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ABSTRACT

To understand the heterogeneous performance outcomes of sustainable entrepreneurship, this study investigates the role of
founder impression management. We develop and test a moderated mediation model, drawing on signaling and impression
management theories, using a dual-study design with longitudinal data (n=217) and survey data (n=259). Our findings reveal
that while corporate reputation mediates the sustainability-performance link, this effect is contingent on the founder's self-

promotion. This demonstrates that founder agency acts as a critical amplifier, unlocking the financial and social returns of sus-
tainability commitments. By integrating micro-level entrepreneurial actions with macro-level sustainability goals, this research
advances theory and offers entrepreneurs a clear strategic pathway: combine sustainable practices with compelling communica-

tion to build reputation and drive performance.

1 | Introduction

Sustainable entrepreneurship has emerged as a critical paradigm
in response to pressing global challenges, aiming to harmonize
economic value creation with the “triple bottom line” (TBL)
of social and environmental imperatives (Elkington 1998). A
growing body of scholarship acknowledges its potential to drive
sustainable innovation and address systemic market failures
(Cohen and Winn 2007; Dean and McMullen 2007). Recent
global reports underscore this shift, with a majority of entrepre-
neurs now prioritizing social and environmental impact along-
side profitability (Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 2025; World
Economic Forum 2025). However, despite its rising prominence
and the establishment of sustainability benchmarks, the field
remains nascent in explaining how sustainable ventures, par-
ticularly startups, navigate the complexities of achieving and

signaling their TBL commitments to translate them into mea-
surable performance (Ebabu et al. 2025; Gu et al. 2022).

While extensive research has illuminated the antecedents of
sustainable entrepreneurship, such as founder motivations
and institutional drivers (Patzelt and Shepherd 2010; Vuorio
et al. 2018), a significant gap persists in understanding its per-
formance outcomes, especially the interplay between social and
economic performance. Existing studies offer fragmented in-
sights, often focusing on single performance dimensions (e.g.,
Alfalih 2022) or lacking generalizability due to narrow contex-
tual scopes (Spence 2011; Jamil et al. 2025). This oversight is
particularly critical for startups, which face a dual challenge:
they operate under conditions of information asymmetry and
legitimacy challenges while facing severe resource constraints.
Crucially, the role of founder agency specifically strategic
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communication and self-promotion in shaping venture legiti-
macy and moderating the link between sustainable practices
and multidimensional performance remains critically underex-
plored (Vongswasdi et al. 2025; Ijaz 2024). Without understand-
ing this micro-level mechanism, we cannot fully explain the
heterogeneous outcomes. Specifically, why do some sustainable
startups succeed while others fail to convert their sustainabil-
ity credentials into a competitive advantage? Despite increasing
attention, it remains unclear why sustainable entrepreneurship
leads to heterogeneous performance outcomes.

To address this gap, this study is grounded primarily in sig-
naling theory (Spence 1973; Connelly et al. 2011) to propose a
model in which founder self-promotion functions as a signal
amplifier—a micro-level mechanism that determines whether
sustainability commitments are effectively decoded by stake-
holders and translated into reputational capital. The digital
revolution has equipped founders with powerful tools (e.g.,
social media, digital platforms) to strategically construct and
disseminate sustainability narratives, thereby enhancing the
clarity, reach, and credibility of their signals. From a signaling
theory perspective, sustainable practices are observable, costly
signals sent to stakeholders to reduce information asymmetry
and convey venture quality (Chan 2026; Schmelter et al. 2026).
However, the effectiveness of these signals is not automatic:
we argue that founder self-promotion amplifies signal clarity
and persuasiveness. We draw secondarily on impression man-
agement theory (Goffman 1959; Leary and Kowalski 1990) as
a complementary lens that explains how founders strategically
manage stakeholder perceptions. This signal-amplification logic
enables us to investigate how entrepreneurial agency turns sus-
tainability into a strategic reputational asset, which in turn me-
diates the relationship between sustainability efforts and both
economic and social performance (Alniacik et al. 2011; Fourati
and Dammak 2021).

This study makes a threefold contribution. First, we reconceptu-
alize TBL alignment as a dynamic signaling process, extending
signaling theory beyond its traditional investor-centric focus to
a multistakeholder environment. We demonstrate how founder-
driven narrative construction enhances the decoding and per-
ceived credibility of sustainability signals, offering a solution
to the stakeholder paradox in signaling research (Choubey
et al. 2025). Second, by drawing on impression management
theory as a complementary micro-level lens, we identify founder
self-promotion as the critical boundary condition that modulates
how effectively sustainability signals are converted into corpo-
rate reputation. This explains the heterogeneous performance
outcomes observed among ventures with similar sustainability
commitments and positions impression management not as a
parallel framework but as a mechanism operating within the
signaling process. Third, we provide a micro-foundational ac-
count of why the signaling chain from sustainability to reputa-
tion to performance succeeds or fails: It is the founder's strategic
communication behavior that ultimately determines whether
resource-constrained startups can leverage sustainability as a
competitive advantage (Alajmi 2026; Vongswasdi et al. 2025).

These contributions have significant implications for theory
and practice. Theoretically, our research provides a mechanism-
based framework that connects macro-level institutional

pressures with micro-level entrepreneurial actions, addressing
a “missing link” in the literature on sustainability transitions.
For practitioners, our findings offer an evidence-based guide
for founders on how to navigate the legitimacy-performance
trade-off. By strategically calibrating their self-promotion to
bolster the authenticity of their sustainability signals, startup
founders can accelerate stakeholder buy-in, build reputational
capital, and mitigate risks of being perceived as “greenwashing”
(Xu et al. 2025). Ultimately, this research illuminates a pathway
for sustainable ventures to move beyond symbolic compliance
and achieve substantive, multidimensional success, thereby re-
defining the role of entrepreneurship in tackling grand societal
challenges.

2 | Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

2.1 | Sustainable Entrepreneurship and Corporate
Reputation: Signaling Theory

Sustainable entrepreneurship is fundamentally characterized by
its dual mission: the simultaneous pursuit of economic viabil-
ity and the creation of social and environmental value (Cohen
and Winn 2007; Parrish 2010; Shepherd and Patzelt 2011).
This paradigm shifts the entrepreneurial focus from a singular
profit-maximizing model to a holistic approach that integrates
the TBL into the core of the business model (Elkington 1998;
Shahrahmani et al. 2025). By addressing societal and environ-
mental challenges, sustainable ventures can unlock novel op-
portunities for innovation, develop unique value propositions,
and thereby establish a strong competitive advantage (Dean and
McMullen 2007; De Angelis 2024). However, for entrepreneurial
ventures, which inherently suffer from the “liability of newness”
and information asymmetry, the mere adoption of sustainable
practices is insufficient. The value and quality of these commit-
ments must be effectively communicated to stakeholders to be
recognized and rewarded.

Drawing on signaling theory (Spence 1973), we posit that sus-
tainable entrepreneurship acts as a powerful signal to a firm's
stakeholders. In environments of uncertainty, where external
parties (e.g., customers, investors, and potential employees)
cannot perfectly observe an entrepreneurial venture's quality
or long-term intentions, firms can send signals to convey un-
observable attributes (Akerlof 1970; Connelly et al. 2011; Hsu
and Ziedonis 2013). Sustainable practices serve as a particularly
potent signal for several reasons. First, they signal a long-term
orientation and a commitment beyond immediate profit, sug-
gesting that the venture is robust and well-managed (Arhinful
et al. 2025; Schmelter et al. 2026). Second, they signal a prosocial
and ethical identity, which resonates with the increasing stake-
holder demand for corporate responsibility (Foroudi et al. 2025;
Chan 2026). By consistently engaging in sustainable actions,
the entrepreneurial venture signals its quality, values, and trust-
worthiness, which collectively contributes to the formation of
a favorable corporate reputation. The theoretical foundations
of our model rest on the seminal work of Spence (1973), whose
job market signaling model established the core logic that ob-
servable, costly actions can credibly convey unobservable qual-
ity to uninformed parties—a logic that Connelly et al. (2011)
systematically extended to organizational contexts, and which
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subsequent scholars have applied to entrepreneurial settings
(Hsu and Ziedonis 2013; Colombo et al. 2019).

Corporate reputation is defined as the collective perception of a
company's past actions and future prospects that describes the
firm's overall appeal to all its key constituents (Fombrun 1996;
Fombrun and Van Riel 1997; Roberts and Dowling 2002;
Deephouse 2000; Rindova et al. 2005). It is a critical intangible
asset that reduces stakeholder uncertainty, builds trust, and pro-
vides a buffer against negative events (Castilla-Polo and Sanchez-
Herndndez 2025; Attanasio, Battistella and Chizzolini 2025).
When entrepreneurial venture signals its commitment to sus-
tainability, it invites positive evaluations from stakeholders.
Customers may perceive its products as higher quality or more
aligned with their values; investors may see reduced long-term
risk and greater resilience; and top talent may be attracted by
a sense of purpose (Sadiq et al. 2025; Shatila et al. 2025). These
positive perceptions coalesce into a strong corporate reputation,
which becomes a strategic resource for the venture. Figure 1
presents the conceptual model of the study. The concept of corpo-
rate reputation as a strategic intangible asset was foundationally
established by Fombrun (1996) and further theorized by Roberts
and Dowling (2002), who demonstrated empirically that superior
reputation is associated with sustained superior financial perfor-
mance—a finding that has been replicated across industries and
national contexts (Deephouse 2000; Rindova et al. 2005).

2.2 | Corporate Reputation and Entrepreneurial
Venture Performance

A favorable corporate reputation, once established, becomes a di-
rect driver of firm performance across multiple dimensions. The
positive stakeholder perceptions that constitute reputation trans-
late into tangible supportive behaviors. First, regarding economic
performance, a strong reputation enhances customer loyalty, re-
duces price sensitivity, and generates positive word-of-mouth, all
of which contribute to sales growth and market share (Chun 2005;
Weigelt and Camerer 1988). It also acts as a quality signal in cap-
ital markets, attracting investment from venture capitalists and
other funders who see reputation as a proxy for lower risk and
higher growth potential (Chahine and Daher 2025; Roberts and
Dowling 2002; Ijaz 2024). Furthermore, a good reputation helps
attract and retain high-quality employees, leading to higher pro-
ductivity and innovation (Turban and Greening 1997).

Second, concerning social performance, a strong reputation en-
hances a venture's legitimacy and social license to operate. It
facilitates partnerships with nonprofits, government agencies,
and other community organizations, enabling the venture to
scale its social impact more effectively (Deephouse 2000; Girma

et al. 2025; Zangara et al. 2025). A reputable firm is seen as a
more reliable and trustworthy partner, making it easier to mobi-
lize collective action to address complex social or environmental
problems (Kumar et al. 2025; Ebabu et al. 2025). This enhanced
stakeholder engagement not only contributes directly to the
firm's social mission but also creates a virtuous cycle, where
positive social outcomes further bolster the firm's reputation
(Brammer and Pavelin 2006).

2.3 | The Mediating Mechanism of Corporate
Reputation

Based on the arguments above, we propose that corporate reputa-
tion is a key mechanism that mediates the relationship between
sustainable entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial venture per-
formance. The impact of sustainable practices on performance
is not automatic; rather, it is channeled through the reputational
capital that these practices help build. Sustainable entrepreneur-
ship serves as the initial signal of a venture's quality and values.
This signal, when perceived and interpreted positively by stake-
holders, builds a favorable corporate reputation. This reputation,
in turn, unlocks the stakeholder supporting the form of customer
loyalty, investor confidence, employee commitment, and com-
munity partnerships that drive both economic and social per-
formance (Rindova et al. 2005; Roberts and Dowling 2002; Riaz
et al. 2026). Recent evidence further confirms this mediating
logic: sustainability orientation promotes responsible entrepre-
neurship as a behavioral pathway that translates into stronger
venture performance, while ESG signaling functions as a cred-
ibility amplifier that bridges information asymmetry between
entrepreneurs and stakeholders, with venture legitimacy serving
as the key mediating mechanism.

In essence, reputation acts as the crucial link that translates a
venture's abstract commitment to sustainability into concrete
performance outcomes. Without this mediating step, the signals
sent by sustainable practices may be too weak or noisy to in-
fluence stakeholder behavior directly, especially in the crowded
and competitive environment that entrepreneurial ventures
face. Therefore, we hypothesize:

H1. Corporate reputation mediates the relationship between sus-
tainable entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial venture performance.

2.4 | The Moderating Role of Founder
Self-Promotion

While sustainable entrepreneurship provides the foundational
signal for building reputation, the effectiveness of this signal-
ing process is not uniform across all ventures. Within the sig-
naling theory framework, signal observability, clarity, and
credibility are not inherent properties of the signal itself but de-
pend critically on the signaler's behavior (Connelly et al. 2011;
Spence 1973; Stiglitz 1975). We argue that the founder's strate-
gic communication (i.e., self-promotion) is the key behavioral
mechanism that determines signal effectiveness. To theorize
how this mechanism operates at the individual level, we draw
on impression management theory (Goffman 1959; Leary
and Kowalski 1990) as a complementary micro-level lens.
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Self-promotion is an assertive impression management strat-
egy whereby individuals highlight their abilities, competence,
and successes to be seen as capable and credible (Vongswasdi
et al. 2025; Jones and Pittman 1982; [jaz 2024). In the context of
sustainable entrepreneurship, self-promotion thus functions as
the behavioral conduit through which the signaling process is
activated and amplified.

In the context of entrepreneurial ventures, the founder is often
indistinguishable from the firm itself. Their actions, commu-
nication, and personal brand are powerful signals to external
stakeholders (Diemar and Jacobsen 2024; Attanasio, Battistella
and Chizzolini 2025). When a founder actively engages in self-
promotion, he or she is not merely boasting; they are strategically
managing the impressions of stakeholders to build legitimacy
and reduce uncertainty (Goffman 1959; Nagy et al. 2012). This
involves using various platforms from social media to indus-
try presentations to craft and disseminate a compelling narra-
tive about their vision, capabilities, and the venture's potential
(Kansheba 2025).

We propose that founder self-promotion moderates the rela-
tionship between sustainable entrepreneurship and corporate
reputation. The logic is that self-promotion acts as a signal am-
plifier. A sustainable practice (the signal) is more likely to be
noticed, correctly interpreted, and deemed credible when the
founder (the signaler) actively and skillfully communicates its
significance. A founder who effectively promotes their ven-
ture's sustainability mission can frame the narrative, high-
light key achievements, and connect the venture's actions to
a larger, inspiring vision. This proactive communication cuts
through the market noise and ensures that the sustainability
signal reaches and persuades its intended audience (Adala
et al. 2026; Chan 2026).

Conversely, a founder who is passive and does not engage in self-
promotion, even if their venture has strong sustainability creden-
tials, may fail to build a reputation effectively. Their signals may
be too weak or get lost, and stakeholders may remain unaware
of or unconvinced by the venture's commitments. Therefore, the
positive effect of sustainable entrepreneurship on corporate rep-
utation is likely to be stronger when the founder exhibits a high
degree of self-promotion. This strategic communication helps
translate the venture's substantive actions into a powerful and
positive public image (McMullen 2025; Vongswasdi et al. 2025).
Thus, we hypothesize:

H2. Founder's self-promotion positively moderates the rela-
tionship between sustainable entrepreneurship and corporate
reputation, such that the relationship is stronger when founder's
self-promotion is high.

2.5 | A Moderated Mediation Model

Combining the arguments for H1 and H2, we propose a mod-
erated mediation model. We have argued that the indirect
effect of sustainable entrepreneurship on entrepreneurial
venture performance operates through corporate reputation
(H1). We have also argued that the initial link in this chain
(i.e., the effect of sustainable entrepreneurship on corporate

reputation) is dependent on the level of the founder's self-
promotion (H2). It follows that the strength of the entire in-
direct effect is contingent on the founder's self-promotional
activities. This moderated mediation logic is consistent with
recent empirical work demonstrating that the indirect effect
of sustainability orientation on behavior via perceived social
support is strengthened when sustainable entrepreneurship
capability is high (Rahal et al. 2026), and that the indirect
effect of CSR on sustainability performance through human
resource mechanisms is weakened when organizational cyni-
cism is elevated (Alam et al. 2026)—collectively underscoring
that the strength of mediated pathways is contingent on con-
textual moderators.

When a founder actively promotes the venture's sustainabil-
ity efforts, they accelerate the process of reputation building.
This enhanced reputation, in turn, leads to more rapid and
significant gains in both economic and social performance.
The founder's communication acts as a catalyst, strengthening
the mechanism through which sustainability is converted into
value. In this scenario, the mediating effect of corporate rep-
utation will be strong and pronounced. This mechanism par-
allels findings that CEO integrity and proactive sustainability
communication strengthen the mediating role of firm reputa-
tion in the CEO-SDG disclosure relationship (Pham and Tran
et al. 2020), and that entrepreneurial narratives moderate the
pathway through which green orientation translates into legit-
imacy, with stronger narratives amplifying the indirect effect
(Gong and Zhuang 2024).

In contrast, when a founder's self-promotion is low, the link be-
tween sustainable entrepreneurship and corporate reputation
is weakened. Even if the venture is creating genuine social and
environmental value, its failure to communicate these actions
effectively will result in a weaker reputation. Consequently, the
positive influence on venture performance will be diminished,
as the venture will be less able to attract the necessary stake-
holder support. In this case, the mediating effect of corporate
reputation will be weak or even nonsignificant. Therefore, the
mediating role of corporate reputation in translating sustainable
entrepreneurship into performance is not a fixed constant but a
dynamic process whose strength is conditioned by the founder's
strategic communication. This is consistent with evidence that
firms engaging in green-hushing—suppressing sustainability
disclosures—face long-term reputational and market disadvan-
tages even when underlying sustainability practices are substan-
tive (Du et al. 2026), and that perceived uncertainty weakens the
mediating pathway from founder identity through bricolage to
sustainable entrepreneurial behavior (Huang et al. 2026), sug-
gesting that the indirect effect is highly sensitive to the quality of
founder-level communication and contextual signals. This leads
to our final set of hypotheses:

H3. Founder’s self-promotion positively moderates the indirect
effect of sustainable entrepreneurship on entrepreneurial venture
performance via corporate reputation, such that the indirect effect
is stronger when the founder's self-promotion is high.

H3a. Founder's self-promotion positively moderates the indi-
rect effect of sustainable entrepreneurship on entrepreneurial ven-
ture economic performance via corporate reputation.

4
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H3b. Founder’s self-promotion positively moderates the indi-
rect effect of sustainable entrepreneurship on entrepreneurial ven-
ture social performance via corporate reputation.

3 | Methods
3.1 | Research Design

To comprehensively test our theoretical framework, this study
adopts a mixed-methods research design, integrating two se-
quential studies as recommended for enhancing the robustness
and generalizability of findings in entrepreneurship research
(Schade and Schuhmacher et al. 2022; Natarajan and Veera
Raghavan et al. 2025). This approach allows for the triangulation
of evidence by leveraging the distinct strengths of different data
sources and analytical techniques (Molina-Azorin et al. 2012).

Study 1 employs an archival research design, utilizing a 5-year
panel dataset (2018-2022) of publicly listed information and
communication technology (ICT) firms in China. This study
aims to test the moderating effect of founder's self-promotion
(H2) using large-scale, objective secondary data. The use of
archival data minimizes common method bias and provides a
macro-level validation of the proposed interaction effect.

Study 2 complements the first study with a cross-sectional
survey of entrepreneurial ventures (less than 8years old). This
study tests the full moderated mediation model (H1, H2, and
H3) using primary data collected directly from founders. This
approach allows for the measurement of perceptual variables,
such as corporate reputation, and provides a micro-level, behav-
ioral validation of the entire theoretical model, including the
crucial mediating mechanism.

3.2 | Studyl
3.2.1 | Sample and Procedure

The initial sample for Study 1 consists of all ICT firms listed
on the Shanghai and Shenzhen Stock Exchanges from 2018 to
2022. The ICT sector was chosen for its significant environmen-
tal footprint and its critical role in driving sustainable innova-
tion (Ceynowa et al. 2023). We obtained firm-level financial data
from the China Stock Market & Accounting Research (CSMAR)
database and ESG performance data from the Wind ESG data-
base. After excluding firms with missing data for key variables,
the final unbalanced panel dataset comprised 217 firms, repre-
senting 1085 firm-year observations.

A clarification on sample scope is warranted. The theoret-
ical framework is grounded in signaling theory, which ap-
plies to any context characterized by information asymmetry
and legitimacy challenges—not exclusively to entrepreneur-
ial ventures. While the concept of “liability of newness”
(Stinchcombe 1965) highlights these challenges most acutely
for young firms, listed ICT firms in China face analogous
conditions in the sustainability domain: Stakeholders can-
not perfectly verify the authenticity of ESG commitments,
regulatory disclosure standards remain inconsistent, and

reputational signals are subject to significant noise and skep-
ticism (Grishunin 2022; Chan 2026). In this sense, our Study
1 sample (i.e., firms operating under conditions of informa-
tion asymmetry and legitimacy challenges in the ICT sector) is
consistent with the signaling framework. Study 2, which sur-
veys entrepreneurial ventures (less than 8years old), further
validates the model in a context where these challenges are
most pronounced, thereby strengthening the generalizability
of our findings across the entrepreneurial venture lifecycle.

3.2.2 | Measures

Our study's dependent variable is Entrepreneurial Venture
Performance. We acknowledge that entrepreneurial venture per-
formance is a multifaceted construct with no single, universally
accepted indicator (Murphy et al. 1996). Business success can be
measured in multiple ways, including the growth of sales rev-
enues, employment, market share, and profitability (Shepherd
and Patzelt 2011). Drawing on the foundational concept of the
TBL, which posits that firms should be evaluated on their social,
environmental, and financial performance, we adopt a dual-
dimensional approach to capture both the social and economic
outcomes of sustainable entrepreneurship (Elkington 1998;
Parrish 2010). This approach aligns with recent research in sus-
tainable entrepreneurship that emphasizes the need to assess
both financial viability and social value creation (Schaltegger
and Wagner 2011).

3.2.2.1 | Social Performance. We measured social per-
formance by the number of employees, operationalized as
social contribution (proxied by employment growth). This is
a widely used and accepted proxy for a firm's contribution to
social value creation, as employment generation is a core com-
ponent of a venture's societal impact (Srhir, Jaegler and Mon-
toya-Torres 2023; Weng et al. 2010). The data on the number
of employees was collected annually from the CSMAR data-
base, which provides standardized and audited data for all
listed Chinese companies. This operationalization aligns with
the entrepreneurship literature's emphasis on employment
generation asaprimary channel through which ventures create
social value, as job creation directly reduces unemployment,
fosters community development, and contributes to broader
socioeconomic well-being (Audretsch and Fritsch 2002;
Carree and Thurik 2010).

3.2.2.2 | Economic Performance. We measured eco-
nomic performance by operating income. This indicator reflects
the firm's core financial health and operational efficiency, as it
represents the profit realized from a business's own operations,
prior to income from interest and taxes (Youndt et al. 1996).
Operating income is a more direct measure of a venture's core
business profitability than net income, which can be influ-
enced by nonoperating factors (Brown and Caylor 2009). The
data on operating income was also collected annually from
the CSMAR database.

By using these two distinct yet complementary indicators,
we can more accurately assess the dual objectives of sustain-
able entrepreneurial ventures: achieving financial sustain-
ability while simultaneously contributing to social well-being
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(Piracha and Chaudhary 2022). This dual-dimensional measure-
ment is more robust than using a single indicator, as it provides
a more holistic view of entrepreneurial venture performance in
the context of sustainable development (Roomi et al. 2021).

3.2.2.3 | Sustainable Entrepreneurship. Our study's
independent variable is Sustainable Entrepreneurship.
We acknowledge that sustainable entrepreneurship is a
complex, multidimensional construct that encompasses
the pursuit of economic, social, and environmental goals
(Dean and McMullen 2007; Shepherd and Patzelt 2011). Mea-
suring this construct directly can be challenging because
of its multifaceted nature and the difficulty in quantifying a
firm's commitment to sustainability (Cohen and Winn 2007).
Therefore, consistent with recent research that operational-
izes corporate sustainability efforts using standardized met-
rics (Adomako and Nguyen 2024; Piracha and Chaudhary
et al. 2022), we used the firm's annual ESG comprehensive
rating obtained from the Wind database as a proxy for its com-
mitment to sustainable entrepreneurship.

ESG ratings have become a mainstream proxy for evaluating a
firm's sustainability performance, as they provide a standard-
ized and comparable measure of a company's management of
environmental, social, and governance risks and opportunities
(Cheng et al. 2022; Schaltegger and Wagner 2011). The Wind
database is a leading financial data provider in China, and its
ESG rating system covers over 12,000 corporate entities in the
Greater China region, providing fully transparent underlying
data. The use of a third-party, standardized ESG rating mini-
mizes potential biases associated with self-reported sustainabil-
ity data and enhances the objectivity and comparability of our
measurement (Berg et al. 2022).

The Wind ESG comprehensive rating is a composite score
that aggregates a firm's performance across three pillars:
Environmental (e.g., resource use, emissions and environmental
innovation), Social (e.g., workforce, human rights, community,
and product responsibility), and Governance (e.g., manage-
ment, shareholders, and CSR strategy). The rating is based on a
scale from C to AAA, which we converted to a numerical scale
from 1 (for C) to 9 (for AAA) for our analysis. This quantitative
approach allows us to capture the varying degrees of a firm's
commitment to sustainable entrepreneurship and its impact on
performance.

3.2.2.4 | Founders Self-Promotion. Drawing on recent
advancements in using digital data for reputation analysis
(Aleryani 2024), we developed a novel composite index. We cap-
tured the annual count of (1) news articles featuring the chair-
man on Baidu News and (2) posts mentioning the chairman on
Sina Weibo. After data cleaning and deduplication, we stan-
dardized the counts for each year and constructed a weighted
index: Self-Promotion=0.75XZ (Weibo)+0.25XZ (News).
The higher weight for Weibo reflects its nature as a platform
for more direct, personal, and high-frequency communica-
tion, making it a stronger signal of active self-promotion. We
acknowledge that media mentions may reflect both intentional
self-promotion and broader firm visibility, as the chairman'’s
media presence can be driven by factors beyond deliberate stra-
tegic communication, such as firm size or corporate notoriety.

Descriptive statistics and correlations (study 1).

TABLE 1

SD

Variable

0.165

0.383

Lev

0.153 -0.029

0.103

Growth

0.014

3.082 0.184%**

18.830
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This potential conflation represents a measurement limitation,
which we address in the robustness analysis and discuss further
in Section 6.3.

3.2.2.5 | Control Variables. To rule out alternative expla-
nations for firm performance, we included several firm-level
control variables grounded in prior literature. (1) Firm Age. A
firm's age influences its performance through learning effects
and accumulated reputation, but older firms may also face a
“liability of aging.” We controlled for firm age using the nat-
ural logarithm of the number of years since its establishment
(Bashir et al. 2020; Henderson et al. 1999). (2) Firm Size. Larger
firms may benefit from economies of scale but can also suffer
from organizational inertia. We controlled for firm size using
the natural logarithm of total assets (Zou, Ertug and George 2018;
LiPuma, Newbert and Doh, 2013). (3) Leverage. A firm's financial
structure significantly impacts its risk profile and performance.
We controlled for this by including the Asset-Liability Ratio (total
liabilities to total assets) (Youndt et al. 1996). (4) Prior Perfor-
mance. Past performance is a strong predictor of future perfor-
mance. We controlled for this by including the firm's Operating
Income Growth Rate and Net Profit Growth Rate from the pre-
vious year (Srhir, Jaegler and Montoya-Torres 2023).

3.3 | Study2

Study 2 complements Study 1 by capturing perceptual and be-
havioral mechanisms in entrepreneurial new ventures, thereby
strengthening the external validity of the findings.

3.3.1 | Sample and Procedure

For Study 2, we targeted entrepreneurial ventures, defined as
firms less than 8years old (Miller and Camp 1985). A mixed-
mode survey was administered over a 5-month period, com-
bining stratified sampling via Questionnaire Star and snowball
sampling through entrepreneurial networks. We received 259
valid responses from founders or co-founders, representing a
44.7% effective response rate. The sample was geographically
balanced across China and reflected typical entrepreneurial
demographics (50.6% male, average age 33.7years, 42.5% with a
bachelor's degree or higher).

3.3.2 | Measures
All constructs in our survey were measured using established,
multi-item scales from prior literature, rated on a 7-point Likert

scale (1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree). We followed a
rigorous translation and back-translation procedure to ensure

TABLE 2 | Results of multicollinearity test (study 1).

conceptual equivalence between the original English scales and
the Chinese version used in the survey (Brislin 1980).

3.3.2.1 | Entrepreneurial Venture Performance. We
acknowledge that entrepreneurial venture performance is a
multifaceted construct. To capture this, we used an 11-item scale
adapted from Liu et al. (2015). This scale is particularly suitable
for our study as it holistically assesses performance across both
social and economic dimensions, aligning with the dual objec-
tives of sustainable entrepreneurship. A sample item is, “Our
venture has a better reputation for social responsibility than our
competitors.”

3.3.2.2 | Sustainable Entrepreneurship. We measured
this construct using the 8-item scale developed by Mufioz
and Dimov (2015). This scale effectively captures the proactive
and opportunity-seeking nature of sustainable entrepreneur-
ship, focusing on how firms actively seek business opportu-
nities that enhance environmental and social performance. A
sample item is, “We are constantly looking for new business
opportunities that improve our firm's environmental and social
performance.”

3.3.2.3 | Corporate Reputation. We operational-
ized corporate reputation using the four-item scale from
Vidaver-Cohen and Breonn (2015). This scale is well-suited
for our theoretical framework as it measures the perceptual
and evaluative nature of reputation from a stakeholder per-
spective. A sample item is, “This firm is well-regarded in
the community.”

3.3.2.4 | Founders Self-Promotion. To capture the behav-
ioral tactics of impression management, we used the 4-item
self-promotion subscale from the impression management scale
developed by Bolino and Turnley (1999). This classic scale is
designed to measure an individual's tendency to actively pub-
licize their accomplishments. A sample item is, “I make people
aware of my accomplishments.”

3.3.2.5 | Control Variables. To isolate the effects of our
primary variables of interest, we controlled for characteris-
tics at both the founder and firm levels. At the founder level,
we included key demographic and human capital characteris-
tics, as they are known to influence entrepreneurial resources,
decision-making, and performance (Gruber 2024; Dencker
and Gruber 2015). Specifically, we controlled for the founder's
gender (coded as 1 for female, 0 for male), given that prior research
has shown mixed but significant effects of gender on entrepre-
neurial access to resources and performance outcomes. We
also controlled for the founder's age (measured in years), which
serves as a proxy for experience but can also be associated with
reduced entrepreneurial dynamism, suggesting a potential

Variable SP EP SE SEM Fage Nprofit Lev Growth
VIF 3.800 4.480 1.320 1.060 1.120 1.100 1.590 1.080
1/VIF 0.263 0.223 0.760 0.940 0.894 0.906 0.627 0.929
Mean 1.940
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Summary of mediating effect results (dependent variable: new venture performance; study 1).

TABLE 3

Social performance Economic performance

Entrepreneurial venture performance

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 Model 10 Model 11 Model 12

Variable

0.008*** 0.008*** 0.008* 0.0610* 0.051* 0.051* 0.047* 0.038*** 0.033%** 0.033%** 0.032%*

0.010%**

Fage

0.475%** 0.458%** 0.452%#* 3.061%** 3.237%* 3.094** 3.036%** 1.732%%* 1.808%** 1.749%** 1.730%**

0.454**

Lev

0.173* 0.129* 0.126* 0.118* 0.959* 0.616 0.591 0.520 0.734%+* 0.582* 0.572%* 0.548*

Growth

0.005** 0.005%** 0.005%** 0.005** 0.053%+* 0.048%** 0.047%+* 0.050%** 0.015* 0.013* 0.013* 0.013*

Nprofit

0.225%** 0.210%**

0.232%%*

0.506%** 0.462%**

0.060*** 0.523%**

0.065%**

0.067***

SE

0.336*

0.460*

0.710

1.078*

0.095

0.135%*

SPM

0.365*

0.365%*

0.120*

SE x SPM

0.510 0.520

0.486 0.504 0.519 0.260 0.404 0.422 0.443 0.365 0.495
(0.260) (0.365)

0.339
(0.339)

0.015 0.010

0.130

0.018 0.021

0.144

0.018 0.015

0.147

32.34

28.66 25.62 23.71 30.46 41.29 36.37

18.59

39.95 35.57 32.25

27.21

curvilinear relationship with performance. Finally, we included
the founder's education level (measured on an ordinal scale) as
a key indicator of general human capital, which affects opportu-
nity recognition and resources.

3.3.3 | Analytical Strategy

We tested the full moderated mediation model using the
PROCESS macro (Model 7) for SPSS with 5000 bootstrap resa-
mples, following the procedures recommended by Hayes (2017).
This method is considered the state-of-the-art for testing com-
plex conditional indirect effects (Alfons et al. 2022).

4 | Analysis and Results
4.1 | Study1: Archival Data Results

Before hypothesis testing, we conducted a preliminary anal-
ysis to ensure the data was suitable for regression. The de-
scriptive statistics and correlation matrix for all variables are
presented in Table 1. We also assessed multicollinearity by
calculating the variance inflation factor (VIF) for all variables
(Table 2). The VIF values ranged from 1.23 to 2.87, all well
below the commonly accepted threshold of 5, indicating that
multicollinearity was not a significant concern in our dataset
(Sarstedt, Ringle and Hair 2021).

We tested our hypotheses using hierarchical multiple regression
in Stata 18. The results are presented in Table 3. Model 1 included
only the control variables. In Model 2, we added the indepen-
dent variable (sustainable entrepreneurship) and the moderator
(founders' self-promotion). As shown in Table 3, after controlling
for firm characteristics, sustainable entrepreneurship (8=0.067,
p<0.001) and founders' self-promotion (§=0.135, p<0.01) were
both positively and significantly related to entrepreneurial ven-
ture performance.

In Model 3, we introduced the interaction term between sustain-
able entrepreneurship and founder's self-promotion. The inter-
action term was significant and positive (8=0.120, p <0.05), and
its inclusion led to a significant increase in explanatory power
(AR?*=0.015, p<0.05). This result supports H2, suggesting that

0.45

0.35

0.3

025 & Low-

--4--- High-
0.2 CR

0.1 /

0.05 -

Entrepreneurial Venture Performance

Low-SE High-SE

FIGURE 2 | Regulatory effect diagram of founder's self-promotion
moderates EVP.
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a founder's self-promotion strengthens the positive relationship
between sustainable entrepreneurship and firm performance.
To further probe this interaction, we conducted a simple slopes
analysis (Aiken and West 1991). The results, plotted in Figure 2,
show that the relationship between sustainable entrepreneur-
ship and performance was stronger and more significant for
founders with high levels of self-promotion (simple slope =0.187,
t=3.45, p<0.01) compared to those with low levels of self-
promotion (simple slope =0.047, t=1.23, n.s.).

To ensure the stability of our findings, we conducted a robustness
test by replacing the ESG rating with the ESG comprehensive
score, an alternative measure of sustainable entrepreneurship.
We re-ran the hierarchical regression analysis. The results, re-
ported in Table 4, remained consistent with our primary find-
ings, confirming the robustness of our model.

4.2 | Study 2: Survey Data Results

Given that our data for Study 2 was collected from a single source,
we took several steps to address potential common method
variance (CMV). Following the recommendations of Podsakoff
et al. (2003; Belinda, Melwani and Kapadia 2024), we performed
both procedural and statistical remedies. Procedurally, we assured
respondents of anonymity and confidentiality to reduce social de-
sirability bias. Statistically, we first applied Harman's one-factor
test. The unrotated factor analysis revealed that the first factor
explained 24.5% of the total variance, which is below the updated
50% threshold suggested by Belinda, Melwani and Kapadia 2024,
indicating that CMV is not a major concern. Second, we con-
ducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) where all items were
loaded onto a single factor. This single-factor model yielded a poor
fit to the data (x?/df=8.45, RMSEA =0.21, CFI1=0.45, TL1=0.38),
significantly worse than our proposed measurement model. These
results collectively suggest that CMV is unlikely to have substan-
tially influenced our findings.

We assessed the reliability and validity of our measurement
model using CFA in AMOS 24.0, following the best practices
recommended by Springer (2023). The results are presented in
Table 5.

We assessed internal consistency using Cronbach's alpha. As
shown in Table 5, all scales demonstrated excellent reliability,
with Cronbach's a values ranging from 0.791 to 0.923, all ex-
ceeding the recommended 0.70 benchmark (Nunnally 1978).

We assessed convergent validity using the following three cri-
teria: (1) all standardized factor loadings were significant and
above 0.70; (2) the composite reliability (CR) for all constructs
ranged from 0.812 to 0.934, exceeding the 0.70 threshold; and (3)
the average variance extracted (AVE) for all constructs ranged
from 0.598 to 0.781, exceeding the 0.50 threshold (Fornell and
Larcker 1981). These results provide strong evidence for the con-
vergent validity of our measures.

We assessed discriminant validity using two methods. First, we
followed the Fornell and Larcker (1981) criterion, which requires
that the square root of the AVE for each construct (the diagonal
elements in Table 5) should be greater than its correlations with

TABLE 4 | Main effects and mediation effects robustness test results (study 1).

Economic performance

Social performance

Entrepreneurial venture performance

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 Model 10 Model 11 Model 12

Variable

0.009%** 0.009%** 0.008*** 0.061* 0.053* 0.053* 0.0499* 0.038%*** 0.034%* 0.034*** 0.0337%**

0.0107%**

Fage

0.471%+* 0.454#%* 0.449%+* 3.061%** 3.201%** 3.064%** 3.012%#* 1.732%%* 1.794%*x* 1.735%** 1.712%%*

0.454%**

Lev

0.173%* 0.134%* 0.131%* 0.124* 0.959* 0.660 0.633 0.563 0.734%+* 0.604%** 0.592%** 0.567**

Growth

0.013*

0.012*

0.005** 0.005%* 0.005%** 0.053#** 0.046*** 0.046%** 0.050%** 0.015* 0.013*

0.005%**

Nprofit
SE

0.0447%#* 0.0417%#*

0.045%**

0.100%*** 0.092%**

0.103%%#*

0.013%** 0.012%**

0.013%**

0.340

0.466*

0.734

1.089%**

0.096

0.137**

SPM

0.072*

0.203*

0.023*

SE x SPM

0.517

0.507

0.484 0.502 0.516 0.260 0.405 0.423 0.441 0.365 0.491
(0.365)

0.339
(0.339)

0.016 0.010

0.126

0.018 0.014 (0.240) 0.145 0.018 0.018

0.145

35.95 31.93

35.34 31.89 18.59 28.67 25.67 23.51 30.46 40.74

39.62

27.21
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all other constructs. As shown in Table 5, this condition was met
by all constructs. Second, we assessed the heterotrait-monotrait
(HTMT) ratio of correlations (Henseler et al. 2015). All HTMT
values were below the conservative threshold of 0.85, providing
further support for discriminant validity. Finally, our hypothe-
sized five-factor measurement model showed an excellent fit to
the data (x?/df=1.87, RMSEA =0.05, NFI=0.937, TLI=0.956,
CF1=0.966), and this fit was significantly better than all al-
ternative, more parsimonious models. The detailed model fit
results for discriminant validity comparison are presented in
Table 6. Taking together, these results confirm the strong reli-
ability and validity of our measurement model.

4.2.1 | Hypothesis Testing

We tested the full moderated mediation model using the
PROCESS macro (Model 7) for SPSS (v. 4.3) with 5000

TABLE 5 | Descriptive statistics and correlations (study 2).

bootstrap resamples, following the procedures recommended
by Hayes (2017). This method is considered the state-of-the-
art for testing complex conditional indirect effects (Alfons
et al. 2022). Table 7 presents the results of hierarchical mul-
tiple regression for corporate reputation, social performance,
economic performance, and overall entrepreneurial venture
performance.

The results, presented in Tables 8 and 9, show a significant in-
direct effect of sustainable entrepreneurship on both economic
performance (Effect=0.139, 95% CI=[0.081, 0.204]) and social
performance (Effect=0.125, 95% CI=[0.072, 0.185]) through
corporate reputation. As the bias-corrected 95% confidence in-
tervals do not contain zero, we can conclude that the indirect
effects are statistically significant, thus supporting H1 (Shrout
and Bolger 2002). Table 10 further summarizes the total, direct
and indirect effects for the overall entrepreneurial venture per-
formance. Rather than reiterating the numerical values already

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1 Sex 1.49 0.051 1

2 Age 3.23 1.468 —0.067 1

3 Edu 3.53 1.139 0.012 —0.537** 1

4  Mar 1.64 0.520 —0.023 0.709** —0.266%* 1

5 Cou 2.99 1.766  —0.007 —0.056 0.153* 0.012 1

6 SE 3.707 1.281 —0.035 —0.066 —0.023 —0.052 -0.07 0.971

7 CR 3.130 1.249 0.013 —0.005 0.091 0.007 —-0.007 0.346** 0.916

8 SPR  3.603 0.987 0.039 —0.031 0.101 0.007 —0.001 0.152* 0.554%* 0.807

9 EVP 3465 0796 —0.061 —0.035 0.039 -0.022 —0.006 0.460**  0.461**  0.257**  0.858

Note: Cronbach's « coefficient of the relevant variable is shown in diagonal brackets. Number of research samples =259. The diagonal is the reliability value of the

corresponding variable.

*is significant at p <0.05.

**represents significance at p <0.01.

***indicates significance at p <0.001 (double-tailed test).

TABLE 6 | Discriminant validity test of the global scale (study 2).

Model X2 (df) x?/df RMSEA NFI TLI CFI

1 SE; CR; SPM; SP; EP 331.358 1.055 0.015 0.937 0.996 0.996
(314)

2 SE; CR + SPM; SP; EP 493.295 1.551 0.046 0.906 0.961 0.964
(318)

3 SE; CR + SPM; SP + EP 856.574 2.668 0.080 0.837 0.881 0.891
(321)

4 SE; CR + SPM + SP + EP 1388.758 4.300 0.113 0.736 0.764 0.783
(323)

5 SE+ CR+SPM +SP + EP 2325.260 7177 0.155 0.558 0.558 0.592
(324)

Note: Number of research samples =259.

Abbreviations: CR, corporate reputation; EP, economic performance; SE, sustainable entrepreneurship; SP, social performance; SPM, self-promotion.
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presented in Tables 8 and 9, we focus here on the theoretical
interpretation of these moderated mediation effects.

The regression results in Table 11 show a significant interaction
effect between sustainable entrepreneurship and founder's self-
promotion on corporate reputation (§=0.387, t=5.67, p<0.001),
with a significant increase in R? (AR?=0.130, p<0.001). To
probe this interaction, we conducted a simple slopes analysis.
As plotted in Figure 3, the positive relationship between sustain-
able entrepreneurship and corporate reputation was stronger for
founders with high levels of self-promotion (simple slope =0.45,
t=6.12, p<0.001) compared to those with low levels of self-
promotion (simple slope=0.15, t=2.18, p<0.05). These results
support H2.

Finally, we tested the overall moderated mediation model. The
index of moderated mediation was significant for both economic
performance (Index=0.088, 95% CI=[0.045, 0.137]) and social
performance (Index=0.079, 95% CI=[0.041, 0.124]). As shown
in Table 12, the conditional indirect effect of sustainable entre-
preneurship on performance (via corporate reputation) was sig-
nificant and stronger at high levels of founder's self-promotion
compared to low levels. These results provide strong support for
H3a and H3b, confirming that founder's self-promotion positively
moderates the mediating effect of corporate reputation.

5 | Discussion

These findings should be interpreted with caution given the mea-
surement limitations and contextual specificity of the present re-
search. The multistudy design enhances internal validity, yet the
cross-sectional nature of the survey data and the China-specific
context constrain the generalizability of causal inferences. With
this caveat in mind, this study provides robust, multistudy ev-
idence that a founder's strategic self-promotion significantly
amplifies the positive relationship between sustainable entre-
preneurship and entrepreneurial venture performance. Our
findings from both archival and survey data reveal a consistent
pattern: While sustainable practices are a crucial driver of per-
formance, their effectiveness is contingent upon the founder's
ability to strategically communicate these efforts. Specifically,
corporate reputation fully mediates the link between sustain-
able entrepreneurship and performance, and this indirect effect
is significantly stronger for founders with high levels of self-
promotion. This moderated mediation model highlights that
founder agency is not just an antecedent but a dynamic amplifier
in the value creation process of sustainable ventures. Regarding
H1, Schmelter et al. (2026) demonstrate that third-party sustain-
ability certifications significantly enhance venture funding by
reducing information asymmetry, corroborating our finding
that sustainable entrepreneurship builds corporate reputation
through observable signals. Regarding H2a and H2b, Abdullah,
Zhu and Hashmi (2025) confirm that corporate image and repu-
tation mediate the sustainability strategy-sales performance re-
lationship in entrepreneurial SMEs, while Zangara et al. (2025)
show that social sustainability influences entrepreneurial ven-
ture social performance through the mediating role of corporate
reputation—both consistent with our results. Regarding H3a
and H3b, Nguyen et al. (2026) find that CEO celebrity signifi-
cantly moderates the ESG-firm performance relationship, and

Results of multiple regression analysis (study 2).

TABLE 7

Corporate

Economic performance Entrepreneurial venture performance

Social PERFORMANCE

reputation

Model

Model

Model

Model

Model

1 Model 2 3 Model4 Model5 Modelé6 7 Model8 Model9 Model10 11 12 Model 13 Model 14

Variable

0.031 —0.058 —0.043 —0.063 —0.051 —0.047 —0.030 —0.053 —0.039 —0.063 —0.044 —-0.070 —0.054

0.016

Sex

0.113 -0.118 0.031 —0.037 0.001 —0.032 0.017 —0.059 —0.016 —0.028 0.028 —0.060 —0.010

0.069

Age
Edu

0.161 0.243 0.050 —0.029 0.006 0.026 0.061 —0.026 0.014 0.028 0.068 —0.033 0.013

0.130

—0.010 —0.585 —0.057 —0.051 —0.054 0.049 0.045 0.051 0.048 0.004 0.000 0.007 0.003

—0.006

Mar

—0.027 0.159 0.006 0.018 0.013 —0.027 —0.033 —0.018 —-0.025 —0.012 —0.018 —0.002 —0.009

—-0.023

Cou

0.464 0.339%**

0.356™** 0.260%** 0.397%%#* 0.293%* 0.462%+*

0.358%**

SE
CR

0.343%%*

0.362%**

0.292%#*

0.397%%**

0.269%**

0.362%%*

0.161 0.160 0.234 0.006 0.217 0.219 0.318

0.005

0.134 0.138 0.196

0.008

0.138

0.012
(0.012)

R2

0.126 0.129 0.062 (0.005) 0.156 0.155 0.073 (0.006) 0.211 0.213 0.101

(0.008)

0.126

AR?

6.739%#* 0.420 6.490%**  6.700%**  8.743%%* 0.230 8.044%Hk* 7997k 10.958%** 0.299 11.628*F  11.776™** 16.734%%*

0.608
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TABLE 8 | Summary of mediating effect results (dependent variable: social performance; study 2).

Bias xorrected (95%)

Variable Effect SE Lower limit Upper limit
Sustainable Entrepreneurship Total Effect 0.2668 0.0441 0.1799 0.3537
Direct Effect 0.1949 0.456 0.1051 0.2848
Indirect Effect 0.0719 0.0213 0.0330 0.1168

TABLE9 | Summary of mediating effect results (dependent variable: economic performance; study 2).

Bias corrected (95%)

Variable Effect SE Lower limit Upper limit
Sustainable entrepreneurship total effect 0.3042 0.444 0.2167 0.3917
direct effect 0.2244 0.0455 0.1347 0.3141
indirect effect 0.0798 0.0225 0.0395 0.1280

TABLE 10 | Summary of mediating effect results (dependent variable: new venture performance; study 2).

Bias corrected (95%)

Variable Effect SE Lower limit Upper limit
Sustainable Entrepreneurship Total effect 0.2858 0.0344 0.2180 0.3536
Direct effect 0.2121 0.0343 0.1447 0.2796
Indirect effect 0.0737 0.0168 0.0431 0.1084
TABLE 11 | Self-promotion moderating effect test (study 2).
7
Corporate reputation 6 | P
Variable Modell Model2 Model3  Model 4 s |
Sex 0.016 0.031 0.007 —0.008 2 4 -
E 1 —&— Low-CR
Age 0.069 0.113 0.098 0.104 2 3| --#-- High-CR
<
Edu 0.130 0.161* 0.095 0.040 S 5
=3
o
Mar —0.006 —0.010 —0.026 —0.052 1
Cou —0.023 —-0.027 —-0.017 0.007 0
Low-SE High-SE
SE 0.358%** 0.276%** 0.292%**
SP 0.505%** 0.633%+* FIGURE 3 | Regulatory effect diagram of founder's self-promotion
SExSP 0.387%** moderates CR.
R? 0.012 0.138 0.384 0.514
AR? (0.012) 0.126 0.246 0.130 A critical caveat to our findings on founder self-promotion con-
cerns the risk of greenwashing and the potential loss of credibil-
F 0.608 6.739%%*  22.308***  33.066%**

Note: Number of research samples =259.

*is significant at p <0.05.

**represents significance at p<0.01.

***indicates significance at p <0.001 (double-tailed test).

Alam et al. (2026) confirm that organizational-level moderators
shape the strength of sustainability-to-performance indirect
pathways, providing cross-context validation for our moderated
mediation model.

ity when self-promotional claims are not backed by substantive
sustainable actions. Our model implicitly assumes that founders'
sustainability communications are authentic and consistent with
their ventures' actual practices. However, if self-promotion out-
paces genuine sustainable performance, the resulting perception
of hypocrisy can severely undermine corporate reputation rather
than build it. Fu et al. (2025) demonstrate empirically that gre-
enwashing behavior negatively influences corporate reputation
through a “masking effect” on information disclosure quality,
with the reputational damage being particularly pronounced in
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TABLE 12 | The mediating effect test of bootstrap moderation (study 2).

Regulated Lower Upper Lower Upper
Way Variable Group Effect SE limit limit Index limit limit
SE-CR-EP SPM Low —0.0090 0.0133 —0.0385 0.0155 0.0751 0.0389 0.1173
High 0.1392 0.0353 0.0730 0.2136
SE-CR-SP SPM Low —0.0081 0.0121 —0.0342 0.0145 0.0676 0.0320 0.1079
High 0.1254 0.0347 0.0605 0.1959
SE-CR-NVP SPM Low -0.0177 0.0136 —0.0478 0.0053 0.0714 0.0441 0.10255
High 0.1251 0.0247 0.0797 0.1770

contexts with high institutional scrutiny—a finding directly rel-
evant to the Chinese entrepreneurial venture context examined
in our study. Similarly, Lewin and Warren (2025) show across six
experiments that conflicting CSR information, whether reflect-
ing inconsistent results or ulterior motives—triggers hypocrisy
perceptions and stakeholder backlash on social media, including
moral condemnation, boycotting intentions, and divestment be-
havior; crucially, firms with higher credibility suffer more when
CSR information conflicts, meaning that the reputational capital
built through effective self-promotion paradoxically increases
vulnerability to green-washing exposure. Chan (2026) further
shows that weak ESG claims are especially harmful for startups,
as stakeholders apply higher credibility standards to entrepre-
neurial ventures than to established companies, and that ESG
messaging must be specific and substantively grounded to confer
legitimacy rather than invite skepticism. Taken together, these
findings suggest that the positive moderating effect of founder
self-promotion identified in our study is conditional on the au-
thenticity and substantiveness of the underlying sustainability
claims: Self-promotion amplifies reputation only when it accu-
rately signals genuine sustainable practices, and the same com-
munication strategies that build reputation under conditions of
authenticity can precipitate reputational collapse when sustain-
ability claims are perceived as exaggerated or decoupled from
actual behavior.

6 | Conclusions
6.1 | Theoretical Implications

This research makes three significant contributions to the lit-
erature on sustainable entrepreneurship, signaling theory, and
stakeholder theory. First, we advance sustainable entrepreneur-
ship theory by empirically demonstrating that entrepreneurial
agency, in the form of founder self-promotion, is a critical con-
tingency factor that determines the performance outcomes of
sustainability efforts. While prior research has acknowledged
the importance of sustainability for firm performance (Srhir,
Jaegler and Montoya-Torres 2023), our findings explain the
heterogeneity in these returns. We show that it is the combina-
tion of “doing good” (sustainable practices) and “telling well”
(self-promotion) that creates a competitive advantage. This inte-
grates the micro-foundations of entrepreneurial action with the
macro-level phenomenon of sustainable development, respond-
ing to calls for a more nuanced understanding of how entrepre-
neurs navigate institutional pressures and opportunities (Pigola,

Fischer and Moraes 2025). This finding aligns with Schmelter
et al. (2026), who demonstrate that third-party sustainability
certifications—as observable sustainability signals—signifi-
cantly enhance venture funding by reducing information asym-
metry between entrepreneurs and investors, and with Mondal
et al. (2024), who confirm in a moderated mediation framework
that CSR positively contributes to sustainable performance by
fostering green entrepreneurial orientation, reinforcing the
view that sustainability practices generate reputational capital
that translates into competitive advantage.

Second, we extend signaling theory in the context of entre-
preneurship. Traditional signaling theory often assumes a
static sender-receiver model. Our study introduces a dynamic,
agentic perspective, showing that entrepreneurs are not pas-
sive signal senders but active “signal amplifiers.” By strate-
gically engaging in self-promotion, founders can enhance
the credibility and reach of their sustainability signals, over-
coming the “conditions of information asymmetry and legiti-
macy challenges (analogous to the liability of newness)” and
information asymmetry that typically plague entrepreneurial
ventures (Steigenberger 2025). This finding is particularly rel-
evant in the digital age, where founder visibility can signifi-
cantly influence investor confidence and resource acquisition
(Luo et al. 2026). Our research empirically validates that the
founder's narrative is a powerful tool for shaping how stake-
holders interpret and value sustainability signals (Suchek,
Ferreira and Fernandes 2025). This dynamic signaling per-
spective aligns with Nguyen et al. (2026), who find that CEO
celebrity significantly moderates the relationship between
ESG practices and firm performance, such that ESG alone
does not directly affect performance without a highly visi-
ble leader to amplify the signal—mirroring our finding that
founder self-promotion is essential for converting sustainable
entrepreneurship into performance gains. Anser et al. (2024)
further corroborate this by showing that green intellectual
capital enhances business performance through the mediat-
ing role of business reputation, providing cross-industry ev-
idence that sustainability-related intangible assets must be
communicated effectively to generate performance returns.

Third, our study contributes to a more dynamic understanding
of stakeholder theory. We move beyond the traditional view of
stakeholder management as a reactive process and show how
entrepreneurs can proactively shape stakeholder perceptions and
engagement. Our findings reveal that corporate reputation acts as
a central hub where sustainability signals are processed, and the
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intensity of this processing is moderated by the founder's commu-
nication strategy. This aligns with the “new stakeholder theory”,
which emphasizes the role of organizational purpose and value
creation for all stakeholders (McGahan 2023). By demonstrating
that self-promotion has a stronger effect on social performance,
we provide evidence that strategic communication can effectively
legitimize the pursuit of social goals, aligning stakeholder inter-
ests with the firm's mission (Ritter and Pedersen 2024; Saeed and
Wiredu 2025). Our finding that corporate reputation drives both
economic and social performance is corroborated by Abdullah,
Zhu and Hashmi et al. (2025), who demonstrate that corporate
image and reputation mediate the relationship between corporate
sustainability strategy and sales performance in entrepreneurial
SMEs, confirming that reputational capital is a critical conduit
through which sustainability efforts translate into economic out-
comes (H2a). Regarding social performance specifically (H2b),
Zangara et al. (2025) show that social sustainability influences
entrepreneurial venture social performance through the medi-
ating role of corporate reputation, while Amankwah-Amoah,
Danso, Adomako et al. (2019) demonstrate that the pathway from
sustainability commitment to social outcomes is shaped by both
individual and organizational moderators, a finding that paral-
lels our moderated mediation framework.

The moderated mediation model (H3a and H3b) finds addi-
tional support in recent empirical work. Alam et al. (2026)
confirm that CSR's indirect effect on sustainable performance
through human resource mechanisms is weakened when
organizational cynicism is elevated, demonstrating that the
strength of mediated pathways is contingent on contextual
moderators—directly analogous to our finding that founder
self-promotion moderates the reputation-mediated pathway
from sustainable entrepreneurship to entrepreneurial venture
performance. Nguyen et al. (2026) further show that corporate
sustainability operations have a moderated mediation impact
on firm outcomes in G7 countries, with sustainability com-
mittees moderating both the sustainability product-ESG per-
formance nexus and the ESG performance-audit fee nexus,
reinforcing the broader principle that governance-level ac-
tors shape the effectiveness of sustainability-to-performance
pathways.

6.2 | Practical Implications

Our findings offer several actionable insights for entrepre-
neurs, investors, and policymakers. For entrepreneurs, our
findings underscore that simply “doing good” is not enough;
it is equally important to “tell well.” Founders of sustainable
ventures should not assume that their sustainable practices
will automatically be recognized and rewarded. Instead, they
must develop a deliberate communication strategy to broad-
cast their sustainability commitments and build a strong
corporate reputation. This involves not only formal sustain-
ability reporting (Baskaran, Chandran and Ng 2019) but also
leveraging personal platforms like social media to craft an au-
thentic and compelling narrative around their venture's social
and environmental mission. As the latest GEM Global Report
(2025) indicates, a growing trend of entrepreneurs integrating
sustainability, our study provides a roadmap for how to make
these efforts count.

For investors and other capital providers, our research sug-
gests that evaluating a sustainable venture should go beyond
its ESG metrics. Investors should also assess the founder's
communication skills and their ability to build a strong per-
sonal and corporate brand. A founder who can effectively
articulate the venture's sustainability story is more likely to
build a strong reputation, attract customers, and ultimately
deliver both financial and social returns. This is particularly
critical in the current climate where corporate reputation is
fragile (Axios Harris Poll 100 2025) and investors are increas-
ingly looking for holistic value addition beyond simple ESG
scores (Talan et al. 2024).

For policymakers and entrepreneurship support organizations,
our findings highlight the need to integrate communication and
personal branding training into sustainability-focused entrepre-
neurship programs. Instead of focusing solely on the operational
aspects of sustainable business models, these programs should
also equip founders with the skills to effectively communicate
their value proposition to a wide range of stakeholders. This could
include workshops on public speaking, social media strategy, and
narrative construction, helping sustainable entrepreneurs to over-
come the information asymmetry and legitimacy challenges and
build the reputational capital needed for long-term success.

6.3 | Research Limitations

This study has several limitations that open avenues for fu-
ture research. First, while our multistudy design enhances the
robustness of our findings, the survey data in Study 2 is cross-
sectional, which limits our ability to draw causal inferences.
Future research could employ a longitudinal design to track the
co-evolution of sustainable practices, founder communication,
and firm performance over time.

Second, our measure of founder's self-promotion, while in-
novative, is based on the quantity of communication. Future
research could explore the qualitative aspects of founder com-
munication, such as the content, tone, and narrative strategies
used. This could provide deeper insights into which commu-
nication tactics are most effective. Additionally, it would be
valuable to explore the potential “dark side” of self-promotion,
such as the risk of being perceived as inauthentic or engag-
ing in “green-washing” and the ethical boundaries of personal
branding (Abdulsamad et al. 2025).

Third, our study was conducted in the context of China. While
this provides valuable insights from a major emerging economy,
the findings may not be generalizable to other cultural or institu-
tional contexts. Future research could replicate our study in dif-
ferent countries to test the cross-cultural validity of our model.
For instance, the interplay between founder communication
and stakeholder engagement may differ in more individualistic
versus collectivistic cultures (Ritter and Pedersen 2024).

6.4 | Suggestions for Future Research

Finally, our model could be expanded to include other import-
ant variables. For example, future research could examine the
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role of different stakeholder groups (e.g., customers, employees,
community) in mediating the relationship between reputation
and performance. It would also be interesting to investigate
other forms of founder agency, such as networking or political
ties, and how they interact with sustainable entrepreneurship to
influence venture outcomes.

A first and particularly important direction concerns research
design. The present study relies on cross-sectional data for the
survey component, which limits causal inference regarding
the temporal dynamics of the sustainable entrepreneurship—
reputation—-performance chain. Future research should em-
ploy longitudinal or panel designs to capture how corporate
reputation accumulates over time as a function of sustained
sustainable practices and how the moderating role of founder
self-promotion evolves across different venture lifecycle
stages. Signaling theory predicts that signal credibility is re-
inforced through consistency over time (Connelly et al. 2011),
yet empirical evidence on the temporal dynamics of sustain-
ability signaling in entrepreneurial ventures remains scarce.
Donaldson, Villagrasa and Theodoraki et al. (2025) demonstrate
that legitimacy-building through signaling in entrepreneurial
ecosystems is a cumulative, path-dependent process, suggest-
ing that the reputational returns to sustainable entrepreneur-
ship may compound over time in ways that cross-sectional
designs cannot capture. Longitudinal studies tracking cohorts
of entrepreneurial ventures from founding through scaling
would provide invaluable insights into whether early sus-
tainability signals create durable reputational advantages or
whether their effects decay as ventures mature and stakeholder
expectations shift.

Second, future research should extend our model to diverse in-
stitutional and cultural contexts. Our study was conducted in
China, where institutional pressures around sustainability are
rapidly intensifying but where the regulatory and normative
frameworks differ substantially from those in Western econo-
mies. The effectiveness of sustainable entrepreneurship as a
reputational signal is likely to vary across institutional environ-
ments: in contexts with strong regulatory enforcement of sus-
tainability standards, third-party verification may substitute for
founder self-promotion as the primary signal receiver; in weaker
institutional environments, founder-level communication may
carry disproportionate weight. Comparative studies across
emerging and developed economies, drawing on the institu-
tional logic framework, would clarify the boundary conditions
of our model.

Third, our model treats corporate reputation as a unidimen-
sional construct and performance as a composite of economic
and social dimensions, but future research could disaggregate
both constructs to examine stakeholder-specific dynamics.
Different stakeholder groups—customers, investors, employ-
ees, and community members—may respond differently to
the same sustainability signals and founder self-promotion
behaviors, and the reputational pathways to economic ver-
sus social performance may be governed by distinct mecha-
nisms. For instance, investors may respond primarily to the
risk-reduction properties of sustainability signals (Schmelter
et al. 2026), while customers may be more sensitive to the
authenticity and consistency of founders' sustainability

narratives (Burg et al. ). Future studies could adopt a mul-
tistakeholder design, measuring reputation separately from
the perspectives of different stakeholder groups and examin-
ing whether founder self-promotion differentially moderates
these stakeholder-specific reputational pathways. Such re-
search would substantially enrich stakeholder theory applica-
tions in the sustainable entrepreneurship domain and provide
more granular guidance for founders seeking to optimize their
communication strategies.

Fourth, the rapid proliferation of digital platforms and arti-
ficial intelligence technologies is transforming the landscape
of entrepreneurial signaling and reputation management in
ways that our current model does not address. Social media
platforms have dramatically lowered the cost of founder
self-promotion while simultaneously amplifying the risks of
greenwashing exposure, as stakeholder scrutiny and counter-
signaling capacity have expanded commensurately (Lewin
and Warren 2025). Future research should examine how dig-
ital self-promotion strategies, including LinkedIn thought
leadership, Twitter/X sustainability narratives, and crowd-
funding pitch content moderate the sustainable entrepreneur-
ship-reputation relationship, and whether the quantity-based
measure of self-promotion used in our archival study cap-
tures the same construct as the quality and authenticity di-
mensions of digital self-presentation. Furthermore, Riaz
et al. (2026) demonstrates that AI and big data technologies
are reshaping sustainable entrepreneurial processes by en-
abling more precise measurement of sustainability impact and
more targeted stakeholder communication; future research
could examine whether Al-assisted sustainability reporting
enhances or undermines the signaling value of founder self-
promotion by making sustainability claims more verifiable
and thus less dependent on founder credibility as a moderat-
ing factor.

Fifth, future research should explore how founder character-
istics beyond self-promotion—particularly gender, founder
identity, and entrepreneurial authenticity—interact with sus-
tainable entrepreneurship to shape reputational outcomes.
Vongswasdi et al. (2025) finds that self-promotion in entre-
preneurship drives proactive business-model adaptation
through experimentation, suggesting that the behavioral
consequences of self-promotion extend beyond reputation-
building to include strategic learning processes; future re-
search could examine whether this adaptive function of
self-promotion mediates or moderates the reputational path-
way identified in our study. Future research employing vali-
dated multi-item scales for both founder self-promotion and
entrepreneurial authenticity would address the measurement
limitations acknowledged in Section 6.3 and enable more nu-
anced tests of the boundary conditions of our moderated me-
diation model.
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