm (Rose
etal., 2012), making female entrepreneurs’ social media presence both a
boon and a burden. Thus, we seek to uncover how female entrepreneurs
form their communication strategies on social media to more fully un-
derstand how women navigate societal pressures to build successful
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businesses. We ask: “How do female entrepreneurs navigate and evolve
their communication strategies in response to the tensions between
conforming and violating gender role stereotypes?”

Choosing a qualitative research design (Gioia et al., 2013; Glaser &
Strauss, 1999) allows us to openly analyze and reveal the underlying
mechanisms shaping female entrepreneurs’ communication strategies.
We conducted 47 semi-structured interviews with 35 female entrepre-
neurs in up to two waves and triangulated interview findings with 825
publicly available Instagram posts. Our findings contribute to theory in
three main ways.

First, by integrating two opposing theoretical angles (i.e., RCT and
EVT), we focus on how female entrepreneurs navigate their communi-
cation strategies in response to gender role congruent (Eagly & Karau,
2002) versus positive expectancy violating (Burgoon, 1993) positions.
With female entrepreneurs constantly navigating stereotypical percep-
tions (Constantinidis, 2021), we demonstrate that developing a
communication strategy is a delicate balancing act, combining both the
pressure to conform and the pressure to violate societal expectations. As
such, our findings advance our understanding of why female entrepre-
neurs choose specific types of positioning on social media and how they
form successful communication strategies in the digital realm
(Roccapriore & Pollock, 2022; Werner et al., 2023). Interestingly, we
find that female entrepreneurs who explicitly choose to focus on their
role as women demonstrate a more gender role stereotype-violating
communication behavior, while female entrepreneurs who choose to
focus on their role as entrepreneurs demonstrate a more gender role
stereotype-conforming form of communication. We, therefore, provide a
more nuanced understanding of the obstacles that female entrepreneurs
encounter and the solutions they develop.

Second, we portray the underlying mechanisms preceding the actual
communication act as a visible outcome, furthering our understanding
of female entrepreneurs’ underlying formation process of communica-
tion on social media and what motivates them to choose specific stra-
tegies. Our findings demonstrate three main formation processes
shaping female entrepreneurs’ response to navigate the tensions be-
tween conforming and violating gender role stereotypes: i) intra-
individual considerations, ii) balancing perceived pressure to conform
and perceived pressure to violate, and iii) deciding on a final, external
communication strategy (rebel, reverse, or relent). We find that rebel
female entrepreneurs aim to signal approachability, relent female en-
trepreneurs are driven by self-protection motives, and reverse female
entrepreneurs strategically filter their social media content to attain
business advantages.

Past studies on female entrepreneurship have emphasized mainly the
challenges women face due to enduring gender role stereotypes (Arshed
et al., 2022; Constantinidis, 2021; Kanze et al., 2018). We shift the
needle in the scientific discourse on gender roles in entrepreneurship by
demonstrating that female entrepreneurs not only react to and suffer
from stereotypical role ascriptions (Balachandra et al., 2019; Zhao &
Yang, 2021) but also try to use them to proactively attain advantages for
their ventures.

Third, previous research has significantly improved our under-
standing of how stakeholders (e.g., funders) perceive the communica-
tion styles of female entrepreneurs (Balachandra et al., 2019; Johnson
et al., 2018; McKenny et al., 2024) and how normative expectations
shape evaluations towards entrepreneurs (McSweeney et al., 2022).
However, research has mainly concentrated on one side of the
communication process (i.e., the sender or receiver perspective) (Bafera
& Kleinert, 2023; Kalvapalle et al., 2024). Consequently, the broader
communicative process and formation mechanisms remain insuffi-
ciently theorized and explored (Kalvapalle et al., 2024). We integrate a
sender perspective into mainly receiver-focused theories (Nater et al.,
2024) by analyzing female entrepreneurs’ communication strategies.
This allows us to integrate a finer-grained nuance to the entrepreneur-
ship discourse on communication and to offer a more comprehensive
understanding of the communicative processes in entrepreneurship
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(Bafera & Kleinert, 2023; Kalvapalle et al., 2024). We shift research to
women’s self-perceptions (Nater et al., 2024) and explore the often
conflicting considerations that female entrepreneurs must consider (Ma
et al., 2022) when developing their communication strategies.

Beyond that, our study offers relevant insights for practitioners. Fe-
male entrepreneurs and start-up or communication consultants may
benefit from our findings in that female entrepreneurs must consider
different (dis)advantages when deciding on an external communication
strategy. For example, disclosing private content may enhance
approachability but can also make them more vulnerable to online at-
tacks. At the same time, focusing on product content can signal profes-
sionalism but may also counteract the building of deeper relationships
with the audience.

2. Theoretical background

2.1. Two competing angles to analyze female entrepreneurs’
communication strategies? Disentangling role congruity theory and
expectancy violations theory

Two theoretical perspectives are well-researched and crucial for
understanding women’s tensions when forming their communication
strategies: RCT and EVT. Past research at the intersection of EVT and
RCT is rare (Davis et al., 2021) and paints an inconclusive picture of how
female entrepreneurs should communicate.

Role congruity theory and female entrepreneurship. Generally, role
theory explores the significant aspect of social life involving character-
istic behavior patterns, or roles (Biddle, 1986). It suggests that in-
dividuals occupy social positions and have expectations for their
behaviors and those of others (Biddle, 1986). Anglin et al. (2022)
describe a role as comprising core behavioral expectations tied to an
individual’s position within a specific social group or setting. Social
roles are shared common beliefs among members of society and include
prescriptive elements, which are consensual expectations about what
women and men ought to do (Cialdini & Trost, 1998; Eagly & Karau,
2002).

Following Eagly and Karau (2002), RCT builds on role theory and
explains that biases against women result from the mismatch (i.e.,
incongruence) between women occupying masculine-deemed social
roles (Eagly & Karau, 2002). Notably, gender roles are some of the
strongest social roles (Fiske et al., 1991). For example, Eagly and Koenig
(2021) show that once role stereotypes based on social categories such
as sex are formed (e.g., towards women in entrepreneurship), such
inherent stereotypes can hinder the transition towards a new role, ulti-
mately creating a vicious cycle. Accordingly, when women pursue roles
not traditionally congruent with their gender, they encounter various
challenges and forms of social sanctions (Yang & del Carmen Triana,
2019). Such incongruities arise from the stereotypical belief that women
predominantly possess communal qualities, such as affectionate and
caring, which are inconsistent with the primarily agentic qualities
considered essential for leaders and managers (Eagly & Karau, 2002;
Nater et al., 2024). For example, prior research shows that women are
perceived less favorably in leadership roles (Prime et al., 2009),
women-led start-ups are evaluated less positively (Nguyen et al., 2023),
and gendered beliefs influence women’s entrepreneurial success and
failure (Yang & del Carmen Triana, 2019). In a crowdfunding context,
Johnson et al. (2018) find that female entrepreneurs who are perceived
as trustworthy receive more funding. Rudman and Glick (2001) argue
that women who display agentic traits in professional settings face a
“backlash effect,” as they are perceived to violate societal expectations
of feminine warmth.

Thus, with entrepreneurship being considered a male-gendered
concept (Ahl, 2006; Balachandra et al., 2019; Duehr & Bono, 2006),
female entrepreneurs are often confronted with gender role stereotypes,
and stakeholders consider them lacking compared to their male coun-
terparts, which also influences women’s self-perception of their abilities
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(Aidis & Weeks, 2016; Nater et al., 2024).

Expectancy violations theory and female entrepreneurship. EVT
offers a different perspective on female entrepreneurs’ communication,
where the positive violation of expectations can benefit women. EVT
examines how people respond to behaviors that either confirm or
contradict their expectations in interpersonal communication (Burgoon,
1993) and suggests that stereotypes offer insights into an individual’s
characteristics (Jussim et al., 1987). A core element of EVT is the
concept of “expectancies,” which refers to the established, anticipated
behavioral patterns in communication (Burgoon, 1993). These expec-
tations are deeply rooted in societal norms, outlining what is generally
perceived as typical or appropriate behavior in given contexts (Burgoon,
1993). According to Burgoon (1993), expectancies function as frame-
works that influence and shape interpersonal interactions, leading in-
dividuals to adjust their communication based on the type of interaction
and style they anticipate from others. Importantly, the valence of the
behavior-whether it is interpreted as positive or negative-determines
the outcome of the interaction, with negative violations producing “less
desirable outcomes than positive confirmations” (Burgoon, 2015, p. 7).

Past studies frequently used EVT to study female entrepreneurs. For
example, in reward-based crowdfunding, women in male-stereotyped
categories are perceived more positively (Seigner et al., 2022).
MecClean et al. (2022) demonstrate how women in the idea endorsement
context benefit from positive counter-stereotypical communication, i.e.,
agentic voice (task content, assertive language use). Also, Kanze et al.
(2018) find that female entrepreneurs using promotion-focused (instead
of prevention-focused) language can increase venture funding. More-
over, women can benefit from using stereotypically masculine facial
expressions, such as anger or disgust (Davis et al., 2021).

Therefore, the EVT perspective arrives at a different conclusion than
the RCT lens: According to EVT, it can be positive for women to display
male-oriented communications while positively violating role
expectations.

Summarizing two theoretical angles and their implications for fe-
male entrepreneurship research. We summarize our theoretical angles
as follows: On the one hand, past studies have found that evaluators
perceive women more positively when their communication is
congruent with role-specific traits (e.g., communality, warmth) and
more negatively when they do not. On the other hand, past studies show
that when female entrepreneurs’ communication positively violates
expectancies (e.g., agentic voice), it can lead to positive outcomes.
Therefore, past research produced empirical results supporting positive
outcomes for women portraying i) gender role congruent and ii) positive
expectancy-violating communication in different contexts. This leads to
quite heterogeneous recommendations on how women should commu-
nicate, with most research focusing on either of the above theoretical
angles. In Fig. 1, we provide an overview of both theoretical lenses, their

Role Congruity Theory:
Gender role congruent communication leads to
positive outcomes

= RCT focuses on social roles (Eagly & Karau,

=  Women’s gender congruent communication
aligns with their female gender role but violates
the leader role; women’s gender incongruent
communication aligns with their leadership role
but violates their female gender role (Eagly &
Karau, 2002)

= Role congruent communication leads to positive
outcomes (Eagly & Karau, 2002)

How do female
entrepreneurs develop * EVT is a theory of interpersonal communication
2002) their communication
strategies between these

views?
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underlying assumptions, and references to female entrepreneurs on the
individual level.

2.2. Female entrepreneurs’ communication on social media

Entrepreneurs strive for stakeholders’ positive evaluations as it helps
them acquire critical resources (Godwin et al., 2006; Taylor et al., 2025),
convince investors (Alvarez et al., 2021; Fisher et al., 2020), and
establish their businesses successfully (Garud et al., 2014; Kackovic &
Wijnberg, 2022). While entrepreneurs must constantly analyze and
adapt to recipients’ evaluations (Roccapriore & Pollock, 2022),
communication is crucial for actively managing stakeholders’ percep-
tions of them. To handle conflicting societal expectations regarding their
roles as female entrepreneurs, women have to develop effective strate-
gies to achieve rapport with their stakeholders and communicate more
strongly (Nagy et al., 2012). While past research focuses on evaluators’
perceptions of women’s communication strategies, we argue that to
advance theory, we need to more profoundly understand female entre-
preneurs’ formation process towards building compelling communica-
tion strategies.

Previous research examined female entrepreneurs’ formation pro-
cesses in areas such as identity work (Essers & Benschop, 2007) and
coping (Hundera et al., 2019), where women explore ways to bridge
seemingly opposing views when developing their identity or engage in
coping strategies that reconcile contrary expectations. However, to more
fully understand how and why female entrepreneurs develop specific
communication strategies, an analysis of their views on conforming and
violating role expectations helps us more comprehensively understand
female entrepreneurs’ internal processes of consideration. Accordingly,
we are interested in how female entrepreneurs navigate the differing
and potentially conflicting societal expectations of conforming versus
violating gender role stereotypes, using the social media platform
Instagram to discover their communication strategies.

The advent of new digital technologies (such as social media plat-
forms) connects and mobilizes people to an unprecedented extent,
enabling individuals to create, circulate, share, and exchange informa-
tion (Pekkala & van Zoonen, 2022). Social media enables women to
build personal brands (Thompson-Whiteside et al., 2018) and convey
trustworthiness and dependability (Taylor et al., 2025), benefiting their
business strategies (Alhakimi & Albashiri, 2023). Moreover, female
entrepreneurs’ social media use can increase social capital, self-efficacy,
and feelings of empowerment — factors ultimately contributing to
women’s entrepreneurial success (Beninger et al., 2016).

A person’s communication is closely tied to their self-concept and
acts as a form of self-expression. For example, E. Lee et al. (2015)
identified social and psychological motives for Instagram usage, and
Seidman (2013) found a significant relationship between individuals’

Expectancy Violations Theory:
Positive expectancy violations lead to positive
outcomes

and expectancies are the theory’s core construct
(Burgoon, 1993)

* In a communication context, expectancies are
defined as “an enduring pattern of anticipated
behavior” (Burgoon, 1993:31)

= Positive counter-stereotypical, expectancy
violating communication leads to positive
outcomes (e.g., women’s agentic and men’s
communal voice) (McClean et al., 2022)

Please note: Own presentation primarily based on Eagly & Karau (2002) and Burgoon (1993, 2015).

Fig. 1. Theoretical lenses and underlying assumptions.
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personality traits and social media usage. In line with these findings,
past research shows how female entrepreneurs use social media
communication to address societal topics that are personally relevant to
them, such as feminism (Willem & Tortajada, 2021), shame, or taboo
(Werner et al., 2023). Our study considers communication a form of
self-expression (E. Lee et al., 2015; Obschonka et al., 2017), arguing that
female entrepreneurs’ communication will likely be shaped by their
personal choices and perceptions of societal expectations.

To summarize, female entrepreneurs face the challenge of juggling
diverse and often conflicting perceptions regarding what type of
communication fits their multiple roles. They aim to find a communi-
cation strategy on social media that represents their interests and
counteracts negative evaluations. We explore these individual consid-
erations and focus on female entrepreneurs’ communication strategies
on Instagram as a form of self-expression to shed new light on the
mechanisms driving women’s communication choices in the digital
realm.

3. Method

We choose a theory-building methodology (Gioia et al., 2013) to
explore how female entrepreneurs develop and navigate communication
strategies in response to the tensions between conforming and violating
gender role stereotypes. Given our interest in understanding the nuances
of female entrepreneurs’ communication through their personal expe-
riences (Berger & Luckman, 1966), we employ an inductive qualitative
approach (Gioia et al., 2013). We derive our framework from the data
(Glaser & Strauss, 1999), allowing for an open exploration of female
entrepreneurs’ subjective role interpretations and their impact on
communication choices. Therefore, the study’s chosen level of analysis
is the individual level (i.e., the female entrepreneur).

3.1. Sampling strategy for semi-structured interviews

Our study focuses on understanding communication and gender
roles in entrepreneurship from the perspective of female entrepreneurs
as message senders, using a wide range of data sources to support rigor in
qualitative research (Gioia et al., 2013; Pratt et al., 2022). We conducted
semi-structured interviews with female entrepreneurs and collected
additional Instagram posts to corroborate and further interpret their
statements. We also analyze archival data and field notes to better un-
derstand female entrepreneurs’ backgrounds, motivations, and
self-presentation preferences. These additional data points helped us
create a more comprehensive summary of the female entrepreneurs in
our sample, aiding our understanding of the mechanisms emerging from

Table 1
Data sources and use in analysis.
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our data and how they differed across women. Please refer to Table 1 for
an overview of data sources and their use in our analysis.

To openly explore female entrepreneurs’ communication strategies
in as many facets as possible, we chose a purposeful sampling strategy to
ensure a diverse sample (i.e., variations in age, race, industry, venture
stage, and work experience) (Suri, 2011). We identified and approached
interviewees through personal contacts and direct messages on the
business platforms LinkedIn and Xing, as well as via e-mail. When
published, we offered the study results and did not provide any other
incentive. We conducted and analyzed 47 interviews with 35 German
female entrepreneurs in up to two waves until theoretical saturation was
achieved (Saunders et al., 2018). 35 female entrepreneurs voluntarily
agreed to participate in the first wave of interviews, and 12 agreed to
participate in a second, debrief interview (Cornelissen et al., 2021;
Reinecke & Wrona, 2024). Our first interview wave spans from May
2021 to March 2022. Our second interview wave spans from July 2024
to October 2024, resulting in a total of 15 months of data collection.
Throughout both waves, the interview duration varied between 24 and
99 minutes (average length: 52 minutes, total: 41 hours of interview
material), enabling a comprehensive and detailed discussion of topics.
Please refer to Table 2 for a detailed summary of all participating female
entrepreneurs.

Due to potentially triggering interview questions and sensitive topics
(e.g., female entrepreneurs’ experiences with sexual harassment), we
requested and received approval from our university research ethics
committee after a thorough review.

3.2. Data collection

Semi-structured interviews. The research team created and refined
the semi-structured interview guide in German to comprehensively
prepare the interviews. We then created guidelines in English using the
translation-back translation approach. We interviewed female entre-
preneurs in English or German on the Zoom or Microsoft Teams plat-
forms, using a semi-structured interview guideline with open questions.
This approach allowed us to adapt questions to female entrepreneurs’
narratives and enhanced a natural conversation flow in which the
women felt comfortable openly discussing their experiences and
opinions.

While we conducted first-wave interviews very openly, the second
debrief interviews were more structured. In first wave interviews, we
primarily focused on i) understanding female entrepreneurs’ personal
experiences, ii) founding motivation and venture details, iii) (social)
media usage, and iv) communication strategies. Before each interview,
the authors screened female entrepreneurs’ LinkedIn and Instagram

Type Source Description

Total amount Use in the analysis

Interviews with female
entrepreneurs (primary
data source)

Interviews
entrepreneurs in Germany, data collected

July 2024-October 2024 (wave 2)

47 semi-structured interviews with 35 female

between May 2021-March 2022 (wave 1) and

41:00:04 hours of
interview data (on average,
an interview lasted 52:21
minutes)

Primary source used to gain in-depth information
of female entrepreneurs’ communication
strategies on social media. Follow-up interviews
with female entrepreneurs used to add a
longitudinal component and to validate initially
theorized model.

Social media  Publicly available Publicly available Instagram data, both public
data Instagram posts professional and public private accounts from
interviewed female entrepreneurs (if applicable)
Additional Notes, presentation Manual notes taken during interviews and from
data slides, and informal discussions within the author team, 2

conversations

presentations shared by 2 female entrepreneurs
containing very personal information (presented
at a university event for female students in 2023),
informal conversations with female entrepreneurs
before and after interviews

825 Instagram posts

179 pages of manual notes,
51 pages of presentation
slides

Used to familiarize with and analyze female
entrepreneurs’ communication patterns.
Considering professional and private Instagram
profiles to draw a holistic picture of female
entrepreneurs’ communication strategies in the
digital realm.

Use of additional data sources to get a deeper
understanding of interviewed female
entrepreneurs’ background, motivation, and
communication strategies.
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Table 2
Sample characteristics.
ID Number of Gender Age Job Description Industry Industry  Founding year(s) =~ Number Strategy
interviews type” of posts
Interviewee 1 1 Female 33 Entrepreneur Design services Female 2019 13 Relent
Interviewee 2 1 Female 25 Entrepreneur E-learning providers (construction) Male 2020 1 Relent
Interviewee 3 2 Female 43 Entrepreneur Fashion Female 2007 37 Relent
Interviewee 4 2 Female 32 Entrepreneur Business consulting and services (diversity) Female 2021 30 Rebel
Interviewee 5 2 Female 30 Serial Entrepreneur Human resources Female 2019, 2019 49 Relent
Interviewee 6 1 Female 31 Entrepreneur Design services Female 2019 44 Rebel
Interviewee 7 2 Female 43 Entrepreneur Professional training and coaching Neutral 2019 86 Relent
Interviewee 8 1 Female 31 Entrepreneur Financial services Male 2021 11 Reverse
Interviewee 9 1 Female 30 Entrepreneur IT services and IT consulting (commercial vehicle trade) Male 2020 Reverse
Interviewee 10 1 Female 35 Entrepreneur Space research and technology Male 2020 0 Relent
Interviewee 11 2 Female 36 Entrepreneur Public relations and communications services Female 2015 0 Rebel
Interviewee 12 1 Female 35 Entrepreneur Professional training and coaching Neutral 2019 6 Reverse
Interviewee 13 1 Female 31 Entrepreneur Professional training and coaching Neutral 2021 21 Rebel
Interviewee 14 1 Female 29 Entrepreneur Advertising services Female 2019 1 Reverse
Interviewee 15 2 Female 36 Entrepreneur Education administration programs Female 2021 11 Rebel
Interviewee 16 1 Female 48 Serial Entrepreneur Information technology and services (relocation) Male 2001, 2018 2 Relent
Interviewee 17 2 Female 33 Entrepreneur Business consulting and services Male 2019 0 Reverse
Interviewee 18 1 Female 37 Entrepreneur Wellness and fitness services Female 2020 7 Rebel
Interviewee 19 1 Female 29 Entrepreneur Design services (funeral) Female 2021 9 Relent
Interviewee 20 2 Female 40 Entrepreneur Environmental services (logistics/packaging) Male 2021 7 Relent
Interviewee 21 1 Female 26 Entrepreneur Software development (health) Male 2020 3 Relent
Interviewee 22 1 Female 26 Serial Entrepreneur Higher education Female 2021, 2020 0 Relent
Interviewee 23 2 Female 36 Entrepreneur Advertising services Female 2019 0 Reverse
Interviewee 24 1 Female 30 Entrepreneur Design services (health) Female 2020 15 Relent
Interviewee 25 1 Female 23 Entrepreneur Shipbuilding Male 2022 0 Relent
Interviewee 26 1 Female 41 Entrepreneur Technology, information, and internet (coaching) Male 2021 30 Rebel
Interviewee 27 2 Female 31 Entrepreneur Human resources services Female 2020 51 Relent
Interviewee 28 1 Female 44 Serial Entrepreneur Professional training and coaching (founder network) Neutral = 2019, 2021 10 Relent
Interviewee 29 1 Female 38 Entrepreneur Financial services (financial education for women) Male 2018 153 Rebel
Interviewee 30 2 Female 42 Entrepreneur Business consulting and services Neutral 2021 8 Rebel
Interviewee 31 1 Female 27 Entrepreneur IT services and IT consulting (purchasing) Male 2021 0 Relent
Interviewee 32 1 Female 41 Entrepreneur Consumer services (housing) Neutral 2018 107 Relent
Interviewee 33 1 Female 28 Entrepreneur Public relations and communications services Female 2018 0 Rebel
Interviewee 34 2 Female 51 Serial Entrepreneur Professional training and coaching Neutral 2008, 2011 0 Relent
Interviewee 35 1 Female 32 Serial Entrepreneur Professional training and coaching Neutral 2013, 2019, 2021 113 Rebel

Please note: ID = interviewee identification. We created IDs for each interviewee to protect female entrepreneurs’ anonymity.
100.00 % of the interviewees identify as female. The average female entrepreneur is 34 years old (the age refers to the interviewees’ age in first-wave interviews).
The total number of posts (n = 825) was calculated by screening all Instagram posts (public private and public business accounts) published within six months before
the respective interview date. We tracked female entrepreneurs’ posts in August 2023.

 In defining industry types, we follow Lee and Huang (2018) and classify industries into female-typed, male-typed, and neutral-typed, based on the authors’ iterative

discussions.

accounts to get an initial understanding of their overall communication
preferences and style. At the beginning of each interview, we started
with general questions on the female entrepreneur and her venture(s).
For example, we asked: “How would you describe your job, venture, and
daily tasks? What influenced your decision to start your venture?” Next, we
focused on female entrepreneurs’ experiences with stereotypes and
external social evaluations, which generated insights into their past
experiences and how they cognitively process them (e.g., “How did
people react when you founded your own venture? “). We then moved on to
questions about their social media usage and communication strategies:
“Which topics do you address in your social media posts? “. Again, we were
interested in how they subjectively believe their communication is
received by social evaluators and how they handle external perceptions.
Therefore, we posed open-ended questions like: “How do you react to
positive or negative comments? “. Finally, we asked if there was anything
they would criticize about other entrepreneurs’ communication on so-
cial media.

We conducted second-wave interviews on average ~33 months after
the first interview, assuming that the female entrepreneurs had time to
adapt their communications (if they wanted to). In our second-wave
debrief interviews, 12 female entrepreneurs were willing to share their
thoughts. We compared these women (n = 12) with those who did not
respond or wished not to be included in our study a second time (n =
23). We find minor differences between the two groups, e.g., regarding
women’s mean age, strategy choices, or the number of average posts per

person. However, we note greater differences between the two groups
regarding the distribution of industry types: In second-wave interviews,
i) the percentage of women from female-typed industries is higher, and
ii) the percentage of women from male industries is lower.

In our second interview round, we focused on i) developments since
our first interview, ii) current communication strategies, and iii) in-
depth discussions of our initially theorized model. For example, we
started interviews by asking: “How did your communication strategy
develop since our last interview? Is there anything you handle differently
now? “. In these follow-up interviews, it was vital for us to gain hands-on
feedback on our initially theorized model (Cornelissen et al., 2021;
Reinecke & Wrona, 2024), which we developed after first-wave in-
terviews. To do so, we asked questions such as: “What are your thoughts
on this model? What would you say leads from one box to the next?“. We
concluded interviews by asking if there was anything they would like to
add.

For all interviews, we adapted the interview guides after each con-
versation (in parallel to data analysis), accounted for emerging topics,
and rephrased difficult questions (or terms) to more comprehensive,
simpler versions. This procedure yielded finer-grained insights into the
mechanisms driving female entrepreneurs’ communication behavior
and helped us validate our theorized model. Please refer to Appendix I
for our interview guides.

Instagram posts for data triangulation. Following Werner et al.
(2023), Nadegger et al. (2024), and Roccapriore and Pollock (2022), we
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focus our analysis on the social media platform Instagram for several
reasons. First, it is an essential and highly frequented platform for en-
trepreneurs to communicate with their stakeholders (Roccapriore &
Pollock, 2022). With Instagram posts generally achieving high user
engagement (Casalo et al., 2021), it is an important outlet for exploring
female entrepreneurs’ communication in the dynamic interplay with
societal expectations. Second, in addition to written content, Instagram
offers the possibility of “combining visual and textual alteration,”
(Nadegger et al., 2024, p. 12) which often possesses “aesthetic power”
and can play an important “symbolic role” (Werner et al., 2023, p. 13).
Thus, they provide insights that purely text-based information does not,
extending the information we gathered through interviews. Third,
Instagram is an exchange platform where female entrepreneurs
communicate and react to outside perceptions on their private and
business accounts. For example, Instagram offers “innovative ways to
address issues of shame and taboo” (Werner et al., 2023, p. 2), giving
female entrepreneurs a channel to articulate personal concerns and
position their professional businesses. This blurring of business and
private spheres makes Instagram a unique and insightful context to
understand female entrepreneurs’ challenges and the outside expecta-
tions they must handle. Fourth, Instagram has an “affective side” (Casalo
et al., 2021, p. 2), with visual images transporting strong emotions such
as rage, sadness, and despair (Roccapriore & Pollock, 2022).

In our data collection process, we considered female entrepreneurs’
publicly available private and business Instagram accounts (if appli-
cable). We collected posts published by female entrepreneurs up to six
months before the respective first interview date, resulting in a total of
825 publicly available Instagram posts. We manually took screenshots of
posts and extracted each post’s caption. We included 10 women who
had (at some point) opened a social media account but were not actively
posting content. We decided to include them in our sample to realisti-
cally demonstrate the whole pattern of communication styles, including
not posting at all (Watzlawick et al., 1967).

Archival data and manual notes. To gain an even more nuanced
understanding of female entrepreneurs’ communication strategies, we
used archival data and manual notes as additional data sources for our
analysis. We took manual notes during interviews and in author team
discussions, resulting in 179 pages (all digitized). During interviews, we
noted any form of nonverbal communication that potentially affected
women’s communication. For example, our notes include whether fe-
male entrepreneurs were agitated, enraged, or pessimistic when they
talked about their experiences — information not captured by text tran-
scripts and an important data source for our analysis.

Additionally, we used 51 pages of presentation slides from two
interviewed female entrepreneurs, which were presented live at a uni-
versity event for female students. These presentations contained very
personal information on their entrepreneurial journeys, business
models, and how they handled difficult situations. We included these
two slide decks because they validate important information on how
female entrepreneurs motivate young aspiring women as role models
and highlight what they have learned throughout their (entrepreneurial)
journeys. We also engaged in informal communications with inter-
viewed female entrepreneurs before and after interviews, both digitally
and in person.

3.3. Data analysis

Semi-structured interviews. We recorded, transcribed, and evalu-
ated our interview data using an inductive approach (Gioia et al., 2013)
while carefully following qualitative research guidelines (Miles &
Huberman, 1984). We transcribed our interview data in either English
or German (depending on the interview language). After transcribing
interviews, the authors independently coded the transcriptions using
qualitative data analysis software (i.e., MAXQDA version 2020). We
created all codes in English.

Our coding relies on the constant comparative method of qualitative
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analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1999). In an iterative approach (Gioia et al.,
2013; Suddaby, 2006) and through regular discussions within the author
team, we composed first-order codes that we aggregated into
second-order themes. We then arranged these emerging themes to
aggregate dimensions that we compared across cases, and explored the
relationship patterns between these dimensions. Our analytical pro-
cedure follows four main steps, guided by continuously matching our
empirical findings with prior literature to refine our theorizing
gradually.

First, we generated first-order codes for each case separately and
immediately after we transcribed the interview. We looked for recurring
patterns and topics in interviews, social media, and additional data
associated with our research question. We then built categories based on
themes that emerged from the data. For example, some women strongly
emphasized portraying themselves on Instagram, while others described
a more reluctant approach to sharing information online. This rough
differentiation hinted at seemingly opposite strategies in how female
entrepreneurs handle their communication on Instagram. We then set
forth to dig deeper into the underlying mechanisms shaping their
communication decisions and to search for finer-grained
differentiations.

Second, building on identified emerging themes from each interview,
we created aggregate dimensions and compared data and codes across
cases more profoundly. We began analyzing similarities and differences
across interviews to extract the most important themes for our model.
Here, we identified rebel, reverse, and relent as female entrepreneurs’
main communication approaches on Instagram.

Third, we began to build our model of female entrepreneurs’
communication strategies, going back and forth between theory and
data. In this step, we theorized each arrow in our model based on
interview quotes and additional data sources until we arrived at a model
capturing our empirical data. This step focused on arranging and visu-
alizing our identified topics into a comprehensive theoretical model. For
example, while the rebel, reverse, and relent communication strategies
are the final communication output, we found that women’s struggle
with their dual roles led to a “reality check” in which they align their
intra-individual considerations with societal norms. Please refer to
Table 3 for representative interview quotes for each communication
strategy.

Fourth, after creating an initial model on female entrepreneurs’
communication strategies, we decided to conduct follow-up, debrief
interviews with female entrepreneurs from our sample to discuss our
initially theorized model openly (Cornelissen et al., 2021; Reinecke &
Wrona, 2024). This allowed us to validate our findings, add important
nuances to our model, and validate the existence of and women’s
identification with our three theorized communication strategies and
the mechanisms shaping them. Fig. 2 shows a detailed coding scheme of
female entrepreneurs’ communication strategies on social media that we
arrived at.

Our data analysis also compared female entrepreneurs’ communi-
cation strategies regarding their industry types (male-typed industries,
e.g., engineering and construction, versus female-typed industries, e.g.,
nursing, childcare, and beauty) (M. Lee & Huang, 2018). Additionally,
we considered female entrepreneurs’ work and founding experience,
which tends to influence their relationship management. Another
important avenue in exploring factors influencing female entrepreneurs’
communication strategies was their past experiences. While we find that
different past experiences exist and are important to female entrepre-
neurs, they are not solely responsible for their communication strategy
choices and, thus, do not drive our theoretical model. Moreover, we
noticed that some women struggle not only with their gender roles but
with additional social categories, such as race, age, or motherhood,
making them susceptible to stereotyping. However, when analyzing and
discussing these additional categories within the author team, we found
no substantial differences in social media communication related to
these additional characteristics, further substantiating gender as one of
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the most salient and impactful social roles (Eagly & Koenig, 2021; Fiske
et al., 1991).

Analysis of Instagram posts. To selectively analyze some of the fe-
male entrepreneurs’ representative Instagram posts, we followed
Werner et al., (2023) analytical procedure (rooted in Jancsary et al.
(2017)) and adapted it to our research context. Five main steps guide our
analysis of representative Instagram posts. First, we collected Instagram
posts from interviewed female entrepreneurs’ private and business
Instagram profiles (publicly available content only). We tracked female
entrepreneurs’ Instagram posts from the first interview date until six
months before the respective interview date. Second, we manually took
screenshots of all relevant Instagram posts in the defined timeframe and
manually copied the posts’ captions in a text format (if applicable). We
created a table to get a first overview and visual impression of all posts
and to arrange unstructured visual data more cohesively for further data
analyses. Third, we analyzed representative posts from selected female
entrepreneurs in more detail. Here, we labeled representative posts as
either stemming from a publicly available private or business Instagram
account and verbally summarized the content of the representative post
(as close as possible to the picture). Fourth, after these more descriptive
steps, we began coding and interpreting the emotion and virtue/value of
selected representative posts, helping us capture the primary intention
of these posts. Fifth, we interpreted each representative post’s
meta-function by defining whether it reflects the rebel, reverse, or relent
communication strategy (Werner et al., 2023). Please refer to Table 4 for
an excerpt of our analysis of representative Instagram posts for selected
cases (all anonymized and without original posts to protect female en-
trepreneurs’ anonymity).

4. Findings

Our study probes the underlying mechanisms shaping female en-
trepreneurs’ communication strategies on social media. Emerging from
the data, we find three main formation processes: i) intra-individual
considerations, ii) balancing perceived pressure to conform or to
violate, and iii) deciding on a final, external communication strategy (i.
e., rebel, reverse, or relent). Fig. 3 shows our theorized model of female
entrepreneurs’ communication strategies on social media.

While the three communication strategies (rebel, reverse, relent)
differed, all cases also showed certain similarities. Thus, all female en-
trepreneurs have experience of being openly stereotyped, which makes
them aware of prejudices and stereotypical gender role ascriptions to-
wards them. Moreover, all female entrepreneurs focus on a stakeholder-
centric communication approach on social media and are aware of
entrepreneurial risks. We now explain our theorized model, starting
with female entrepreneurs’ intra-individual considerations.

4.1. Female entrepreneurs’ intra-individual considerations

Emerging from the data, we found that the underlying drivers of
female entrepreneurs’ communication strategies were intra-individual
considerations (left side of our model), characterized by a constant
struggle between the dual roles of being a woman and an entrepreneur.

Struggling with dual roles. Generally, all interviewed female entre-
preneurs perceived some level of incongruity between their roles as
women and entrepreneurs, confirming earlier research (Arshed et al.,
2022; Eagly & Karau, 2002). Consequently, women constantly struggled
between dual roles: their roles as women and as entrepreneurs. During one
interview, the internal struggle between these two roles became espe-
cially salient: “At the moment, I do not [communicate myself as a female
entrepreneur] because at the moment, I identify less with this role. [...]
Currently, I am something else. [...] Actually, this is a very good point.
Actually, I should identify as a female entrepreneur in my area of expertise
because there are new [business] cooperations coming up. [...] I should think
about this [...]” (Interviewee 15). Based on this constant struggle, they
began to reflect on their roles, asking themselves: Should I focus on my
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Table 3
Representative evidence for each communication strategy from interview data.

Strategy Representative interview quotes for each strategy

Rebel — “In Germany, only 3,7 % of women hold leadership positions in the
sports industry. [...] Principally, we want to change this [with our
business]” (Interviewee 4).

— “Iam firmly convinced that women [compared to men] in the business
and private contexts function differently” (Interviewee 6).

— “I strongly believe that women [...] never wanted to mimic male
behavior and I realized that the [male] alpha behavior — which in
many corporations is still the way to success — is not my way [...]”
(Interviewee 6).

— “My [Instagram] profile is linked as a business woman profile and I do
want to give behind the scenes insights to being a female entrepreneur,
and I actively use this [Instagram account] to talk about female
empowerment” (Interviewee 6).

— “So far, I rarely deleted [negative] comments [on social media]. What
I honestly prefer to do is to abandon [negative commentators], to take
a screenshot and to post it on my story to heat discussions”
(Interviewee 6).

— “I am a role model with pleasure [...]” (Interviewee 11).

— “My key message is: use your [menstrual] cycle as a superpower. [...]1
realized that it is important on Instagram to show yourself as female
entrepreneurs” (Interviewee 18).

Reverse — “[...] our key message is to post updates regarding our venture”
(Interviewee 8).

— “We publish posts of our venture [...]. Additionally, we present our
team members [...] or events” (Interviewee 8).

— “As a female entrepreneur [...], you stick out because [...] there are
simply not many women in entrepreneurship” (Interviewee 8).

— “I'do not have a [holistic communication] strategy yet, but I am fully
aware that — as part of entrepreneurship — you have to establish a
certain degree of self-branding [...]” (Interviewee 8).

— “Iam the one managing our investors [...]. I had many conversations
with them, and I think that the bonus of being a female entrepreneur in
a male-dominated industry worked perfectly” (Interviewee 9).

— “I'think about putting many women into the sales department because
1 think that it is good to play this joker” (Interviewee 9).

— “Well, I also sometimes share sexual assaults or what happened to me”
(Interviewee 12).

Relent — “I either do not react at all [to negative comments] or simply accept
them thinking to myself that I cannot change it anyways” (Interviewee
2).

— “Well, we have ... we publish two to three times per week and of
course, these posts are procuct-driven [...]” (Interviewee 3).

— “One post that is representative [for our social media presence]: in the
last 11 years ... since our brand exists, we saved 425 tonnes of CO,
[...]. And this is what we communicate very strongly” (Interviewee 3).

— “We selectively cover [the topic of female entrepreneurship], but not
broadly because this is not our focus topic” (Interviewee 3).

— “I hope that we get perceived by the outside, let us say, as founders
who take [their business] seriously and the solutions to tackle the
problem [...] seriously and the ones who have the right vision [...]. So,
we want to be taken seriously and seen as doing the right thing
(Interviewee 10)”.

— “[...] but I would never limit this [content] to myself only. Because, as
I said, for me it’s about my business and that the business progresses
and it’s not about me” (Interviewee 22).

role as a woman or on my role as an entrepreneur?

Focus on the role as a woman triggers the wish to articulate the
female role externally. In line with previous research on how a foun-
der’s identity and perceived sociocultural factors can influence their
business model choices (Foy & Gruber, 2022), we found that female
entrepreneurs who highlighted their role as a woman often based their
businesses in areas in which gender equality is part of the business
model itself (e.g., diversity consulting in the sports industry, Interviewee
4). However, even when gender equality was not the primary focus of
female entrepreneurs’ businesses, they often aimed to portray them-
selves as a role model for other (aspiring) women in entrepreneurship
and, therefore, wished to externally articulate their female role: “I know
so many women that are incredibly talented that — for many reasons [...] — do
not go their own way [...] and are being suppressed. They do not do the things
they want. They do not believe in themselves because society always tells them
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First-Order Codes
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Emerging Themes Aggregate Dimension

¢ Gender equality as part of business model

*  Acting and portraying themselves as a role model —> Focusing on role as a woman
. Wish to externally articulate the female role
Intra-individual considerations
from dual role struggle
*  Opposed to active positioning as a woman on social media /
*  Focus on role as an entrepreneur and professional competencies —»| Focusing on role as an entrepreneur
*  Wish to externally articulate the entrepreneurial role
*  Showing herself fragile and vulnerable
*  Speaking openly about sensitive or emotional topics
*  Wanting to be seen as approachable and sharing private-centric post content (signaling |—p| Portraying the person behind the venture
approachability)
*  Attacks and negative evaluations from others on social media
«  Strategically filtering information to gain advantages for their businesses
*  Strategically positioning private with business content Female entrepreneurs’ alignment
o Staying superficial, diving deep only with selected persons —» Mixture of private and business content of intra-individual considerations
¢ Luring the audience by disclosing tailored content with societal norms and
. Drawing a clear line between personal and private content expectations
*  The role as a woman is not the main topic
¢ No personal information disclosure on the female entrepreneur herself 7 g
3 i : T ; Portraying the business
«  Getting awareness for company’s mission, business-centric information (venture, product, team)
«  Statements on reducing personal information for self-protection motives (ensuring self-protection)
*  Seeing self-descriptions as polarizing, open to confrontations
*  Fighting against predominant role perceptions and prejudices to create positive societal change > Rebel
*  Attack and defend against stereotypical role perceptions and negative comments
« Intentionally using role as a woman for own advantage
¢ Actively exploﬂ}ng others’ s'tcreoty[.ncal role pefceptlons‘ L Reverse
«  Post customization to a specific audience to achieve specific purposes .
«  Strategically partnering with men to avoid power battles Decision on fi.nal, external
ion strategy
*  Objective skill portrayal, signaling competence and integrity
¢ Succumb and surrender to stereotypical role perceptions
«  No or rare private-centric social media posts > Relent
*  Wanting to control recipients’ message perceptions and appealing to a broader audience
«  Emphasizing negative consequences for disclosing private information on social media, isolation

Fig. 2. Coding scheme and data structure.

they are not enough and reduces them to their looks [...]. My main goal is to
stand up for them with my personal story” (Interviewee 6). Thus, women
who focused on their female role felt a need to communicate this choice
to external stakeholders, which was their primary motivation.

Focus on the entrepreneurial role triggers the wish to articulate the
entrepreneurial role externally. While some female entrepreneurs
highlighted their female role, others aimed to concentrate on their role
as entrepreneurs. They did so primarily by not positioning themselves on
social media at all: “I have never positioned myself on social media chan-
nels. Therefore, it is still far away for me [...]” (Interviewee 9). One inter-
viewee said she is “just not the person to do so” (Interviewee 27) and
negatively judged other (female) entrepreneurs’ digital self-
presentation. Another woman described how she firmly puts her
“[communication] focus on the role as an entrepreneur” (Interviewee 34).
She continued saying “[...] I want my expertise at the forefront” (Inter-
viewee 34). These women’s focus on being an entrepreneur above being
a woman seemed to trigger a preference for expressing this role to
external stakeholders.

In sum, within female entrepreneurs’ intra-individual consider-
ations, they decided whether to articulate the role externally as a woman
or an entrepreneur. These wishes then had to be balanced with societal
norms.

4.2. Aligning intra-individual considerations with societal norms:
balancing perceived pressure to conform and perceived pressure to violate

When female entrepreneurs focused on their role as women and

wished to express this role, this led to i) a private-centric information
disclosure or ii) a mixture of private and business content. When they
decided to focus on their role as entrepreneurs and wished to focus on
expressing this role, this led to i) a business-centric information disclo-
sure or ii) a mixture of private and business content. When female en-
trepreneurs decided on their focus, they had to reconcile their initial
intra-individual considerations with societal norms and expectations.
As such, they balanced perceived pressures to conform (Fagly & Karau,
2002) or to violate expectations (Burgoon, 1993). We labeled this pro-
cess a “reality check” in which women compared their individually
formed wishes to societal expectations.

In conversation with a female entrepreneur who chose to focus on
her role as an entrepreneur, the balancing act of her perceived pressure
to conform and to violate became especially salient. While she argued
for a focus on her role as a founder, she then elaborated on why it may be
important to communicate the role as a woman, too: “[...] Of course, I am
also interested in the gender topic. And today, more than ever, because cruel
things happen in the world, [...] making me think that one has to realize this
eventually. [...] It is important to realize that we are not as developed as we
may think, gender-wise. [...] And that is when I would [...] say okay, then, I
eventually have to play the femininity card” [...] (Interviewee 34). She
described how she did not necessarily wanted to communicate the
“feminine topic”, but felt the need to speak about societal shortcomings
because otherwise, nothing would ever change. Another woman
described the interplay between societal expectations and her percep-
tions as an “unconscious realization”: “Over time, you simply realize that
[being the only woman in leadership positions] does not represent society, and
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Table 4

Representative evidence for selectively analyzed Instagram posts.

European Management Journal xxx (xxxX) xxx

Strategy  ID Verbal description of exemplary Instagram Emotion Virtue/value Meta-function
posts
Rebel Interviewee This post is a banner incorporating multiple Strength, confidence, Equality, change, Rebel meta-function: Calling for votes for
30 elements: a picture of her, a picture of one of  inspiration, leadership, her nomination for a diversity award shows
her recent study publications, an award logo, ~ connection, responsibility, her steadfast dedication towards building an
and a call for action to vote for her. motivation community, education inclusive future for women. She actively
rebels against the status quo by positioning
herself as an advocate for gender equality and
diversity and as a role model for others.
Black-and-white edited portrait picture of Strength, confidence, Equality, change, Rebel meta-function: She actively rebels
female entrepreneur with the hashtag inspiration leadership, responsibility ~ against the status quo by positioning herself
#femaleleader. She is wearing a business explicitly as a female leader, thus advocating
attire, has her arms crossed, and confidently for equality among male and female leaders.
looks into the camera.
Sideward headshot of female entrepreneur Joy, inspiration Sustainability, change, Rebel meta-function: By showing herself
facing towards a small paper wind wheel. The equality, nature, approachable and in her private garden
picture scene is located in what seems to be connection with nature environment, she positions herself as more
her private garden environment. In the than just a founder (i.e., as a private person)
background, there are many plants. and simultaneously communicates her
political message to advocate for
sustainability and equality.
Selfie showing female entrepreneur with a Connection, joy, Equality, change, Rebel meta-function: Positioning herself
female politician. They are both wearing inspiration, motivation  leadership, alongside a famous, female politician shows
masks (due to the Corona pandemic). The responsibility, her sense for community and allyship. She
female entrepreneur is wearing the party’s community also brings across her political message to
logo on her mask. In the background, there advocate for sustainability and equality.
are people standing behind a fence. They both
smile.
Reverse Interviewee Portrait picture of female entrepreneur Curiosity, enthusiasm, Competence, Reverse meta-function: Strategically
8 wearing glasses and a business casual outfit. approachability trustworthiness, posting content on the founding team’s
She is sitting next to other people, listening to education, connection members to signal competence and unity.
another person speak. The heading contains a Showing herself in a professional setting and
call to action to connect, includes her first manner to signal credibility and seriousness.
name, and is placed on the buttom right of the
picture in the company’s corporate identity
colorscheme.
Head-shot picture of female entrepreneur’s Curiosity, enthusiasm, Competence, Reverse meta-function: Strategically
male co-founder. He is not looking into the approachability trustworthiness, posting content of the founding team’s
camera and the picture shows his face from education, connection members to signal competence and unity.
the side. The heading contains a call to action Female entrepreneur strategically partnering
to connect, includes his first name, and is with men as one defining characteristic of the
placed on the buttom right of the picture in reverse strategy.
the company’s corporate identity
colorscheme.
Three posts of the company’s logo in the Informative, curiosity Professionality Reverse meta-function: Posting
corporate identity colorscheme. The professional, informative content to signal
company’s logo is extra large and divided into competence. Here, the focus lies on business-
three separate posts. centric information disclosure.
A picture with a quote and the company’s Inspiration, Sustainability, education, = Reverse meta-function: The picture wakes
logo. The quote is inspirational and covers the  enthusiasm, change interest to explore the company’s offerings.
topic of sustainable finance. motivation Here, the focus is more on business-centric
information disclosure.
Relent Interviewee Product photo of a yellow bag hanging on a Energizing, joy, Dynamic, sustainability, Relent meta-function: Portraying a young
3 yellow bike which is driven by a woman curiosity urbanity customer in an urban environment using

wearing a black outfit. The background
portrays a grey, urban environment.

Photo of two people’s legs sitting on a
mountain, looking into the valley. They wear
brown hiking footwear. The company logo,
website link, as well as a slogan are put into
the photo.

Team post of six of female entrepreneurs’
female employees. Each of the six women
holds up a letter claiming “Fashion
revolution”. The female entrepreneur herself
is not shown on the picture.

A night-shot of a mountain and night-sky with
the company logo and website link on the
photo.

Desire, nostalgia,
calmness, Wanderlust

Curiosity, motivation

Desire, nostalgia,
calmness

Connection with nature,
health, resilience

Sustainability, team
unity, vision, change

Connection with nature

sustainable transportantion and the
company’s sustainable product highlights the
strong focus on communicating the
company’s mission.

Relent meta-function: With the company’s
strong sustainability mission (reusing old
materials), the connection to both using
recycled bags during hiking and the nature
theme support the company’s overall mission.
Relent meta-function: Positioning both the
company’s mission to revolutionize the use of
old materials in fashion and putting the team
into the focus as defining characteristics of
relent strategists.

Relent meta-function: With the company’s
strong sustainability mission, visualizing its
connection to nature supports the company’s
overall mission.

Please note: Instagram post analysis for selected representative posts adapted from Werner et al. (2023) (rooted in Jancsary et al. (2017)). Data source: Instagram. All
Instagram posts are publicly available. However, to secure interviewed female entrepreneurs’ full anonymity, we do not include exemplary original posts. Instead, we
describe exemplary posts verbally, eliminating all identifying personal information.
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Intra-individual
considerations

Aligning intra-individual considerations with societal norms:
balancing perceived pressure to conform and perceived pressure

Deciding on final, external

5 communication strate
to violate &

Wish to externally
articulate the female role

Focusing on role as a
woman

Portraying the person behind the
venture (private-centric
information disclosure)

REBEL
Emphasis: Fighting against
predominant role perceptions to
create change
Example/ means: Telling compelling
feminine and private stories

Signaling approachability

Struggling
with dual
roles

REVERSE
Emphasis: Intentionally using
femininity for own advantage
Example/ means: Posts customized
to specific audiences

Strategically
Siltering

Focusing on role as an
entrepreneur

Wish to externally articulate

the entrepreneurial role

Portraying the business
(business-centric information
disclosure)

RELENT
Emphasis: Objective skill portrayals
to signal competence, appeal to
broader audience, and control
message perception
Example/ means: Business, team,
and product-focused posts

Ensuring self-protection

Fig. 3. A model on female entrepreneurs’ communication strategies on social media.

certainly, you get the feeling — even if this is unconscious — that you face
barriers which do not exist for men in the same setting” (Interviewee 4).

Stemming from this reality check and constant balancing act, female
entrepreneurs decided on the optimal degree of information disclosure,
expressed in their choice between i) private-centric content, ii) business-
centric content, or iii) a mixture of private and business content.

Portraying the person behind the venture (private-centric infor-
mation disclosure). Female entrepreneurs who aimed to portray the
person behind the venture used their position as entrepreneurs to free
themselves from hierarchies and aimed to escape the narrow role per-
ceptions of others. They often reported that their space in paid
employment has been restricted, which has hindered them from
speaking their truth openly. Consequently, they spoke about their
negative —and even traumatic— experiences on their social media pro-
files: “[...] as an entrepreneur, I now also experience intense incidences, but I
do have the power to articulate them [on social media] because I do not have
to be scared of my employer not liking it — because now, I am my own
employer” (Interviewee 6). Similarly, another woman highlighted: “Well,
for me it was important to position myself. [...] For me, it is a lot about
educating, to uncover that certain situations are not normal. I often get the
feeling that many topics, such as sexual harassment in the workplace, are seen
as normal by other women [...]. To make clear that this is not normal”
(Interviewee 13).

Talking about such private topics made them vulnerable and more
likely to be the subject of online attacks: “The attacks [I get on social
media] are always in the context of that what I am doing as an entrepreneur is
dumb, I cannot do this as an entrepreneur, that it is even harmful to me, or
that I am a narcissist” (Interviewee 6). However, even though these female
entrepreneurs received negative comments for their content, they
continued sharing highly emotional social media posts. They accepted
being seen as an open target for the advantage of portraying themselves
as thought leaders: “And well ... where I can imagine that it [my content]
leads to a mindset shift. Well, that it [my content] questions the status quo
and also calls attention to certain topics that are not yet ... well, not yet
discussed in the public” (Interviewee 18).

Portraying the business (business-centric information disclosure).
In contrast to the above-examined communication focus, some female
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entrepreneurs focused on their businesses and shared none —or only
scarcely— private information on their social media accounts: “I do not
share anything personal on social media” (Interviewee 7). “Itis not that I feel
ashamed to post something personal. I simply do not want to. I just do not
want to” (Interviewee 20). While some rarely covered the female role
topic, they did so only very selectively — all while stressing that their
primary communication focus is their business (and not the female role):
“[...] we selectively cover the topic [of female entrepreneurship], but not
broadly, because this is not our focus topic” (Interviewee 3). These female
entrepreneurs evaluated social media as an opportunity to position and
bring awareness to their businesses. They focused on business- and
product-driven social media information disclosure: “We very openly
communicate that we want to change things and are disruptive” (Interviewee
2). Their main goal was to separate their business from their social
media appearance in order to operate independently: “We try to figure
out how ... well, we want to do [social media], but we do not want to get
dependent on it” (Interviewee 24). Moreover, they did not post content on
their role as female entrepreneurs: “[...] basically, I do not have any in-
terest, putting myself into the foreground [...]" (Interviewee 20).

A mixture of private and business content to communicate with
filters. As a result of female entrepreneurs’ constant balancing acts be-
tween the pressure to conform and to violate, our data shows that some
women chose a mixture of private and business content. These women
strategically positioned private information with business content, using
private information to achieve advantages for their businesses: “I always
say that people are interested in stories [...]. They want to know: Who is this
person? Why has she founded a venture? What makes her unique and spe-
cial? And once they know all that, they then look at my content and what I
offer beneath that” (Interviewee 23). However, when doing so, they al-
ways maintained some distance. One female entrepreneur explained the
navigation process of staying on the surface while offering some private
information in a metaphor we called the “sea-diving-picture”: “When
you think of the sea and water, I swim here. You can see me; this is my boat
[...], but to go deeper, you must wear a diving suit and get ready, and then
sometimes, I do not mind taking someone with me into the deep. [...] How-
ever, I would not go diving with everyone” (Interviewee 12).

Such filtering communication behavior also involved disclosing
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content tailored to specific situations: ,,When I talk to a business partner, I
only communicate what is relevant for this specific person. What I commu-
nicate is very tailored [...]. I only talk about what fits the context, the person,
and then try to win him over — somehow like a lure” (Interviewee 12). We
theorized the mixture of private and business content as a form of
“communicating with filters”, describing how female entrepreneurs
sometimes shared personal information — but only if it served a strategic
business purpose. Ultimately, we identified female entrepreneurs’ intra-
individual considerations and the alignment of those with societal norms
as the underlying second mechanism that shaped their final communi-
cation strategy choices on social media, which we will now discuss in
more detail.

4.3. Female entrepreneurs’ decision on communication strategy

Three distinct communication strategies emerged from our findings.
We found that the aim of signaling approachability drove the rebel
communication strategy. Further, female entrepreneurs who chose a
reverse communication strategy aimed to communicate strategically
with filters. Finally, some women’s strong need for self-protection led to
a relent communication strategy.

Rebel. Rebellious female entrepreneurs valued tolerance, courage,
freedom, growth, and justice. Even though rebellious female entrepre-
neurs often posted vulnerable topics, they can be described as highly
polarizing and self-confident: “If people decide that they do not like [my
social media content], then they are also welcome [on my account] because I
know that I am someone who polarizes” (Interviewee 6). They were not
afraid of open confrontations on social media and even exposed authors
of critical comments (Interviewee 6). In doing so, rebellious female
entrepreneurs attacked and defended themselves against stereotypical
role perceptions and negative comments on social media. Rebellious
female entrepreneurs aimed to fight against prejudices, empower other
women, and portray themselves as “change makers” (Interviewee 35).
Their main goal was to change stereotypical role ascriptions and to
revolt against the status quo: “I want to show both by presenting myself, my
values, and business as a best practice example that things can be done
differently” (Interviewee 11). They actively fought against prejudices and
for equal perceptions of women in entrepreneurship: “[...] we want to
illuminate, we want to sensibilize, with our consulting services to show actors
... itis also a social component — which could be reason enough, but it is also a
business component — because it is proven that diversity also brings economic
success and enhances innovation. These are the two main directions we
concentrate on regarding change” (Interviewee 4).

Reverse. Female entrepreneurs applying a reverse communication
strategy intended to use stereotypical role ascriptions for their advan-
tage; they aimed to use strategic filters to reverse and leverage stereo-
typical ascriptions: “Now, as a female entrepreneur [...], you eventually
stick out positively because there are simply only a few women [in entre-
preneurship]” (Interviewee 8). They only communicated what was rele-
vant to the specific person they were talking to. They applied filtering
communication tactics to adjust their social media topics to targeted
audiences. For example, Interviewee 12 described: , I think that ... yes, I
have to always look at how I can get what I want without starting a fight with
this strategy”.

Female entrepreneurs applying a reverse strategy aimed to leverage
gender role stereotypes by using personal information for their strategic
advantage: “I would say that the fact that [craftsmen in the commercial
vehicle trade industry] do not often get visited by a young woman [in their
garages] and that prejudices exist ... but I do not care, I eventually even use
this to my own advantage” (Interviewee 9). These women were aware that
they were stereotyped, which led them to exploit stereotypical percep-
tions to their advantage. They showcased themselves as a female
entrepreneur on social media, but only if it added monetary value to
their business. Our findings showed a more subtle form of manifestation
and using stereotypes to the advantage of female entrepreneurs. This
became especially salient in reverse women’s strategy to mix personal
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with professional content situatively.

Interestingly, women in male-typed industries (e.g., finance or
commercial vehicle trade) (M. Lee & Huang, 2018) tended to apply a
reverse communication strategy: “[...] you have a visible position, simply
because you stick out [as a female entrepreneur in the commercial vehicle
trade industry], not necessarily negative, but you can definitely use this for
your own advantage — at least from my point of view” (Interviewee 8).
However, they could imagine positioning themselves as a female
entrepreneur on their social media accounts in the future — provided that
it positively benefits their venture: “I have never positioned myself on
social media channels; therefore, it is still far away for me, but if it has a
business purpose for [my start-up], I would ... and if we decided that it has a
business impact, that we acquire employees better, that we acquire customer
partnerships better, then I would do it. But not only to put myself into the
foreground” (Interviewee 9).

Interestingly —and in line with previous research (Godwin et al.,
2006; Hussain et al., 2022)- we found that women would strategically
partner with men if a specific situation required them: “[By strategically
partnering with men], I try to approach [my communication] strategically.
Well, I do not want to go into power battles because —most of the time— this
does not pay off for me” (Interviewee 12).

Relent. Female entrepreneurs applying a relent strategy shared
common values: innovation, business sustainability, creativity, and
learning. Female entrepreneurs who accept stereotypical gender role
ascriptions believed that people are not interested in topics such as fe-
male empowerment, which often resulted from adverse experiences in
the past: “To put it very brutally — even when I think that this is not a good
thing — I think the people in the construction industry are not interested. This
is the sad experience I made myself” (Interviewee 2). In contrast to the rebel
and reverse strategies, relent female entrepreneurs avoided open con-
frontations and, therefore, often succumbed and surrendered to stereo-
typical gender role perceptions. One reason for this behavior was that
they often internalized criticism so strongly that it prohibited them from
publicly portraying themselves as women in entrepreneurship. Due to
such criticism, these female entrepreneurs aimed for self-protection and
did not share personal topics: “[...] I do have to say that I am a very
cautious person [...]. I sometimes consciously talk about topics [on social
media] with a time delay to ... due to a certain amount of protection”
(Interviewee 24). Due to disclosing none (or only scarce) personal in-
formation, they strictly isolated personal information from their social
media self-presentation: “I would never tell anyone [on social media] what
I do on the weekend because [...] I have to say that I am very cautious [...]. I
sometimes consciously talk about topics [on social media] with a time delay
[...] for protection” (Interviewee 24). Stemming from such strong needs
for self-protection, these female entrepreneurs focused on sharing pri-
marily product- and business-driven social media content. Emerging
from the data, we found that the main aim of relent female entrepreneurs
was to portray themselves as serious and competent business partners,
controlling how their messages are perceived: “I want to stay a private
person and [...] ultimately, you cannot control who reads such posts [...]”
(Interviewee 20). For them, “[...] the price you pay for sharing personal
content is too high [...]” (Interviewee 20), which was the main reason they
“do not share anything personal on social media” (Interviewee 7).

Switches between strategies. To account for possible switches be-
tween the rebel, reverse, and relent strategies over time, we compared
data from 12 female entrepreneurs between first- and second-wave in-
terviews. We did not find any major switches in role perceptions or
communication strategies, which strongly supports our finding that fe-
male entrepreneurs’ role perception and focus are deeply rooted in their
self-concept, fundamentally shaping how they communicate on social
media.

However, female entrepreneurs reported that they could imagine
possible switches between the i) rebel and reverse strategies and be-
tween the ii) relent and reverse strategies. This supports our theorizing
that the reverse strategy contains elements of both rebel and relent
strategies, making it a strategy that female entrepreneurs can choose if
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the situation makes it necessary. Moreover, female entrepreneurs
distinguished and differentiated between the rebel and relent strategies,
making them two opposing points in our theorized model.

5. General discussion

Our study explores how female entrepreneurs navigate and evolve
their communication strategies in response to the tensions between
conforming to and violating gender role stereotypes. We highlight how
female entrepreneurs develop communication strategies by building a
theoretical model entailing three main formation mechanisms: i) intra-
individual considerations (focusing on the role as a woman versus
focusing on the role as an entrepreneur), ii) balancing perceived pres-
sure to conform and perceived pressure to violate (aligning intra-
individual considerations with societal norms), and iii) deciding on a
rebel, reverse, or relent communication strategy. Based on these pillars,
we also identify factors that explain why female entrepreneurs develop a
specific strategy: their aim is i) to signal approachability, ii) to use
strategic filters, or iii) to protect themselves. Our theoretical contribu-
tions are threefold.

5.1. Theoretical contributions

Integrating two competing theoretical angles to reconcile opposing
theoretical positions. First, we integrate two frequently used theories to
analyze female entrepreneurs’ communication strategies: RCT (Eagly &
Karau, 2002) and EVT (Burgoon, 1993). While both theories help
explain positive (adverse) outcomes for women in entrepreneurship,
different recommendations for women apply depending on the theo-
retical angle. Indeed, Ma et al., (2022) note that past research in gender
and leadership still produces ambiguous findings on whether agentic
women are positively or negatively judged. Past research paints an
inconclusive picture of how female entrepreneurs should communicate.
While some argue that expectancy-violating behavior leads to positive
outcomes, others show that women benefit from gender role-congruent
behavior. Put differently: Should female entrepreneurs communicate
gender role congruent or violate societal expectations to achieve posi-
tive evaluations?

Our study sheds new light on this question and contributes to theory
by integrating both perspectives into our model on female entrepre-
neurs’ communication strategies. We demonstrate that women
constantly weigh arguments for (against) the two extreme points that
each theory posits. We find that women have three primary motivations
that tip the scale and decide whether they focus on rebelling against or
succumbing to gender role stereotypes. Female entrepreneurs i) focus on
signaling approachability when deciding to pursue a strategy that
challenges the status quo (rebel), ii) focus on self-protection when
deciding on a strategy more congruent with societal expectations
(relent), or iii) strategically filter information when pursuing a strategy
that bridges role congruence and expectancy violation (reverse).

Our findings demonstrate that female entrepreneurs who explicitly
focus on their role as women demonstrate a gender role stereotype-
violating communication behavior, while female entrepreneurs who
choose to focus on their role as entrepreneurs demonstrate a gender role-
conforming communication behavior. These findings allow us to
demonstrate that female entrepreneurs actively consider both blending
in and standing out as options when forming a communication strategy
and that role congruity and expectancy violation are not tied to the
question of whether to prioritize the female or the entrepreneurial role,
but rather how to enact their role as female entrepreneurs through more
or less personal content. Thus, our findings focus on women’s balancing
act between two diverging theoretical angles.

Female entrepreneurs’ formation of communication strategies and
the use of stereotypes for their own advantage. Second, we study
entrepreneurial communication at the micro-level (i.e., the female
entrepreneur). Our findings offer a more nuanced picture of how female
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entrepreneurs handle gender stereotypes and highlight how female en-
trepreneurs iteratively develop strategies to communicate online suc-
cessfully. While we demonstrate three distinct communication strategies
as outcomes (i.e., rebel, reverse, or relent), we also answer how and why
female entrepreneurs develop each strategy. As such, female entrepre-
neurs’ communication formation process stems from their intra-
individual role interpretations, emphasizing their role as a woman or
an entrepreneur. These interpretations are matched with perceived so-
cietal pressures in an ongoing balancing act, weighing inner convictions
against external expectations. We add to research on handling gender
roles in entrepreneurship (Arshed et al., 2022; Huang et al., 2020) by
illustrating how female entrepreneurs build a repertoire of strategies to
navigate societal expectations paired with an ongoing reconciliation of
their personal value system.

Past research on gender roles and stereotypes in entrepreneurship
predominantly focuses on adverse outcomes for women (Balachandra
et al., 2019; Eagly & Karau, 2002; Gupta et al., 2009), e.g., in venture
funding (Kanze et al., 2018), parenthood (Yang et al., 2023), or venture
performance (Zhao & Yang, 2021). With stereotypes changing (Eagly
et al., 2020), our findings demonstrate that female entrepreneurs not
only manage gender role stereotypes (Franzke & Froese, 2020) but also
how they use stereotypical gender role ascriptions to their own advan-
tage (Constantinidis, 2021; Rosette & Tost, 2010).

A focus on the sender perspective in receiver-focused theories.
Third, while past studies applying RCT and EVT mainly focus on the
observer’s perspective, we add to research by analyzing female entre-
preneurs as message senders because “the broader communicative pro-
cess [...], and the mechanisms through which it is constituted, remains
undertheorized and under-examined” (Kalvapalle et al., 2024, p. 1).
Integrating the sender perspective allows us to further our understand-
ing of the role of communication in entrepreneurship, especially on how
individuals frame messages according to the evaluation of their envi-
ronment (Bafera & Kleinert, 2023; Dubard Barbosa et al., 2019;
McKenny et al., 2024).

Understanding sender-level mechanisms is theoretically important
because they enrich our theoretical frameworks by highlighting in-
dividuals’ balancing act between psychological needs and social dy-
namics. We follow Nater et al.’s (2024) approach in shifting research to
women'’s self-perceptions, exploring the conflicting considerations that
female entrepreneurs must consider when developing their communi-
cation strategies. We, therefore, shift perspectives from “How are female
entrepreneurs evaluated by others?” to “How do female entrepreneurs
communicate and what motivates them to choose distinct communication
strategies? “. Our findings show how women’s external communication
strategies stem from aligning internal role considerations with the cur-
rent social reality in which they operate, allowing us to add a distinct
theoretical layer to the primarily receiver-focused theories of RCT and
EVT.

5.2. Limitations and future research opportunities

While we offer a novel perspective on female entrepreneurs’
communication strategies, we know our study’s potential limitations
and call for different future research avenues. For instance, our
exploratory, qualitative approach does not exclude that other commu-
nication strategies exist among female entrepreneurs, and motives for
choosing one over the other might also vary across different populations
of female entrepreneurs. Our focus on one country (i.e., Germany) may
also limit the generalizability of our findings. We encourage future
studies to examine cross-country comparisons on how female entre-
preneurs aim to communicate in the digital realm.

Further, we conducted interviews in a limited timeframe, female
entrepreneurs reported their experiences in the retrospective, and our
two-wave approach may not capture the whole picture. While we con-
tacted all 35 women again to ask for second-wave interviews, only 12
agreed to participate in follow-up interviews, potentially limiting our
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insights.

Additionally, we decided to include female entrepreneurs’ accounts
that did not publish any posts. While doing so allowed us to portray a full
range of communication patterns (including not posting at all), we
acknowledge potential shortcomings resulting from that decision. We
also acknowledge that our qualitative research study may not be
generalizable to other contexts, calling for future research to interview
female entrepreneurs multiple times while making communication
choices and to choose a narrative interview approach to more effectively
capture the underlying mechanisms informing their communication
behavior.

Multiple (digital) communication channels are available beyond
Instagram, and communication might vary. We base our argument on
the assumption that individuals are motivated to use Instagram to ex-
press themselves (E. Lee et al., 2015). This may also apply to platforms
like X and Facebook, with Obschonka et al. (2017, p. 13) stating that
such platforms “can reveal remarkably valid information about their
personality characteristics”. Moreover, through X and Twitter, in-
dividuals “experience a collision of their professional and personal
identities unique to this new and expanding social space”
(Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013). We acknowledge that different social
media platforms have different objectives and audiences, making our
findings potentially applicable to the broader landscape of social media
platforms. We call for future research to investigate potential differences
(similarities) in how female entrepreneurs communicate across different
platforms.

Given that our sample focuses on female entrepreneurs, future
research on entrepreneurs’ communication strategies would benefit
from comparing women’s communication strategies to those of male
entrepreneurs. Analyzing gender differences in communication may
offer great potential to reveal how women versus men interpret and
navigate their (gender) roles, furthering our understanding of the gender
founding gap in entrepreneurship (Simmons et al., 2019). Also, while we
used a binary approach to gender, future research could benefit from
extending our findings to minority groups (e.g., by analyzing entrepre-
neurs associating with the LGBTQ* community).

Evidence in the entrepreneurial communication research field is still
in its infancy (Kaiser & Kuckertz, 2023). While integrating a holistic
sender-receiver approach is well-established in communication sciences,
management, and entrepreneurship literature, it would benefit from
more theorizing to enhance a shared understanding of “entrepreneurial
communication.” Using computer-aided text analysis (CATA) could also
expand this study, e.g., by using CATA to scan female entrepreneurs’
social media profiles. Additionally, future digital communication
research would benefit from analyzing the mismatch between female
entrepreneurs’ communication strategies and multiple stakeholders’
perspectives (e.g., venture capitalists, employees, customers, or
policymakers).

5.3. Practical implications

The navigation of diverging role perceptions between female entre-
preneurs’ conflicting roles as a woman and as an entrepreneur is one
issue that women need to balance in their communication to handle
stereotypical role ascriptions in the digital realm. While past research
highlighted the need for female entrepreneurs to communicate more
strongly, we explicitly demonstrate three distinct communication stra-
tegies that female entrepreneurs follow to manage role expectations on
social media platforms.

First, our findings of the three rebel, reverse, and relent communica-
tion strategies may help female entrepreneurs understand possible
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avenues and the preceding mechanisms each strategy involves. For
example, by showing themselves vulnerable and disclosing personal
information, female entrepreneurs may be able to build a personal
connection with stakeholders. However, at the same time, this bears the
risk of being attacked verbally. On the other hand, disclosing only
business-related information may be perceived as professional and
competent, but not as approachable. Weighing arguments for and
against each communication strategy may help practicing female en-
trepreneurs to make a decision more profoundly on i) which information
to disclose, iii) where to draw a line between personal and professional
content (i.e., online boundary management), and iv) which advantages
and disadvantages to consider when choosing a strategy.

Second, our findings may be of use to start-ups or communication
consultants. In consulting female entrepreneurs striving to establish a
communication strategy, we recommend consultants to consider i) the
dual role struggles of female entrepreneurs between their roles as
women and entrepreneurs, ii) which information the female entrepre-
neur wants to disclose (e.g., business- or private-focused posts), and ii)
the effects that dual role struggles may ultimately enact on their
communication strategy choices. We also encourage consultants to
discuss each strategy’s advantages and disadvantages and evaluate the
most suitable avenue for each female entrepreneur.

5.4. Conclusion

We establish a model detailing that female entrepreneurs’ commu-
nication strategies stem from a formation process. This research paper
may be a starting point for new and substantial ways of studying female
entrepreneurs’ communication management on social media platforms.
Combining two theoretical angles encompassing a different viewpoint
on how female entrepreneurs should communicate (i.e., gender role
congruent versus expectancy violating), we demonstrate how female
entrepreneurs align internal considerations with societal pressures, ul-
timately shaping different communication outcomes.

We hope our study creates valuable new ways for researchers to
investigate female entrepreneurs’ communication behaviors and en-
riches theory and practice on the underlying mechanisms shaping
women’s communication choices in the digital realm.
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Appendix I. Interview guides
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Interview guide used for first wave interviews.

Topic Questions

Female entrepreneur -

Venture founding -

Social media usage and -
communication strategy -

Could you please introduce yourself?

How would you describe your job, venture, and daily tasks?

Who are your customers and target group?

Do you have role models you orient yourself to?

Which values are important to you in your personal and business lives?

What influenced your decision to start your venture?

What motivates you?

How did people react when you founded your venture? Why do you think these reactions were [positive/negative]?
Have you ever been confronted with stereotypes or prejudices?

How would you describe your industry concerning female entrepreneurs?

How would you describe your leadership style?

Which social media platforms do you use and why?

How do you manage your communication activities on your social media platforms?

Which aim are you pursuing with your social media presence?

Which key message do you want to convey to your followers?

Generally, which topics do you address in your social media posts?

What is your definition of a successful social media post?

Do your posts differ depending on the platform? Do you send different messages on different channels?

If you think of your social media posts, please name some exemplary posts that are important to you.
What do you want people to think of you when they scroll through your social media posts?

Is your personality reflected in your online presence? Why (not)?

Do you position yourself as a female entrepreneur on your social platforms? Why (not)?

Do you see yourself as an influencer?

What do most people think about you as a female entrepreneur?

Who do you want to reach? Could you please describe your average follower?

How do people react to your social media posts (e.g., in your comment section)? Why do you think these reactions are [positive/negative]?
How do you react to negative comments?

Is there anything you would criticize about other female entrepreneurs’ self-presentation on social media?

Interview guide used for the second wave interviews.

Topic Questions

Developments and changes -
since first interview -

Social media usage and -

communication strategy -

Feedback on initially -
theorized model -

Could you please describe any significant developments and changes (both personally and professionally) since our first interview?

How would you describe your job, venture, and tasks today?

In our last conversation, we talked about your communication behavior. How has your communication strategy developed since our last
interview? Is there anything you handle differently now?

Which social media platforms do you currently use and why?

What is your main goal with your social media presence? What do you want people to think of you when they scroll through your social media
posts?

Could you please describe your typical Instagram follower?

Do you use LinkedIn? How does your LinkedIn usage differ from your Instagram usage?

Do you position yourself as a female entrepreneur on your social platforms? Why (not)?

I will now share my screen to show you our initial theorized model of female entrepreneurs’ communication strategies on social media.
What are your thoughts on this model?

What do you think about the boxes’ order in the model? Could you please guide me through the model paths? What would you say leads from
one box to the next? Which mechanisms trigger these strategies?

Do you think switching between the rebel, reverse, and relent strategies is possible? Why (not)?

Do you identify with any of these three communication strategies? Why (not)?

Please note: Questions are neither chronological nor exclusive, and are developed iteratively from interview to interview. Follow-up questions were posed as needed.
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