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The effectiveness of trust has been extensively investigated in entrepreneurship studies.
However, compared to the outcomes of trust, we still lack knowledge about the
mechanisms underlying venture capitalists’ initial trust in entrepreneurs. Drawing from
signal theory and impression management theory, this study explores an impression
management motivational explanation for the influencing factors of venture capitalists’
initial trust. An empirical test is based on 202 valid questionnaires from venture capitalists,
and the results indicate that the signal of five dimensions of entrepreneurial orientation
has a significant impact on the initial trust of venture capitalists and that a signal
of entrepreneurial orientation of perseverance or passion positively influences venture
capitalists’ initial trust through acquired impression management strategies, while a signal
of entrepreneurial orientation of risk-taking, innovation, or proactivity positively affects the
initial trust of venture capitalists through defensive impression management strategies.
The perceptions of entrepreneurs’ hypocrisy by venture capitalists negatively moderate
the relationship between acquired impression management strategies and the initial
trust of venture capitalists and negatively moderate the relationship between defensive
impression management strategies and the initial trust of venture capitalists.

Keywords: entrepreneurial orientation, entrepreneurial intention, initial trust, impression management strategies,
perceptions of hypocrisy

INTRODUCTION

During the economic transition period, the business environment is changing rapidly. How
to obtain external resources to promote corporate growth for “new and weak” start-ups has
gradually become an urgent problem to be solved in academic and practical circles. The trust
of venture capitalists in entrepreneurs, as one of the important ways for start-ups to obtain
external “soft” resources, affects the success or failure of start-ups to a large extent. Studies
have confirmed that the trust of venture capitalists in entrepreneurs helps entrepreneurs to
obtain financial capital and strategic advice for new ventures, thereby enhancing the level of
innovation (Maula et al., 2013) and improving financial performance (Park and Steensma,
2012). However, existing studies have paid more attention to the trust of venture capitalists
in entrepreneurs after investment, and research on initial trust before investment is rare.
The development of trust occurs in stages (Schoorman et al, 2007), so the investigation
of trust in entrepreneurs by venture capitalists should be dynamic (Yang and Li, 2018).
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Initial trust is the general expectation of a party before
cooperation to rely on others and the consequent behaviors based
on his or her own life experience and human nature (Yi and
Zhou, 2011). This trust is generated before venture capitalists
make investment decisions, and it is an important factor affecting
the cooperative relationship between venture capitalists and
entrepreneurs (Cholakova and Clarysse, 2015). Based on this,
identifying the influencing factors and the mechanism of the
initial trust of venture capitalists has important theoretical and
practical significance for promoting cooperation between the
parties and the development of start-ups.

Initial trust, as an expectation of subjective will, is based on the
non-interactive communication between parties and represents
the “primary trust” of one party in the other. At present, the
research on initial trust mainly focuses on two aspects. First is
stage division. According to the dynamic development process
of trust, trust can be divided into stages of establishment,
continuation, and extinction (Rousseau et al., 1998). Among
them, initial trust is not only the first step but also an important
step, which is widely recognized by most scholars. For example,
Yi and Zhou (2011) highlighted the initial trust stage in the
evolution of trust in the study of the dimensions of trust between
Chinese VC-E. Second is contributing factors. The initial trust
facilitating is mainly divided into three categories: one is the
characteristics of the relying party, such as trust tendencies and
resource ownership (Wei and Long, 2008); the second is the
characteristics of the trusted party, such as reputation and ability;
and the third is institutional structural factors, such as third-
party protection and risk perception (McKnight et al., 2002).
In general, although some studies involve initial trust studies
through case analysis, most of them are based on the dynamic
evolution of trust after the partnership. Some studies emphasize
that in the pre-establishment stage of a business relationship,
both parties can make judgments about each other’s knowledge
and beliefs through mechanisms such as interactive history,
information search, reputation, and stereotypes to form initial
trust (Huang and Wilkinson, 2013). However, the research lacks
quantitative investigation of this subject, and it is necessary to
deepen the understanding of the antecedents of initial trust
by more empirical analyses. The impact of entrepreneurial
orientation, as an extension of the entrepreneurial spirit at the
organizational level, on the initial trust of venture capitalists
has not received enough attention. Entrepreneurial orientation
refers to the tendency of entrepreneurs to seek new business
opportunities and translate them into entrepreneurial practice
through daily operations and organizational tasks, and is
divided into five dimensions: perseverance, enthusiasm, risk-
taking, innovation, and proactivity (Santos et al., 2020). Previous
studies have confirmed that entrepreneurial orientation has a
significant effect on the resource acquisition of new ventures
(Moss et al., 2015), which can promote the performance
of new ventures through business opportunity identification
(Donbesuur et al., 2020). Based on signal theory, entrepreneurs
with high entrepreneurial orientation may improve the venture
capitalists’ cognition of their entrepreneurial ability and thus
promote initial trust by releasing signals of entrepreneurial
perseverance, passion, risk-taking, innovation, and proactivity.

Therefore, the orientation of entrepreneurs may be one of the
important factors affecting the initial trust of venture capitalists.
However, there is little existing research on the relationship
between the two. Based on this, the first purpose of this study
is to explore the impact of entrepreneurship orientation on the
initial trust of venture capitalists.

Previous studies have mainly investigated the influence
mechanism of venture capitalists’ trust in entrepreneurs after
investment based on signal theory and social exchange theory.
Social exchange theory holds that there is a two-dimensional
relationship between venture capitalists and entrepreneurs,
emotional and instrumental, and a two-way relationship between
social and financial resource exchanges (Huang and Knight,
2015). Venture capitalists’ trust in entrepreneurs is influenced
more by entrepreneurs’ subjective factors, such as information
signals and interpersonal signals, which will enhance the
exchange of financial and non-financial resources between
the two parties, thus promoting the growth of new ventures
and in turn strengthening mutual trust (Von Gehlen et al,
2018). However, signal theory and social exchange theory
cannot fully explain the relationship between entrepreneurship
orientation and the initial trust of venture capitalists. The
initial trust is generated before cooperation, and the two parties
do not have a basis of “reciprocity.” However, an excessive
emphasis on the subjective initiative of the entrepreneur and
underestimation of the heterogeneity of the audience may
lead to different understandings of the entrepreneur among
different audiences (Wu et al., 2020), making the social and
political skills of the entrepreneur ineffective (Fisher et al,
2017). This requires entrepreneurs to strengthen their purpose-
oriented management to more effectively obtain the audience’s
evaluation of themselves and their start-ups (Kibler et al,
2017). The impression management strategy refers to the
process by which entrepreneurs actively control their self-
image or corporate image to achieve a certain value purpose
(Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990), which includes acquired impression
management and defensive impression management (Bolino
et al., 2008). Existing studies have shown that the theory
of impression management can effectively explain the issue
of the legitimacy of entrepreneurs in the start-up stage of
enterprises facing “new entry defects” and other constraints
(Nagy et al, 2012). In addition, in an achievement context,
different goal orientations have different influences on how
entrepreneurs make decisions and take action (Uy et al,
2017). Individuals with different goal orientations have different
cognitive patterns and behavioral responses, and there are
significant differences in the tendency to adopt an active
strategy or avoidance strategy (Hirst et al, 2009). For
example, different motivations for enterprise innovation can
improve the innovation performance of brand communities
through participation in the behaviors of acquired impression
management and defensive impression management (Tang et al.,
2020). Therefore, the different entrepreneurial orientations of
entrepreneurs should have different influences on the choice of
impression management strategies. Based on this, the second
problem of this study is to explore the mediating effect of the
difference in entrepreneurs’ impression management strategy
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between different entrepreneurial orientations and the initial
trust of venture capitalists.

Can entrepreneurs different impression management
strategies definitely generate initial trust in venture capitalists?
According to the theory of impression management, an
individual’s impression management behavior is not only
affected by role norms but also restricted by performance
venues. Previous studies have shown that the effectiveness of
the impression management of entrepreneurs is limited by
the cognitive attributes of the audience (Pollack and Bosse,
2014). Hypocrisy perception is defined as an individual’s
perception of inconsistency between the words and deeds of
others (Greenbaum et al., 2015). When entrepreneurs convey
different signals of entrepreneurial orientation to venture
capitalists through acquired impression management strategies
and defensive impression management strategies, venture
capitalists make different cognitive interpretations of those
signals, which may affect their initial trust judgment. In other
words, when venture capitalists’ perception of hypocrisy is
high, the impression management strategy of entrepreneurs
may reduce the initial trust cognition of venture capitalists
or, on the contrary, enhance the initial trust cognition of
venture capitalists. Based on this, the third issue of this research
is to explore the moderating effect of venture capitalists
hypocrisy perception of entrepreneurs on different entrepreneur
impression management strategies and venture capitalists’
initial trust.

In summary, based on signal theory and impression
management theory, this research examines the influence
of five different entrepreneurial orientations on the initial
trust of venture capitalists, as well as the mediating effect
of entrepreneurs’ impression management strategies and the
moderating effect of false perception. Our research will enrich
the existing research on entrepreneurial orientation and initial
trust of venture capitalists. Firstly, taking five dimensions
of entrepreneurial orientation as the antecedent variable of
initial trust of venture capitalists, it fills the gap of the
existing research on the relationship to a certain extent.
Our research will provide a signal theory explanation for
why entrepreneurial orientation affects the initial trust of
venture capitalists. Secondly, by introducing the impression
management strategies of entrepreneurs, our study will reveal
how the entrepreneurs’ individual entrepreneurial orientation
influences the initial trust of venture capitalists through their
different impression management strategies. This will provide
a new theoretical perspective to explore how entrepreneurial
orientation affects the initial trust process of venture capitalists.
Finally, by examining the moderating effect of venture capitalists’
perception of hypocrisy, we will define the boundary of
effectiveness of different impression management strategies.
The theoretical significance of the research is that it will help
researchers clarify the relationship and mechanism between
entrepreneurial orientation and initial trust, and the practical
significance is that it will assist venture capitalists in correctly
understanding entrepreneurial orientation, enhancing initial
trust and promoting entrepreneurial cooperation.

THEORETICAL OVERVIEW AND
HYPOTHESES

Effect of the Signal of Entrepreneurial
Orientation on Venture Capitalists’ Initial

Trust

At present, there are two main disputes about the dimension
of entrepreneurial orientation in academia. One is the single
dimension of entrepreneurial orientation, which includes
risk-taking, innovation, and proactiveness (Covin
Slevin, 1989). They believe that entrepreneurial orientation
is an organizational attribute that entrepreneurs show in
organizations or business units. This view assumes that
there are risk-taking, innovation, and proactiveness in
entrepreneurial orientation, and emphasizes that the research
of entrepreneurial orientation needs to start from the whole
rather than the part (Gupta and Gupta, 2015). The other
one is the multidimensional entrepreneurial orientation,
which includes risk-taking, innovativeness, proactiveness,
autonomy, and competitive aggressiveness (Lumpkin and
Dess, 1996). They conceptualize entrepreneurial orientation
as a kind of entrepreneurial spirit, and as long as there
is an attribute in the five dimensions, they can use the
entrepreneur label to define it. Nowadays, most researches
mainly focus on the influence of entrepreneurial orientation
at the enterprise level on organizational creativity, resource
acquisition, and enterprise performance (Ma and Yan, 2016;
Shan et al., 2016; Li Y. et al, 2018). It is limited by the
measurement of entrepreneurial orientation dimension (Covin
and Lumpkin, 2011; Covin and Wales, 2012); there are few
studies on the effectiveness of individual entrepreneurship
orientation (Koe, 2016; Rahim et al.,, 2018; Gao et al., 2020).
Scholars have also conducted a series of explorations on
the dimension measurement of individual entrepreneurship
orientation, and the research has gained progress to some
extent. For example, Santos et al. (2020) based on previous
research added two new dimensions of entrepreneurship
orientation: entrepreneurial passion and entrepreneurial
perseverance. Integrating the characteristics, emotions, and
behaviors of entrepreneurs, they proposed five dimensions of
entrepreneurship orientation: perseverance, passion, risk-taking,
innovation, and proactivity orientation.

Initial trust is the general expectation of a party to be able to
rely on others and their behaviors based on that party’s own life
experience and understanding of human nature (Yi and Zhou,
2011). In the initial stage of establishing the relationship between
venture capitalists and entrepreneurs, since there is no history
of interaction between the two sides, venture capitalists cannot
make judgments based on previous exchanges between the two
sides, and their trust in entrepreneurs can be established only
on the basis of available information about the entrepreneurs
(Huang and Wilkinson, 2013). Signal theory indicates that the
transmission of signals occurs mainly through the sender, signal,
and receiver (Connelly et al., 2011). On the basis of signals sent by
entrepreneurs to venture capitalists, the venture capitalists may
judge the entrepreneurs’ abilities and behaviors according to the

and
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signal content and then decide whether to trust them. Therefore,
the signal of different start-up orientations of entrepreneurs may
have a positive impact on the initial trust of venture capitalists.

First, perseverance is the most obvious entrepreneurial
trait. Perseverance is regarded as one of the most important
characteristics of successful entrepreneurs (Shane et al., 2003).
Entrepreneurs can succeed in starting their own businesses
only if they persist in pursuing their goals. Perseverance
orientation refers to the entrepreneurial trait of persistence in
pursuing goals even if entrepreneurial obstacles are encountered
(Gerschewski et al., 2016). In the early stages of the establishment
or development of start-ups, facing the development dilemma
of “newcomers’ weakness,” entrepreneurs who persist in
entrepreneurship are driven by entrepreneurial self-efficacy
(Li C. et al, 2018), continue to promote entrepreneurial self-
learning, and are willing to put more effort into sending positive
signals to venture capitalists, thereby enhancing the venture
capitalists’ positive expectations. When making initial trust
judgments, venture capitalists will consider not only the return
if the venture project succeeds but also the entrepreneur’s
ability to complete the project. Entrepreneurs who persist in
entrepreneurship orientation have high psychological resilience
(Eisenberger and Leonard, 1980). In the face of entrepreneurial
pressure and difficulties, they are better able to actively resist
adversity and quickly adapt to changes. This signals to VC
the potential of entrepreneurs to recover and succeed in
difficult situations. At the same time, strong motivation for goal
realization can better meet the expectations of venture capitalists
for the results of venture cooperation.

Second, passion is the most direct entrepreneurial
experience for entrepreneurs. Passionate orientation means
that entrepreneurs consciously acquire and experience positive
and strong emotion in the entrepreneurial process (Cardon
et al., 2009). In the early stage of social interaction, passionate
entrepreneurs actively participate in the establishment of start-
ups, showing positive emotions of self-confidence and optimism,
which easily release their emotions, attitudes, and behavior
signals. Such signals are likely to infect venture capitalists
and promote the rapid establishment of a trust relationship
between the two parties. Individuals who are passionate about
entrepreneurship have a strong sense of identity, which drives
them to continuously acquire new knowledge and skills to
achieve entrepreneurial success (Zhang and Li, 2019). This
signals to venture capitalists that entrepreneurs are coachable.
Ciuchta et al. (2018) confirmed that the coachability of
entrepreneurs is a kind of interpersonal signal, and the higher
the perception of entrepreneurs’ coachability is, the more willing
venture capitalists are to invest. Emotion has a transmitting
function. The positive emotional experience of venture capitalists
comes not only from the entrepreneur’s passion for starting a
business but also from the passion for perceiving products or
services (Davis et al., 2017). This dual emotional experience may
enhance the strength of the signal. Research has shown that when
individuals experience positive emotional states, they are more
likely to establish cooperation (Dimotakis et al., 2012).

Third, risk-taking reflects the entrepreneur’s tendency to take
risks. This entrepreneurial orientation refers to the tendency

to take chances when facing an uncertain environment, dare
to venture into unknown areas, and be willing to take risks
(Langkamp Bolton and Lane, 2012). Alvarez and Busenitz (2001)
pointed out that entrepreneurial companies tend to take risks in
turning new products and services into market opportunities to
create new wealth. In the process of developing new products
and new services, facing high market uncertainty and investment
return risks, entrepreneurs’ strong risk responsibility enables
startups to identify potential risks that may exist and quickly
develop market response strategies to reduce risks in order
to promote enterprise development, which releases positive
signals of entrepreneurial competence to venture capitalists.
Entrepreneurs may also use rhetoric to describe their image of
daring to take risks, and to enhance the signal strength of the
initial trust of venture capitalists. Wang et al. (2016) pointed out
in their study that different language styles of project sponsors
can change investors’ perception of project prospects and thus
affect their investment intentions.

Fourth, innovation reflects the entrepreneur’s tendency to
pursue excellence. Innovation orientation refers to the creative
and experimental behavior tendency to develop new products,
new services, and new technologies through new processes
(Langkamp Bolton and Lane, 2012). In the early stage of project
funding screening, venture capitalists pay more attention to the
products or opportunities provided by entrepreneurs than the
quality of the entrepreneurs (Mitteness et al., 2012). However, at
this stage, venture capital is usually based on a single product,
a few products, or even products that have not been fully
formed or tested (Parhankangas and Ehrlich, 2014), leading to
a lack of objective evidence for the success of the product or
service market for the venture capitalists, who then can make
investment decisions only through subjective judgment (Maxwell
et al., 2011). Entrepreneurs with an innovative entrepreneurial
orientation have a stronger innovation drive and higher demand
for entrepreneurial resources. They usually seek external support
for product or service development or process reengineering,
and products or services are the focus of entrepreneurship
speech (Mollick, 2014). Creative products or services can gain
widespread recognition and competitive advantages (Ward,
2004), which undoubtedly strengthens the signal to venture
capitalists to release high-quality products or services.

Last, proactivity reflects the tendency of entrepreneurs to
venture to be a pioneer. Proactivity orientation refers to the
tendency to lead competitors and meet future demands by
discovering and seizing opportunities, and introducing new
products and services (Langkamp Bolton and Lane, 2012).
Taking the initiative and taking the lead in participating in
emerging markets is the cornerstone of entrepreneurs’ behaviors
(Qin et al, 2017). Entrepreneurs with a strong proactivity
orientation are unwilling to maintain the existing status quo,
seek opportunities for transformation, and promote updates
of products or services by introducing new technologies
or business models, thus becoming “leaders” of industry.
Hu et al. (2018) confirmed that the proactive personalities
of individuals are positively related to their entrepreneurial
alertness, which in turn influences entrepreneurial intention.
This proactive entrepreneurial tendency helps signal to venture
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capitalists that entrepreneurs have more potential to innovate
and bring profit. Research by Anglin et al. (2018) confirmed
that project sponsors who have a positive attitude toward
“taking necessary measures to achieve established goals” are
more likely to succeed in obtaining financing. Entrepreneurs
with a strong proactivity orientation are market founders rather
than followers who actively carry out innovation (Moss et al.,
2015). Compared with other entrepreneurs, it has more acquired
competitive advantages, which can transmit high-quality signals
to venture capitalists, and help to enhance their perception of
entrepreneurial ability (He et al., 2020). Given the above analysis,
we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1la (Hla): The signal of entrepreneurs
perseverance orientation is positively related to venture
capitalists’ initial trust.

Hypothesis 1b (H1b): The signal of entrepreneurs passion
orientation is positively related to venture capitalists’ initial trust.

Hypothesis 1c (H1c): The signal of entrepreneurs’ risk-taking
orientation is positively related to venture capitalists’ initial trust.

Hypothesis 1d (H1d): The signal of entrepreneurs’ innovation
orientation is positively related to venture capitalists’ initial trust.

Hypothesis 1e (H1e): The signal of entrepreneurs’ proactivity
orientation is positively related to venture capitalists’ initial trust.

The Mediating Role of Impression

Management Strategies

According to the content of the signal, it can be divided
into quality signals and intention signals. Quality signals
convert invisible capabilities into externally observable signals,
while intention signals indicate the direction of organizational
behavior. That is, in addition to different entrepreneurial
orientations that have a direct impact on the initial trust of
venture capitalists, entrepreneurs can also intentionally release
signals to the outside world to influence venture capitalists
perceptions of their abilities and judgment, so that they can
then consider whether to give trust. How do entrepreneurs
release signals through which their entrepreneurial orientation
can affect the initial trust of venture capitalists? From the
perspective of social psychology, individuals not only pay close
attention to how others view and evaluate them but also change
their behavior based on others’ views (Leary and Kowalski,
1990). Entrepreneurs impression management strategies refer
to a kind of means and manifestation that entrepreneurs use
to influence others’ perception of their individual or corporate
image (Eisenberger and Leonard, 1980; Elsbach and Sutton,
1992), including acquired impression management strategies
and defensive impression management strategies (Bolino et al,,
2008). Acquired impression management strategies are strategies
to improve others’ positive perceptions and to conceal one’s
negative image. Different goal-oriented individuals have different
cognitive and behavioral responses, and there are significant
differences in whether they adopt proactive or avoidant strategies
(Hirst et al., 2009). Therefore, in the process of releasing signals,
entrepreneurs with different entrepreneurial orientations may
adopt different impression management strategies to transmit
signals, which in turn affects the initial trust of venture capitalists.

With high pressure, multiple obstacles, and high risk in
the process of entrepreneurship, entrepreneurs who persist in
the process often defy difficulties, constantly strengthen self-
learning, and cope with a complex and changing external
environment. This perseverance can be positively recognized
by venture capitalists. In addition, in the face of business
setbacks and failures, persistent entrepreneurs actively adjust
their mentality and strive to overcome difficulties and meet
challenges with an optimistic attitude. This kind of strong
cognitive resilience is likely to be praised by venture capitalists.
In addition, entrepreneurs resilience cannot be separated
from social support (Zhang and Li, 2020). In other words,
entrepreneurs who have received social support tend to care
more about others’ positive evaluations of them and thus have
more confidence in their own entrepreneurial capabilities (Zhang
and Li, 2019). Therefore, to obtain the social support and
initial trust of venture capitalists, entrepreneurs who have a
high perseverance orientation may release perseverance signals
by acquired impression management strategies. For example,
entrepreneurs may demonstrate their perseverance and cognitive
resilience to venture capitalists through self-improvement or
adopt strategies such as actively taking responsibility after
setbacks and failures so that they will be recognized and trusted
on the basis of their “good impression.”

In the face of an uncertain environment, entrepreneurs
with a passion orientation usually have a high-risk tolerance.
To adapt to rapid changes in development, they dare to make
attempts and to make mistakes. Driven by self-identity and
positive emotion, they will actively carry out entrepreneurial
learning to improve their self-cognitive flexibility so that they
can use existing resources to flexibly respond to entrepreneurial
challenges. Studies have shown that a learning goal orientation
can improve entrepreneurs self-efficacy (Liu et al, 2019)
and promote effective reasoning (Deng et al., 2020). The
active efforts of passionate entrepreneurs in this process
may be recognized and affirmed by venture capitalists. In
addition, the entrepreneurial passion of entrepreneurs can
affect stakeholders through emotional contagion. For example,
researchers have found that venture capitalists prefer to invest
in passionate entrepreneurs (Chen et al., 2009). Therefore,
to gain the initial trust of venture capitalists in such a
start-up situation, entrepreneurs with a passion orientation
tend to arouse their active psychological state and strive to
present a good impression to venture capitalists. Studies have
shown that passionate entrepreneurs tend to seek external
financial support and maintain long-term development
with stakeholders according to different decision-making
styles and strategic types (Cardon et al., 2013). Therefore,
entrepreneurs who are passionate about entrepreneurship
may adopt acquired impression management strategies, such
as demonstration and using positive language to release
passion signals.

Risk-taking entrepreneurs usually have a high degree of
risk tolerance. They invest their resources in high-risk projects
or technical fields in the market. Once the resources are
marketed, they will obtain a higher return on investment.
If not, their corporate performance will be greatly reduced

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

April 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 633771


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles

Yang et al.

Venture Capitalists’ Initial Trust

(Si et al, 2016). Although the entrepreneurial orientation of
risk-taking can release positive and optimistic signals of risk-
taking, if entrepreneurs overemphasize their risk-taking when
they interact with venture capitalists, the venture capitalists
may doubt their optimistic attitude of “blind” self-confidence
and worry about their ability to resist risks. To address such
concerns among venture capitalists, entrepreneurs may be
more careful in weighing the advantages and credibility issues
of such signaling through impression management strategies.
For example, excessive emphasis on the benefits of positive
impression management in releasing risk-taking signals may be
counterproductive. Therefore, to weaken the potential threats
associated with risk-taking signals, compared with acquired
impression management strategies, entrepreneurs may release
signals by adopting defensive impression management strategies.

Innovation-oriented entrepreneurs are driven mainly by
innovation. They emphasize the reengineering of products
or services, break the existing market balance, and provide
customers with creative products or services. Although this
approach can release positive signals of innovative potential,
it may also give venture capitalists a negative impression.
This negative impression comes from two main aspects: on
the one hand, entrepreneurs pay too much attention to
products or services and then ignore market and customer
information, which leads to misjudgment of future products and
undermines their start-ups (Wales et al., 2013). On the other
hand, venture capitalists and market customers have different
perceptions of the legitimacy of the entrepreneurs. Investors
pay more attention to the prospects of business development,
while entrepreneurs pay more attention to the product itself
(Aldrich and Fiol, 1994). In addition, to cope with the threat
of competitor imitation, avoid peer competition, and reduce
external supervision, entrepreneurs may avoid communicating
with the audience to prevent the spread of information (Kibler
et al, 2017). Therefore, entrepreneurs may adopt defensive
impression management strategies to release signals. On the one
hand, they may enhance the good impression of their business in
the eyes of venture capitalists, and on the other hand, they may
also avoid external pressure and threats.

Proactivity-oriented entrepreneurs are not satisfied with the
current situation, actively seek change, constantly try new
approaches, and invest much time and energy in exploring new
market opportunities. Although this can signal the potential
of entrepreneurs to become market leaders, it may also give
venture capitalists a negative impression. In the view of venture
capitalists, such entrepreneurs may spend much time and energy
exploring market opportunities, which may scatter their energy
and cause a lack of a unique focus, resulting in insufficient
utilization of enterprise resources and causing venture capitalists
to worry about the entrepreneurial ability to take advantage of
opportunities (Li Y. et al, 2018). In other words, taking the
lead in demonstrating proactive and other acquired impression
management to shape themselves or improve the impression
they make on venture capitalists may have counterproductive
effects. Therefore, to reduce the negative impact of proactivity
signals on self-image, entrepreneurs may adopt defensive
impression management in releasing signals. Research has shown

that in emerging market, to avoid potential negative results,
entrepreneurs usually adopt defensive impression management
strategies, such as public statements, demarcations, and hedging,
to label the market (Grangvist et al., 2013). Based on the above
discussion, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2a (H2a): The acquired impression management
strategy plays a mediating role between entrepreneurs’
perseverance orientation and venture capitalists’ initial trust.

Hypothesis 2b (H2b): The acquired impression management
strategy plays a mediating role between entrepreneurs’ passion
orientation and venture capitalists initial trust.

Hypothesis 2c (H2c): The defensive impression management
strategy plays a mediating role between entrepreneurs risk-
taking orientation and venture capitalists’ initial trust.

Hypothesis 2d (H2d): The defensive impression management
strategy plays a mediating role between entrepreneurs’
innovation orientation and venture capitalists’ initial trust.

Hypothesis 2e (H2e): The defensive impression management
strategy plays a mediating role between entrepreneurs’ proactivity
orientation and venture capitalists initial trust.

The Moderating Role of Perceptions of
Hypocrisy

Perceptions of hypocrisy refer to the individual’s perception
of the inconsistency between the words and deeds of others
(Greenbaum et al,, 2015). Perceptions of hypocrisy emphasize
individuals’ subjective feelings toward others’ behavior, which
may lead to the judgment that others are hypocritical, regardless
of whether they engage in unreasonable or unethical behavior
(Yao et al.,, 2019). At present, most scholars have studied the
hypocrisy of leadership in the field of organizational behavior and
corporate hypocrisy in the field of marketing, but less research
has been conducted on the perception of hypocrisy in the field
of entrepreneurship. However, some studies point out that the
consistency of entrepreneurs’ behaviors is an important criterion
for venture capitalists to evaluate entrepreneurs credibility
(Chen and Ye, 2010) and is positively correlated with venture
capitalists’ investment decisions (Yang and Li, 2018).

The impression management strategies reflect entrepreneurs’
intentional “self-presentation” in order to gain initial trust.
We believe that there is still a gap between the entrepreneurial
impression management strategy and the initial trust of venture
capitalists. In other words, in the process of signal transmission,
whether entrepreneurs’ different impression management
strategies can be transformed into initial trust depends on
how venture capitalists interpret them. Previous studies have
pointed out that the effectiveness of impression management
strategies depends largely on the different perceptions of
audiences (Kibler et al., 2017). As subjective perceptions,
venture capitalists’ perceptions of entrepreneurs differences
in words and deeds vary. The perception of hypocrisy means
that venture capitalists make negative judgments about the
consistency of entrepreneurial behavior, which will increase
the potential risk to the initial trust of venture capitalists.
Therefore, the perception of hypocrisy may weaken the
relationship between entrepreneurs impression management
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strategy and the initial trust of venture capitalists. Specifically,
the higher the perception of entrepreneurs hypocrisy, the
more malicious intent will be attributed to the entrepreneurs’
behavioral strategy. Especially when entrepreneurs use the
defensive impression management strategy to release signals of
daring to take risks, pursuing product or service innovation,
and actively seeking market opportunities, this minimizing
positive effect may enhance venture capitalists’ perception of
the inconsistency of words and deeds of entrepreneurs. In
the view of venture capitalists, these perceptions are only a
superficial illusion, but the real purpose is to pursue profit,
which will lead them to question the behavioral motivation
of entrepreneurs and trigger their resistance. Studies have
shown that when individuals have a high perception of other
people’s hypocrisy, it is likely to cause negative interpersonal
reactions, such as distrust and moral condemnation (Effron et al.,
2018). In contrast, the lower the perceptions of entrepreneurs’
hypocrisy are, the greater the initial trust in the entrepreneurs
because venture capitalists will interpret their behavioral
strategies in good faith. Especially when entrepreneurs adopt
the acquired impression management strategy to release signals
of passion and perseverance entrepreneurial orientations, this
maximum positive effect may strengthen the venture capitalists’
perception of the consistency of the entrepreneurs’ words and
deeds and enable the entrepreneurs to consciously release
different behavioral signals to better meet the trust cognition of
venture capitalists on behavior consistency in entrepreneurial
cooperation (Yang and Li, 2017). In summary, we propose the
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3a (H3a): Perceptions of hypocrisy negatively
moderate the relationship between the acquired impression
management strategy and venture capitalists’ initial trust.

Hypothesis 3a (H3a): Perceptions of hypocrisy negatively
moderate the relationship between the defensive impression
management strategy and venture capitalists’ initial trust.

Based on the above theoretical view and research hypotheses,
the theoretical model of this research is shown in Figure 1.

METHODS

Participants and Procedures

Taking into account the research on venture capitalists’ initial
trust in entrepreneurs before the cooperative relationship,
according to the definition of new ventures by McDougall
and Robinson (1990), venture capitalists whose investment
company was established within the previous 8 years are selected
as the research objects. We adopted the form of electronic
questionnaire and commissioned a professional market research
company to conduct online data collection for venture capitalists
in various regions of the country. Before the research started,
the research team did a lot of preparatory work. In terms
of questionnaire design, in order to ensure the accuracy and
authenticity of the online survey, the research team developed
the questionnaire by combing relevant literature and conducting
field research. The team members communicated and discussed
repeatedly to improve the questionnaire design. During the
release of the questionnaire, team members communicated with
the research company many times to inform and supervise the
quality of the questionnaire survey. For example, the survey
respondents were informed that venture capitalists must have
experience in investing in startup entrepreneurs. Finally, the
collected questionnaires were screened to eliminate invalid
questionnaires, such as those with short answer time and
incomplete answers. The data collection period was from July
2020 to September 2020. A total of 357 questionnaires were
collected, of which 202 were valid. The questionnaire recovery
rate was 56.58%. The descriptive statistical results of the sample
are as follows: Among the venture capitalists surveyed, there were
107 male venture capitalists, accounting for 53%, and 95 female
venture capitalists, accounting for 47%. In terms of age, 28 were
aged 25 and below, accounting for 13.9%; 120 were aged 26-
35, accounting for 59.4%; 42 were aged 36-45, accounting for
20.8%; and 12 were aged 46 and above, accounting for 5.9%. In
terms of education level, 31 had completed high school or below,
accounting for 15.3%; 70 had a college degree, accounting for

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

April 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 633771


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles

Yang et al.

Venture Capitalists’ Initial Trust

34.7%; 89 had an undergraduate education, accounting for 44.1%;
and 12 had a postgraduate degree and above, accounting for
5.9%. In terms of entrepreneurial investment experience, 63 had
entrepreneurial experience, accounting for 31.2%, and 139 had
no previous entrepreneurial experience, accounting for 68.8%.
Judging by the establishment years of the invested companies,
149 venture capitalists had invested in companies for 1-3 years,
accounting for 73.8%; 48 had invested for 4-6 years, accounting
for 23.8%; and 5 had invested for 8 years, accounting for 2.5%.

Measures

The measurement scales used in this study are all scales
with good reliability and validity in the Chinese and English
literature, and they were ultimately determined after back-
translation procedures. Except for controlled variables, all
variables were scored with a five-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally agree). The measurement
of the independent variable entrepreneurial orientation was
based on the scale developed by Santos et al. (2020) with
five dimensions, perseverance orientation, passion orientation,
risk-taking orientation, innovation orientation, and proactivity
orientation, with a total of 12 items. Perseverance had three
items; an example is “In complex situations, even if others
choose to give up, entrepreneurs still insist on achieving their
goals,” and the Cronbach’s o was 0.89. Passion had two items;
an example is “Entrepreneurs have a passion for finding good
business opportunities, developing new products or services,
exploiting business applications and creating new solutions for
existing problems and needs,” and the Cronbach’s o was 0.85.
Risk-taking had two items; an example is “Entrepreneurs like
to venture into the unknown and make risky decisions,” and
the Cronbach’s o was 0.77. Innovation had three items; an
example is “Entrepreneurs favor trying out new approaches to
problem solving rather than using methods that others often
use,” and the Cronbach’s a was 0.89. Proactivity had two items;
an example is “Entrepreneur tend to plan projects in advance,”
and the Cronbach’s a was 0.84. The scale in the study of Zhao
and Zhao (2019), which had 15 items, was used to measure the
mediator variable impression management strategies, including
two dimensions: acquired impression management strategies
and defensive impression management strategies. Acquired
impression management strategies had seven items, an example
is “In order to make a good impression on me, entrepreneurs
always actively participate in start-up discussions with me during
the start-up process,” and the Cronbach’s o was 0.87. Defensive
impression management strategies had eight items; an example
is “In order to avoid losing face when discussing with me the
idea of starting a business project, entrepreneurs often agree with
my opinion instead of arguing with me,” and the Cronbach’s a
was 0.91. The moderator variable perceptions of hypocrisy were
measured with a four-item scale developed by Greenbaum et al.
(2015); an example is “The entrepreneur asked me to follow the
rules, but he/she violated them,” and the Cronbach’s a was 0.92.
The dependent variable initial trust was measured using a scale
from Yi (2011) that contained four items; an example is “I think
entrepreneurs are capable and persist in completing tasks,” and
the Cronbach’s o was 0.89. Additional demographic characteristic

variables, including gender, age, education level, entrepreneurial
experience of entrepreneurs, and the established years of invested
enterprises, were selected as control variables.

RESULTS

Common Method Bias Analyses

The sample data were collected by questionnaire in our study,
and the measurement items were answered by the venture
capitalists themselves, which may incur the problem of common
method bias. To ensure the reliability of the research results, we
used SPSS 21.0 for Harman’s single-factor test and carried out
principal component analysis (PCA) on all measurement items
of the core variables involved in the research. The data results
show that among the seven principal components extracted by
the unrotated component matrix, there is no single component
that can explain the overall variation, and the first principal
component with the largest eigenvalue explains the variation of
26.48%, less than half the overall variation of 70.22%, which
shows that there is no serious common method bias in our study.

Confirmatory Factor Analyses

We conducted confirmatory factory analyses (CFAs) to test
the discriminant validity of the research variables included
in our study: perseverance orientation, passion orientation,
risk-taking orientation, innovation orientation, proactivity
orientation, acquired impression management strategies,
defensive impression management strategies, perceptions
of hypocrisy, and initial trust. As shown in Tablel1, our
hypothesized nine-factor model fit the data better [y2/df =
1.627, CFI = 0.928, TLI = 0.919, RMSEA = 0.056] than the
other factor models such as the eight-factor and seven-factor
models. These results provided support for the distinctiveness of
the nine variables.

Preliminary Analyses

Table 2 provides the mean, standard deviation, and correlations
among all variables. Table 2 shows that perseverance orientation
(r = 0461, p < 0.0I), passion orientation (r = 0.511,
p < 0.01), risk-taking orientation (r = 0.506, p < 0.01),
innovation orientation (r = 0.416, p < 0.01), and proactivity
orientation (r = 0.351, p < 0.01) are significantly and
positively correlated with initial trust. Hla, H1b, Hlc, H1d, and
Hle are therefore preliminarily supported. Moreover, acquired
impression management strategies are obviously positively
correlated with perseverance orientation (r = 0.317, p < 0.01),
passion orientation (r = 0.302, p < 0.0I), and initial trust (r
= 0.269, p < 0.01); H2a and H2b are therefore preliminarily
supported. Defensive impression management strategies are
positively related to risk-taking orientation (r = 0.300, p<0.01),
innovation orientation (r = 0.252, p < 0.01), proactivity
orientation (r = 0.382, p < 0.01), and initial trust (r = 0.526, p <
0.01), H2c, H2d, and H2e are therefore preliminarily supported.
There is a negative correlation between perceptions of hypocrisy
and acquired impression management strategies (r = —0.167, p
< 0.05), which indicates that perceptions of hypocrisy may have
a negative effect on acquired impression management strategies.
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TABLE 1 | Confirmatory factory analyses.

Model x2 df X2/df Ax2(Adf) CFI TLI RMSEA
Nine-factor model 852.63 524 1.63 0.93 0.92 0.06
Eight-factor model® 948.22 532 1.78 95.60"(8) 0.91 0.90 0.06
Seven-factor model® 1179.90 539 2.19 327.27**(15) 0.86 0.85 0.08
Six-factor model® 1271.66 545 2.33 419.03**(21) 0.84 0.83 0.08
Five-factor modeld 1503.32 550 2.73 650.69**(26) 0.79 0.78 0.09
Four-factor model® 2212.15 554 3.99 1359.53"*(30) 0.64 0.61 0.12
Three-factor model' 2809.14 557 5.04 1956.51*+(33) 0.51 0.48 0.14
Two-factor model9 3457.91 559 6.19 2605.28**(35) 0.37 0.33 0.16
One-factor model 3544.29 560 6.33 2691.66**(36) 0.35 0.31 0.16

N = 202. PE, perseverance orientation; PA, passion orientation; RT, risk-taking orientation; IN, innovation orientation; PR, proactivity orientation; AIM, acquired impression management
strategies; DIM, defensive impression management strategies; PH, perceptions of hypocrisy; IT, initial trust.

aIn the eight-factor model, items of PE and PA were loaded on one factor.
bin the seven-factor model, items of RT, IN, and PR were loaded on one factor.

CIn the six-factor model, items of PE and PA were loaded on one factor, and items of RT, IN, and PR were loaded on one factor.

9In the five-factor model, items of PE, PA, RT, IN, and PR were loaded on one factor.

€In the four-factor model, items of PE, PA, RT, IN, and PR were loaded on one factor, and items of AIM and DIM were loaded on one factor.
"In the three-factor model, items of PE, PA, RT, IN, and PR were loaded on one factor, items of AIM, DIM and PH were loaded on one factor.
91In the two-factor model, items of PE, PA, RT, IN, PR, IM, DIM, and PH were loaded on one factor.

*p < 0.001.

TABLE 2 | Means, standard deviations, and correlations for all variables.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14
1.Gender -

2.Age —-0.14 -

3.Education —0.15* 0.27* -

4. Experience —0.05 0.12 0.10 -

5.Establishment -0.13 0.21** 0.15* —0.02 -

6.PE —0.06 0.28*  0.37* 0.15* 0.16* -

7.PA —0.04 0.36*  0.43* 0.13 0.17* 0.62** -

8.RT 0.13 0.29*  0.35* 0.07 0.02 0.42*  0.52** -

9.IN -0.07 0.32*  0.28" 0.16* 0.07 0.28"  0.34* 0.34* -

10.PR —0.03 0.32"*  0.33* 0.08 0.12 0.35"  0.39* 0.51* 0.35"* -

11.AIM —0.02 0.10 0.12 0.03 —0.00 0.32*  0.30* 0.12 0.13 0.03 -

12.0IM 0.14* 0.09 0.13 0.08 —0.01 0.09 0.13 0.30** 0.25"* 0.38"* 0.01 -

13.PH 0.08 -0.03 -0.11 0.06 -0.15*  -0.13 -0.18 -0.22* -0.19* -0.23"* -0.17* 0.01 -

14.1T 0.04 0.27*  0.32* 0.14 0.04 0.46™  0.51* 0.56** 0.42** 0.35"* 0.27* 0.53*  —-0.13 -
Mean 0.53 2.19 2.41 0.31 1.29 3.911 4.00 3.92 3.96 3.91 2.70 3.99 2.35 413
SD 0.50 0.74 0.82 0.46 0.51 1.08 1.05 1.00 1.07 1.08 1.08 0.83 1.23 0.91

*P < 0.05, P < 0.01.

Analyses of the Main Effect and Mediating

Effect

According to the steps proposed by MacKinnon (2008), we
used the SPSS PROCESS program developed by Hayes (2013)
and referred to model 4 (using the bootstrap method to run
5,000 iterations) in the process macro plug-ins, examining
whether the acquired impression management strategies mediate
the relationship between perseverance orientation, passion
orientation, and the initial trust of venture capitalists and
whether defensive impression management strategies mediate
the relationship between risk-taking orientation, innovation

orientation, proactivity orientation, and the initial trust of
venture capitalists.

Regarding the mediating effect of acquired impression
management strategies, the specific results are shown in Table 3.
After controlling for gender, age, education level, experience,
and enterprise establishment years, the first step is to test the
total effect of perseverance orientation, passion orientation, and
the initial trust of venture capitalists. Model M1 and M2 in
Table 3 show that perseverance orientation (M1, 8 = 0.324, p
< 0.001) and passion orientation (M2, B = 0.371, p < 0.001)
have significant positive effects on the initial trust of venture
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TABLE 3 | The mediation effect test of acquired impression management strategies.

Variable IT AIM IT

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 M6
Gender 0.19 0.16 —0.02 —0.05 0.19 0.16
Age 017" 0.12 0.03 —0.01 0.17* 0.12
Education 0.18" 0.14 0.00 —0.02 0.18* 0.14
Experience 0.11 0.12 —0.05 —0.032 0.11 0.12
Establishment -0.11 -0.11 -0.12 -0.12 —0.09 —0.10
PE 0.32"* 0.34 0.29"
PA 0.37"** 0.33"** 0.34***
AlM 0.11* 0.11*
Intercept 2.05™* 2.07" 1.49" 1.62* 1.89" 1.90"
R? 0.27 0.29 0.10 0.10 0.29 0.31
F 11.94 13.66™ 3.78™ 3.39™ 11.04" 12.427

Reported coefficients are unstandardized (with robust standard errors). *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, **p < 0.001.

capitalists. Therefore, Hla and H1b are further supported. The
second step is to examine the direct influence of perseverance
orientation and passion orientation on acquired impression
management strategies. M3 and M4 in Table3 show that
perseverance orientation has a significant positive impact on
acquired impression management strategies (M3, B = 0.340, p
< 0.001). Passion orientation has a significant positive impact on
acquired impression management strategies (M4, g = 0.330, p
< 0.001). The third step is to examine the relationship between
the acquired impression management strategies and the initial
trust of venture capitalists. M5 and M6 indicate that when
perseverance orientation and passion orientation are controlled
respectively, there is a significant regression relationship between
acquired impression management strategies and the initial trust
of venture capitalists (M5, f = 0.113, p < 0.05; M6, B =
0.108, p < 0.05). In addition, the bootstrap method based
on the percentile deviations shows that the mediating effect
between perseverance orientation and the initial trust of venture
capitalists is significant (8 = 0.038, SE = 0.021, 95% confidence
interval [0.006, 0.086]), and the mediating effect accounts for
11.8% of the total effect; in addition, the mediating effect between
passion orientation and the initial trust of venture capitalists
is significant (8 = 0.036, SE = 0.020, 95% confidence interval
[0.001, 0.079]), and the mediating effect accounts for 9.6% of the
total effect. Therefore, H2a and H2b are supported.

Regarding the mediating effect of defensive impression
management strategies, the analysis results are shown in Table 4.
After controlling for gender, age, education level, experience,
and enterprise establishment years, the first step is to test the
total effect of risk-taking orientation, innovation orientation,
proactivity orientation, and the initial trust of venture capitalists.
M7, M8, and M9 in Table 4 show that risk-taking orientation
(M7, B = 0.442, p < 0.001), innovation orientation (M8, 8 =
0.272, p < 0.001), and proactivity orientation (M9, g = 0.380,
p < 0.00I) have significant positive effects on the initial trust
of venture capitalists. Therefore, Hlc, H1d, and Hle are further
supported. The second step is to examine the direct influence of

risk-taking orientation, innovation orientation, and proactivity
orientation on acquired impression management strategies. M 10,
MI11, and M12 in Table4 show that risk-taking orientation
(M10, B = 0.217, p < 0.001), innovation orientation (MI11,
B = 0.179, p<0.001), and proactivity orientation (M12, g =
0.295, p < 0.001) have a significant positive impact on defensive
impression management strategies. The third step is to examine
the relationship between defensive impression management
strategies and the initial trust of venture capitalists. M13, M14,
and M15 indicate that when risk-taking orientation, innovation
orientation, and proactivity orientation are controlled, there is a
significant regression relationship between defensive impression
management strategies and the initial trust of venture capitalists
(M13, B = 0.426, p < 0.05; M14, 8 = 0.467, p < 0.05; M15,
= 0.404, p < 0.05). In addition, the bootstrap method based on
the percentile deviations shows that the mediating effect between
risk-taking orientation and the initial trust of venture capitalists
is significant (8 = 0.092, SE = 0.044, 95% confidence interval
[0.021, 0.191]), and the mediating effect accounts for 20.9% of the
total effect; the mediating effect between innovation orientation
and the initial trust of venture capitalists is significant (8 = 0.083,
SE = 0.042, 95% confidence interval [0.126, 0.174]), and the
mediating effect accounts for 30.7% of the total effect; and the
mediating effect between proactivity orientation and the initial
trust of venture capitalists is significant (8 = 0.119, SE = 0.043,
95% confidence interval [0.041, 0.209]), and the mediating effect
accounts for 31.3% of the total effect. Therefore, H2¢c, H2d, and
H2e are further supported.

Analyses of the Moderating Effect

This study refers to model 4 in the SPSS PROCESS program
developed by Hayes (2013) to test whether perceptions
of hypocrisy moderate the relationship between acquired
impression management and initial trust of venture capitalists
and between defensive impression management and the initial
trust of venture capitalists. The analysis results are shown
in Table5. M16 shows that there is a main effect between
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TABLE 4 | The mediation effect test of defensive impression management strategies.

Variable IT DIM IT

M7 M8 M9 M10 M11 M12 M13 M14 M15
Gender 0.02 0.21 0.17 0.20 0.29* 0.26* —0.06 0.07* 0.06
Age 0.11 0.15 0.12 0.13 0.19 —0.02 0.10 0.14 0.13
Education 0.13 0.23* 0.17* 0.05 0.09 0.03 0.11 0.19** 0.16*
Experience 0.16 0.1 0.15 0.12 0.08 0.11 0.1 0.07 0.11
Establishment —0.05 -0.07 —0.08 —0.00 —-0.02 —0.05 —0.00 —0.04 —0.06
RT 0.44** 0.22%* 0.35
IN 0.27** 0.180™ 0.19"
PR 0.38"* 0.30** 0.26™*
DIM 0.43** 0.47* 0.40"*
Intercept 1.80"* 2.07 1.95"* 2.86* 2.88"* 2,71 0.58 0.73* 0.86**
R? 0.34 0.25 0.33 0.11 0.10 0.18 0.48 0.41 0.44
F 17.08** 10.54** 15.76™* 3.91 3.55"* 6.88"* 25.63"** 19.27* 21.76"
Reported coefficients are unstandardized (with robust standard errors). *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, **p < 0.001.
TABLE 5 | The moderating effect test of perceptions of hypocrisy.
Variable M16 (IT) M17 (IT)

B SE t B SE t

Gender 0.22 0.12 1.91 0.08 0.1 0.76
Age 0.23 0.085 2.80* 0.22 0.07 3.08*
Education 0.26 0.26 0.07* 0.22 0.07 3.15%*
Experience 0.190 0.13 1.51 0.14 0.1 1.28
Establishment —0.03 0.12 -0.27 —0.08 0.10 -0.78
AM 0.18 0.05 3.35"*
DIM 0.53 0.06 8.48"*
PH -0.07 0.05 —1.41 —-0.11 0.04 —2.55%
AMxPH —0.09 0.04 —2.08"
DIMxPH -0.10* 0.04 —2.58*
Intercept 2.84 0.27 10.58"* 3.12 0.24 13.06*
R? 0.23 0.41
F 7.23"* 16.42%**

Reported coefficients are unstandardized (with robust standard errors). *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

acquired impression management strategies and the initial trust
of venture capitalists (M16, § = 0.182, p < 0.001), and
this main effect is moderated by the perception of hypocrisy
(M16, B = —0.088, p < 0.05), indicating that the perception
of hypocrisy negatively moderates the relationship between
acquired impression management and the initial trust of venture
capitalists. Similarly, M17 shows that there is a main effect
between defensive impression management strategies and the
initial trust of venture capitalists (M17, B = 0.530, p <
0.001), and this main effect is moderated by the perception
of hypocrisy (M17, B = —0.100, p < 0.05), indicating
that the perception of hypocrisy negatively moderates the
relationship between defensive impression management and the
initial trust of venture capitalists. Therefore, H3a and H3b
are supported.

To further test whether the moderating effect of perception
of hypocrisy is in line with the presupposed expectation, this
study follows the methods proposed by Aiken and West (1991)
to conduct a further simple slope analysis (see Figures 2, 3). As
Figure 2 shows, when the perception of hypocrisy (M-SD) is
low, the entrepreneur’s use of acquired impression management
strategies has a positive effect on the initial trust of venture
capitalists (y = 0.343, t = 4.239, p < 0.001), while when the
perception of hypocrisy (M+SD) is high, the entrepreneur’s use
of acquired impression management strategies no longer has
a significant effect on the initial trust of venture capitalists (y
= 0.096, t = 1.240, p > 0.05), which further supports H3a.
Figure 3 shows that there is a strong positive correlation between
entrepreneurs’ defensive impression management strategies and
the initial trust of venture capitalists when the perception of
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hypocrisy (M-SD) is low (y = 0.693, t = 8.014, p < 0.001).
When the perception of hypocrisy (M+SD) is high, although the
entrepreneur’s defensive impression management strategies also
have a positive effect on the initial trust of venture capitalists,
the effect is small (y = 0.482, t = 6.220, p < 0.001). This shows
that with the gradual increase in the perception of hypocrisy,
the impact of entrepreneurs’ defensive impression management
strategies on the initial trust of venture capitalists gradually
decreases. H3b is therefore verified.

DISCUSSION

There are three main conclusions in our study. Firstly,
entrepreneurial-oriented signals have a positive impact on the
initial trust of venture capitalists. This conclusion is consistent
with our expected hypothesis, which shows that entrepreneurs
can gain the initial trust of venture capitalists by releasing
entrepreneurial-oriented signals. Previous studies have shown
that entrepreneurs can convey their potential qualities and
abilities to venture capitalists through information signals at
the stage of entrepreneurial presentation (Eddleston et al., 2014;
Ahlers et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2021), to communicate to
venture capitalists how committed they are to them through
interpersonal signals (Busenitz et al., 2005), and to get along
well with others (Huang and Knight, 2015). For example,
Ciuchta et al. (2018) found that the entrepreneurial coachability
can be used as an interpersonal signal and then affect the
investment invention of potential investors. In our research,
perseverance orientation as the embodiment of entrepreneurial
characteristics can also be used as an interpersonal signal to
influence the judgment of venture capitalists on the initial
trust of entrepreneurs. In fact, our research not only confirms
that adherence to entrepreneurial orientation can be used as
interpersonal signals but also verifies that other entrepreneurial
orientations such as passion, risk-taking, innovation, and
proactivity, can also be used as signals to influence the initial trust
of venture capitalists.

Second, entrepreneurs’ impression management strategy plays
a part of mediating role between entrepreneurial orientation and
initial trust of VC. This conclusion is roughly consistent with the
conclusion of Tang et al. (2020). They found that community
members who pursue knowledge co-creation motivation and
online social motivation tend to adopt acquired impression
management behavior, while community members who pursue
community identity motivation tend to adopt protective
impression management behavior. This conclusion shows
that individuals will adopt different impression management
strategies according to their different goal-oriented motivations.
Moreover, our conclusion explains the differences of previous
entrepreneurs use of impression management on resource
acquisition. Previous studies have pointed out that Chinese
entrepreneurs can obtain support through self-improvement
strategies, that is, by showing their abilities and achievements
to the audience (Baron and Tang, 2009). However, some studies
have found that novice entrepreneurs who use appropriate
positive language in their business plans to show their innovation

A-o. Low perception of hypocrisy
4.6

[ —=— High perception of hypocrisy ,®
’

441

4.2F

4.0

3.8F

Ininitial trust of venture capitalists

Low AIM High AIM

FIGURE 2 | Interactive effect of the acquired impression management
strategies and perception of hypocrisy on initial trust of venture capitalists.

A-*- Low perception of hypocrisy
4.8} —= High perception of hypocrisy, ®
4

43F

3.8

Initial trust of venture capitalists

Low DIM High DIM

FIGURE 3 | Interactive effect of the defensive impression management
strategies and perception of hypocrisy on initial trust of venture capitalists.

and vulnerability are more likely to gain the support of
investors (Parhankangas and Ehrlich, 2014). Based on the
different psychological mechanisms of impression management
when entrepreneurs transmit entrepreneurship-oriented signals,
this study verifies the mediating roles of acquired impression
management strategies and defensive impression management in
different entrepreneurial orientations and initial trust of venture
capitalists. Our results integrate the above differences, which
not only further confirm the necessity of refining impression
management strategies but also respond to the scholars’ appeal to
pay more attention to the differences of signal content conveyed
by impression management (Yu and Chen, 2019).

Third, perception of hypocrisy negatively moderates the
relationship between impression management strategies and the
initial trust of VC. Specifically, the lower the VC’s perception of
hypocrisy on the entrepreneur, the stronger the positive impact
of the entrepreneur’s acquired impression management strategy
and defensive impression management strategy on the initial
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trust of the venture capitalist, and vice versa. This indicates that
when entrepreneurs convey different entrepreneurial orientation
signals to venture capitalists through different impression
management strategies, they should not only take into account
the need to actively show themselves to venture capitalists
but also reduce the concerns of venture capitalists about
their own integrity and ability. Otherwise, once the venture
capitalist perceives the entrepreneur to be hypocritical, his
or her initial trust will be greatly reduced. As founded by
Chen and Ye (2010), behavioral consistency is an important
criterion for venture capitalists to assess the credibility of
entrepreneurs. In addition, this conclusion is similar to the
previous research conclusions. The perception of entrepreneurial
behavioral consistency is positively correlated with venture
capitalists’ investment decisions (Yang and Li, 2018).

Theoretical Contributions

The theoretical contributions of this paper are shown in
the following three main aspects. First, our study links the
entrepreneurial orientation with the initial trust of venture
capitalists and expands the research about the antecedent variable
of the initial trust of venture capitalists. Previous studies
have theoretically emphasized that the initial trust of venture
capitalists on entrepreneurs before cooperation is characterized
by competence, goodwill, and integrity and pointed out that
this trust helps to promote the initial investment of venture
capitalists, thus affecting mutual trust after investment (Wang
and Dong, 2018). Although a few scholars have studied the
initial trust, they mainly based on case analysis to discuss
how the trust relationship between the parties evolves after
cooperation, and there are few studies on the influencing
factors of the initial trust before the stage of cooperation.
As a supplement, based on the signal theory, this study
starts from the “relationship situation before cooperation” and
examines the influence of different entrepreneurial orientations
on the initial trust of venture capitalists. The conclusions reveal
the influence of different entrepreneurial orientations on the
initial trust of venture capitalists, which not only verifies the
signal function of entrepreneurial orientation but also provides
a supplement for the research on individual entrepreneurial
orientation and expands the antecedent variables of initial trust
of venture capitalists.

Second, we propose and test the mediating role of impression
management strategies between entrepreneurial orientation and
initial trust and refine the legitimacy of impression management.
Previous studies have mostly explained the construction of
trust between venture capitalists and entrepreneurs based
on the perspectives of resource conservation theory, social
exchange theory, and social relationship networks, while there
are relatively few studies from the perspective of impression
management strategy theory. In the existing research on the
role of impression management, most of the research has
discussed the effects of impression management, such as how
entrepreneurs use impression management to gain or maintain
legitimacy, especially to resist stigma and obtain entrepreneurial
well-being after failure. However, few scholars have paid
attention to entrepreneurs impression management strategies

and venture capitalists’ initial trust before the establishment
of entrepreneurial partnerships. This study discusses and
confirms that the initial trust of entrepreneurial orientation to
venture capitalists is mediated by the entrepreneur’s impression
management strategy. The introduction of the impression
management strategy not only reveals the psychological
mechanism of entrepreneurial orientation as a signal to the
initial trust of venture capitalists but also breaks through the
phenomenon that the previous literature mainly uses resource
preservation and social exchange as the formation mechanism
of trust.

Third, this study explains under what conditions different
impression management strategies affect the initial trust
of venture capitalists. Although entrepreneurs can transmit
different entrepreneurial orientation signals to venture capitalists
by using impression management strategies, and they will get
the initial trust of venture capitalists, but venture capitalists
will not blindly trust them, which means that whether different
impression management strategies can ultimately transform the
initial trust of venture capitalists depends on the cognitive
evaluation of venture capitalists. Previous studies have confirmed
that when venture capitalists make investment decisions, the
consistency of entrepreneurial behavior is an important criterion
for venture capitalists to assess their credibility. In addition,
previous scholars have found that the consistency of individual
behavior has an impact on the decision-making of venture
capitalists. However, the current research has not examined the
boundary conditions of impression management and initial trust
of venture capitalists. Therefore, this study extends the existing
literature on the influence of impression management strategies
on initial trust boundaries.

Practical Implications

The conclusions of this study provide some practical
enlightenment for VC-E on how to establish the cooperative
relationship of initial trust. Firstly, in the process of venture
financing, entrepreneurs must improve the initial trust
perception of venture capitalists. Previous studies have
shown that the trust of investors can reduce the cost of
transactions between the two parties, which is a generalization
of fait accomplished. However, the perception of investor
trusts is a keen grasp of the external investment environment
of entrepreneurship, which is an ex-ante perception. Only
by enhancing the initial trust of venture capitalists can we
better promote the transactions and cooperation between
the two parties. The different entrepreneurial orientation of
entrepreneurs can be used as a signal to promote the initial
trust of venture capitalists. For this reason, entrepreneurs
need to actively shape their own entrepreneurial orientation
in the process of starting a business. Entrepreneurs should
pay more attention to the continuous changes of the external
entrepreneurial environment, have the spirit of risk-taking,
dare to innovate, pursue excellence, pay attention to external
knowledge learning, strive to improve their business ability,
deal with the difficulties in the entrepreneurial process with full
entrepreneurial passion, and persevere. Only in this way can he
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or she describe to venture capitalists that start-ups have better
development potential and positive signals of profitability.

Next, entrepreneurs should be aware of the difference between
the role of impression management strategies in entrepreneurial
orientation and initial trust of venture capitalists. In order to
reduce the risk investment in trust, venture capitalists always
need as much information as possible as decision-making basis
when they evaluate the trust of entrepreneurs. In the face
of fierce external market competition and high-speed market
reaction demand, how to make ideal investment among potential
entrepreneurs with low cost and high return needs a high initial
trust. Entrepreneurs should be more rational about the driving
effect of impression management strategy on the initial trust
of venture capitalists. On the one hand, entrepreneurs should
actively reveal their own abilities and characteristics; on the
other hand, they should also pay attention to the differences
in this way of expression. Only reasonable use of impression
management strategy can give play to its effectiveness and
avoid too low impression management or too high impression
management, which causes venture capitalists to question their
ability and integrity.

Finally, entrepreneurs need to maintain their own behavior
consistency in order to reduce the negative impact of perception
of hypocrisy. In the initial relationship, there is no empirical
knowledge to distinguish the belief of the trusted party from
the belief of the environment, and the cognitive consistency
is particularly prominent. Faced with the asymmetry of
information, when entrepreneurs deliver credible information
to venture capitalists through active verbal communication and
specific behaviors, they should reduce the uncertainty of this
information, maintain the consistency of their own words and
actions, and let venture capitalists perceive their sincerity, making
them make more benevolent attributions, thereby promoting
initial trust. Otherwise, the excessively high perception of
hypocrisy will make the effect of the impression management
strategy backfire.

Research Limitations and Future Research

Directions

There are some limitations to this study. First, the research
variable data sample is self-reported by venture capitalists.
Although there is no serious common method deviation
problem, it still exists objectively. In future research, we will
consider using questionnaires from both venture capitalists
and entrepreneurs for data collection. Moreover, this study
analyzes the mediating effect of impression management
strategies based only on impression management theory, and
subsequent research can adopt other theories to further explore
the mechanism. For example, future studies can combine
the contextual elements of “guanxi” in China to explore the
factors forming trust in entrepreneurs by venture capitalists
at different stages and their impact on investment decisions.
Finally, the perception of hypocrisy may not be the only
boundary condition that affects the relationship between
impression management strategies and the initial trust of
venture capitalists. Scholars can also discuss the effectiveness

of entrepreneurs in adopting acquired impression management
strategies or defensive impression management strategies under
specific circumstances.

CONCLUSION

Start-ups are at the disadvantage of being “new and weak;”
in the early stage of entrepreneurship, the lack of resources
restricts their development. How to obtain the support from
external resources becomes the main problem for entrepreneurs.
In the critical stage of resource acquisition, venture capitalists’
initial trust in entrepreneurs plays an important role. High
initial trust is conducive to rationally dealing with the emotional
relationships about the two parties and to effectively promoting
the financing of entrepreneurial projects. The effectiveness of
trust has been extensively investigated in entrepreneurship
studies. However, compared to the outcomes of trust, it is rare
for previous researches to focus on the mechanisms underlying
venture capitalists’ initial trust in entrepreneurs. Based on
signal theory and impression management theory, the study
examines the influence mechanism and boundary conditions
of different entrepreneurial orientations on the initial trust of
venture capitalists.

The present study has investigated how different
entrepreneurial orientation improves venture capitalists’
initial trust through entrepreneurs’ impression management
strategies. We have found that entrepreneurs perseverance
orientation and passion orientation have an indirect positive
effect on the initial trust of venture capitalists through the
mediating effect of acquired impression management strategies,
while risk-taking, innovation, and proactivity orientation are
mediated by defensive impression management strategies.
In addition, the perception of hypocrisy not only moderates
the relationship between acquired impression management
strategies and the initial trust of venture capitalists but also
moderates the relationship between defensive impression
management strategies and the initial trust of venture capitalists.
When the venture capitalist has low perceptions of hypocrisy, the
positive effect of acquired and defensive impression management
strategies on the initial trust becomes strengthened. We hope
this study will enhance our current knowledge on the venture
capitalists’ initial trust in entrepreneurs and provide some
new insights.
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