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Abstract
Entrepreneurial accelerator programs have emerged within university settings as a
solution to reduce the notably high failure rate of new ventures. Accelerators seek to
support entrepreneurs by providing services and experiences that prepare participants
to confront challenges that occur throughout the entrepreneurial journey and connect
them to a broader business ecosystem. However, despite existing research that points
to a correlation between an entrepreneur’s communication skills and the firm’s ability
to achieve key business milestones, the existing literature does not identify which
specific communication skills entrepreneurs need nor the situations/audiences in which
these skills are most applicable. Therefore, this study conducted five focus group
interviews with 14 established entrepreneurs from the United States who have
participated in a university accelerator program in an effort to uncover the most
valuable communication skills for entrepreneurs and the situations in which these skills
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apply. The findings illuminate how the development of specific communication factors
such as confidence when presenting, flexibility, and empathetic listening are essential
for entrepreneurs to engage with a wide range of audiences. This study also provides
recommendations for university accelerators seeking to facilitate the development of
these communication skills in their programming.

Keywords
entrepreneurial centers, university accelerators, entrepreneurial communication skills,
entrepreneurial identity, training and development

Introduction

Entrepreneurship has emerged not only as a viable alternative career path for college
graduates but also as a key stimulator of economic growth (Duval-Couetil, 2013; Hasan
et al., 2017). As a result, there has been a significant increase in the number of colleges
and universities offering entrepreneurial accelerator programs (Breznitz & Zhang,
2019; Duval-Couetil, 2013). These programs are typically characterized as an edu-
cational environment that not only encourages individuals to apply an entrepreneurial
mindset to their ideas and innovations but also empowers them with the skills and
resources needed to build and grow their start-up businesses in an effort to develop
cohorts of “job creators, rather than job seekers” (Zamberi Ahmad, 2013, p. 197).

However, unlike more traditional courses of study with clear metrics to quantify
success, the expected outcomes of entrepreneurial education are more difficult to define
and often are not seen for several years after the education takes place, thus making it
difficult to determine what elements of the programming are contributing (or not) to
certain desirable outcomes (e.g., successfully pitching to investors, building a viable
product/service, identifying ideal customers, recruiting employees, scaling business
operations, etc.; Hernández-Sánchez et al., 2019). While conclusive evidence on which
elements of university accelerator programs are having the greatest impact on suc-
cessful outcomes is still lacking, entrepreneurship scholars widely agree that fine-tuned
communication skills are a critical indicator of successful entrepreneurial management
(Darling & Beebe, 2007; Men, 2021; Men et al., 2021). For example, a recent study by
Dimitriadis and Koning (2022) highlights the predictive power of communication skills
on future entrepreneurial firm performance. In their study, Dimitriadis and Koning
(2022) found that entrepreneurs who participated in just a two-hour communication
training session were 20% more profitable during the year following the intervention
compared to a control group that received no formal communication skill training.

Effective communication skills for entrepreneurs may include active listening, using
clear and concise language, and collaborative relationship building (Dimitriadis &
Koning, 2022). Entrepreneurs must be able to communicate their vision for a possible
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future in a way that is easily understood while also adapting their communication style
to different audiences and situations (Manning & Bejarano, 2017). Research that has
examined the role of communication in entrepreneurial ventures has found that en-
trepreneurs with developed communication skills are capable of facilitating more
effective collaboration and interactions with both peers and prospects, which in turn,
has a positive overall influence on their new venture performance (Dimitriadis &
Koning, 2022). These findings underscore the influence that communication skills are
likely to have on a broad range of entrepreneurial engagements (e.g., pitching, col-
laborative problem-solving, networking, sales, etc.; Hasan et al., 2017). Yet, despite
this growing body of emerging research, it is not entirely clear in the current literature
how accelerator programs are advancing the communication skills of their participants
or which skills they glean the most value from as they grow their ventures and en-
trepreneurial mindsets (Ulvenblad et al., 2013; Waldeck et al., 2012; Wraae et al.,
2022). Furthermore, despite the efforts of some accelerator programs to address the
development of communication skills, the implementation of entrepreneurial com-
munication training is far from universal across the field (Ulvenblad et al., 2013). In
fact, research that has tracked the progress and skill development of entrepreneurs has
found that most self-identified entrepreneurs still report a lack of fully developed
communication skills in areas such as presenting, networking, negotiating, and or-
ganizational management (Perks & Struwig, 2005). As a result, there is agreement in
the literature that entrepreneurs who lack effective communication skills are more
susceptible to critical obstacles that have the power to make or break a fledgling venture
and may never attain their business’ true potential (Ji et al., 2022).

The existing literature surrounding entrepreneurial communication skills suggests
that entrepreneurial accelerator programs would be well advised to include commu-
nication skill training in the broader pedagogy of their entrepreneurial education
programs. Yet, how accelerator programs might best integrate communication skill
training remains unclear. Given that accelerator programs provide a social cohort
approach to learning, they are an ideal setting for entrepreneurs to learn, develop, and
apply communication skills in an effort to enhance their business communication
acumen and ability (Moritz et al., 2022; Politis et al., 2019). Accelerator programs have
the potential to provide entrepreneurs with critical communication skills that are re-
quired for success in today’s competitive entrepreneurial world.

Consistent with the premise of social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001), which posits
the importance of observing and modeling behaviors in the process of developing and
learning new behaviors, accelerator programs provide entrepreneurs with opportunities
to observe and model essential communication skills in their developmental process.
Through interactions with other entrepreneurs and opportunities for structured feed-
back, entrepreneurs can model effective communication skills to build the capacity for
accomplishing a variety of business objectives, including pitching and empathetic
listening, as well as decision-making, goal-setting, and leadership (McCormick, 2001;
Wood & Bandura, 1989). Hence, to determine the contemporary needs of entrepreneurs
in today’s business marketplace, this study reports findings emerging from focus group
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interviews with entrepreneurs who have completed formal entrepreneurial accelerator
programs. This study aims to identify what communication skills, practices, and
training entrepreneurs identify as critical for entrepreneurial success and how accel-
erator programs can model and facilitate the development of these communication
skills.

Entrepreneurial Education within Accelerator Programs

Cohen et al. (2019) define an accelerator as a limited-duration program that acts as a
source of mentorship and a launchpad for startup ventures by supplying cohort par-
ticipants with access to various critical resources, including funding, workspace, re-
sources, and coaching. In essence, entrepreneurship accelerators differentiate
themselves from other forms of entrepreneurship education by emphasizing entre-
preneurship schooling, which Gonzalez-Uribe and Leatherbee (2015) summarize as
providing the skills needed to recognize opportunities, acquire key resources, and
develop an entrepreneurial venture. Utilizing this intense form of entrepreneurship
education, accelerator programs facilitate the learning of skills that are acquired through
entrepreneurial experiences while also providing a safety net for experimentation, thus
helping aspiring entrepreneurs avoid the detrimental consequences of complete fi-
nancial failure (Metcalf et al., 2021).

Over the past decade, research related to accelerator programs has found that
experiential learning can effectively increase the possibility of attaining entrepreneurial
learning outcomes (Cope&Watts, 2000; Donnellon et al., 2014) and developing amore
entrepreneurial mindset, defined here as “the constellation of motives, skills, and
thought processes that distinguish entrepreneurs from non entrepreneurs and that
contribute to entrepreneurial success” (Davis et al., 2016, p. 22). Studies of university-
run accelerators have demonstrated that accelerated companies receive more funding,
have higher survival rates, and generate more employment than their non-accelerated
counterparts (Assenova, 2020). Previous scholarship investigated over 150 university-
based entrepreneurial programs and more than 650 firms, demonstrating that firms who
had gone through university-based programs created more jobs and had higher sales
figures than their private or nonprofit counterparts (Lasrado et al., 2016). Cope and
Watts (2000) emphasize the need for entrepreneurial education programs to initiate
learning by exposing entrepreneurs to crises similar to what they would experience in a
real-life environment. This further suggests that accelerators are the most effective
method of cultivating entrepreneurial qualities and capabilities compared to other forms
of entrepreneurial education because they expose entrepreneurs to crises similar to what
they would experience outside the bounds of an education setting (Metcalf et al., 2021).
However, communication skills, often recognized as critical indicators of an entre-
preneur’s future success (Darling & Beebe, 2007; Ji et al., 2022; Men, 2021; Men et al.,
2021), are not often fully integrated into the pedagogical curriculum of entrepreneurial
accelerator programs (Ulvenblad et al., 2013).
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Communication Training and Accelerator Programs

Communication and its value to individuals in business has typically been predom-
inantly examined within large and well-established organizations. This leaves a sig-
nificant gap in the body of knowledge that examines the role of communication in the
individuals’ entrepreneurial journey, as well as what communication skills entrepre-
neurs need to overcome the unique obstacles startups face. Unlike traditional, reputed
businesses which have already established a brand identity and distinct core com-
petencies, entrepreneurs face unique challenges due to the nature of the startup en-
vironment; an environment characterized by ambiguity, fierce competition, intense
demands, and unanticipated challenges (Ji et al., 2022; Men, 2021; Men et al., 2021).
Even with a stable foundation, poor CEO communication can be detrimental to a new
venture (Saini & Plowman, 2007). Yet, despite the impact that communication skills
have on one’s ability to be successful in business, executive leaders in the private and
entrepreneurial sectors still feel that the attention given to developing communication
skills in higher education is lacking (Clokie & Fourie, 2016; Hart Research Associates,
2015). Furthermore, entrepreneurs have unique needs and demands that do not align
with those that are based on management communication tropes from large and es-
tablished business organizations. Entrepreneurs must be capable of delivering a
compelling narrative that clearly depicts the brand’s values, identity, and a picture of
where the brand is going in a manner that resonates with various stakeholder audiences
that are necessary for the new venture’s growth and ultimate survival. As living
catalysts for what the brand intends to communicate with audiences, if startup leaders
do not express the brand’s intentions and values, they will be left open to the as-
sumptions and interpretations of others (Darling & Beebe, 2007).

Communication skills also play a pivotal role in internal relationship management,
which is highly influential throughout the entrepreneurial journey because it overcomes
unpredictability and fosters greater productivity and synergy within the workplace
(Dimitriadis & Koning, 2022; Men, 2021; Men et al., 2021; Saini & Plowman, 2007).
Startup leaders’ relationships with their employees are especially vital to the new
venture’s survival not only because employees are a significant competitive advantage
themselves, but also because talent acquisition and retention are especially difficult
challenges to overcome given the nature of the uncertain startup environment (Men
et al., 2021). Men (2021) suggests that due to the smaller size of most startups, CEOs
have more intimate relationships with their employees than managers of large, well-
established corporations. Therefore, the interpersonal communication between a
startup leader and their employees holds much greater weight in maintaining the
employee’s loyalty to the organization and satisfaction within their role despite the
stressful nature of the startup environment (Men, 2021).

Additionally, an entrepreneur’s success is subject to the degree in which they can
tailor their communication style to the needs of various audiences to convince others,
who may otherwise be skeptical, to become active participants in the new venture’s
journey (Chapple et al., 2021; Manning & Bejarano, 2017). Unlike leaders of
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established corporations who do not typically grapple with acquiring funding, en-
trepreneurs must communicate in a manner that appeals to investors, stakeholders,
consumers, and other diverse audiences via traditional and internet-based media
platforms (Chapple et al., 2021; Fisher et al., 2016; Manning & Bejarano, 2017).
Entrepreneurs’ ability to engage in effective storytelling strategies is essential to convey
value, set expectations, and acquire resources (Chapple et al., 2021; Manning &
Bejarano, 2017). Within the entrepreneurial context, storytelling is defined as a form of
engagement that provides meaning and structure to a situation or context, and has been
extensively used in entrepreneurial education (Liu et al., 2019). Thus, if entrepreneurs
are unable to make the unfamiliar more familiar through storytelling, entrepreneurs
may fail to acquire resources that are critical to exploiting opportunities and growing
their business (Fisher et al., 2016; Garud et al., 2014). Given that developing an investor
pitch is often a central component of the services and education provided by accelerator
programs, those responsible for training and developing the skills of entrepreneurs need
to understand what communication skills are most critical and how entrepreneurs
would best receive and develop these skills within an accelerator program.

Research by Ulvenblad and colleagues in 2013 sought to test the assumption that
communication skills are capable of being developed through entrepreneurship edu-
cation. They found that from a sample of 392 respondents, entrepreneurs who par-
ticipated in accelerator programs reported more developed communication skills than
entrepreneurs without formal entrepreneurship education or training and were better
poised to manage interactions with various audiences under high-stakes circumstances.
They also found that these entrepreneurs were better equipped to handle the liability of
newness, a concept that heightens entrepreneurs’ struggle to access key resources due to
their lack of market history and legitimacy from a stakeholder perspective and that this
relationship needs further development in accelerator programs (Fisher et al., 2016;
Garud et al., 2014). Chapple et al. (2021) acknowledge the power of storytelling in
helping entrepreneurs address the liability of newness that plagues new ventures by
enabling audiences to absorb and interpret the business plan in a manner that they can
understand based on their own varying needs and communication styles.

Current Study

Communication plays a vital role in the entrepreneurial journey, and entrepreneurs can
develop their communication skills through entrepreneurial education. Therefore, it is
critical to further our understanding of what specific communication concepts and skills
and pedagogical techniques are viewed as most valuable to entrepreneurs who have
participated in accelerator programs. This study utilizes a series of focus groups to help
address these needs, specifically guided by the following research question:

RQ:What communication skills, practices, and training do entrepreneurs identify as
critical for entrepreneurial success, and how might accelerator programs fa-
cilitate communication skills development?
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Methods

Participants

Using purposive sampling, we recruited participants from the alumni of a long-standing
(15 years of operation) startup accelerator program at a large, Northeastern U.S.
university. To aid in recruitment, emails were sent to the accelerator program’s alumni
network, and social media posts on the program’s Facebook and LinkedIn pages were
shared. In all, we contacted 162 accelerator program alumni. A total of 15 participants
responded to recruitment emails and/or posts, and we invited all 15 to participate in the
focus group interviews. All participants were screened using preliminary questions
about their start-up experience. Specifically, participants were deemed to be eligible if
they identified as a founding entrepreneur and had participated in the programs multi-
week university-sponsored accelerator program. Fifteen participants initially re-
sponded, 14 of whom participated in the focus group sessions (5). Regarding gender
identity, 10 (71.4%) participants identified as male and 4 (28.6%) as female. Partic-
ipants ranged in age from 21 to 57 years (M = 32.6, SD = 10.7) and identified as
Caucasian/white (n = 9; 69.2%), Asian (n = 1; 7.7%), African American (n = 1; 7.7%),
Hispanic/Latino (n = 1; 7.7%), and multiracial (n = 1; 7.7%). One participant chose not
to disclose their ethnicity. Participants represented businesses from a range of in-
dustries, including health/medicine, science/engineering, business/sales, arts/culture,
education, and technology. Participant demographics are summarized in Table 1.

Though most participants were strangers, two were co-founders of businesses;
however, those co-founders did not participate in the same focus group session. All
participants were at different stages of the entrepreneurial process, and a few had been
professionally acquainted with the lead author prior to the study. Participants were not
compensated for their participation.

Data Collection

To investigate how entrepreneurial centers can support the communication needs of
early-career entrepreneurs, we chose to conduct focus group interviews. Focus group
interviews with groups of homophilous participants, when compared to individual
interviews, reduce inhibition, promote self-disclosure, and generate insights that
emerge from group-level interaction (Tracy, 2019). Five focus group interviews were
conducted with 14 participants between October and December 2021. Each focus
group consisted of two to three participants. A semi-structured interview guide (Tracy,
2019) was prepared to assist in the moderation of the focus group interviews (see
Supplemental Table 1). To address our research question, the following focus group
interview questions were posed to entrepreneurs: (1) What role has/does communi-
cation play in your personal entrepreneurial journey? (2) What skills have served you
well as an entrepreneur? (3)What role does communication play with the key audiences
you work/interact with? (4) What communication challenges do you face as an
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entrepreneur? (5) What skills do you wish you had learned sooner in your journey? (6)
What skills are critical for entrepreneurs to learn early in their career? and (7) How do
you go about seeking communication-related feedback and/or best practices?

All focus group interviews were conducted virtually using WebEx. Focus group
interviews ranged in length from 48.58 to 54.46 minutes (M = 52.4, SD = 2.26). All
focus group sessions were moderated by the lead author, and each session also included
two-to-three co-authors who focused on recording analytic memoswhich captured their
immediate thoughts and impressions (Charmaz, 2020). All interview sessions were
video recorded using WebEx’s screen recording feature, and transcripts were created
from the recorded sessions. A final transcript contained 156 pages of typed text.
Exemplars presented in the findings below were verified against the audio recordings to

Table 1. Participant Demographics.

Demographic Options N (%)

Age 20–30 9 (64.3%)
31–40 2 (14.3%)
41–50 2 (14.3%)
51–60 1 (7.1%)

Sex Male 10 (71.4%)
Female 4 (28.6%)

Education Bachelor’s degree 4 (28.6%)
Master’s degree 4 (28.6%)
Doctoral degree 3 (21.4%)
Did Not indicate 3 (21.4%)

Ethnicity Caucasian/White 9 (64.3%)
Asian/Pacific islander 1 (7.17%)
African American 1 (7.1%)
Hispanic/Latino 1 (7.1%)
Multiracial/Biracial 1 (7.1%)
Did Not indicate 1 (7.1%)

Current role CEO/(Co)Founder 6 (42.9%)
COO 1 (7.1%)
Program manager 1 (7.1%)
Professor and Chair 1 (7.1%)
Principal investigator and entrepreneurial lead 1 (7.1%)
Did not indicate 4 (28.6%)

Industry Health/Medicine 5 (35.7%)
Science/Engineering 2 (14.3%)
Business/Sales 1 (7.1%)
Arts, culture and entertainment 1 (7.1%)
Education 1 (7.1%)
Technology 1 (7.1%)
Did not indicate 3 (21.4%)
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ensure their accuracy. To protect participants’ privacy, participants were assigned
pseudonyms to which they are referred in the findings below.

Data Analysis

The phronetic iterative approach was chosen to analyze the data (Tracy, 2019).
Phronesis, an Aristotelian framework of knowledge (Ameriks & Clarke, 2000), refers
to practical, experience-based wisdom and judgment, and is often mentioned in
management and leadership literature (Shotter & Tsoukas, 2014). The iterative ap-
proach to qualitative data analysis refers to the systematic, repetitive, and recursive
process of moving abductively between inductive data analysis and deductive analysis
informed by established theories (Tracy, 2019). The iterative approach allows re-
searchers to (1) identify findings that are guided by existing theories, while also (2)
identify new findings which emerge from the data (Huffman et al., 2019).

To accomplish this, initially, line-by-line primary-cycle coding was conducted for
each focus group interview transcript to obtain first-order descriptive codes (i.e., the
“who, what, when, where” of the data; Tracy, 2019, p. 74). This consisted of examining
“the data and assigning words or phrases that capture their essence” (Tracy, 2019,
p. 189). For example, instances of participants mentioning “listening to people talk”
and “communicating… is more about listening” were coded as “listening.” Similarly,
instances of participants talking about communicating while “understanding the other
[person]’s perspective” and “understanding where they’re coming from”were coded as
“understanding.”

Then, in the secondary-cycle coding, the data were iteratively reviewed to create
higher, second-order codes/sub-themes. Using hierarchical coding, which consists of
“identifying patterns or groupings of codes within the data” (Tracy, 2019, p. 195), the
first-level codes that alluded to aspects of entrepreneurial communication other than
speaking or presenting such as “listening” and “understanding” the audience were
grouped together as the communication skill of “empathetic listening” (Rogers, 1951).
Initially, six categories were identified. Upon revisiting the data multiple times, the data
were collapsed into two main themes: (1) communication concepts and (2) commu-
nication practices. Communication concepts comprised three subthemes: (1) face
management, (2) credibility, and (3) flexibility. Communication practices comprised
two subthemes: (1) pitch presentation and (2) empathetic listening. Further, the two
main themes were identified as components of communication skill development
(Table 2).

Findings

Our research question asked what communication skills, practices, and training do
entrepreneurs identify as critical for entrepreneurial success and how might accelerator
programs facilitate communication skills development?
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Communication Skill Development

When addressing our research question, participants referred to various
communication-related skills, acts, needs, and practices such as listening and speaking,
alongside cognitive processes required for communication, which was identified as
communication skill development (O’Rourke, 2013) and further categorized into
communication concepts and communication skills. These expressed needs for
communication skill development illustrate training opportunities for accelerator
programs, which play a pivotal role in the development of entrepreneurial commu-
nication skills.

Communication Concepts. The data revealed three three communication concepts es-
sential for entrepreneurial communication skill development: (a) face management, (b)
credibility, and (c) flexibility.

Face Management. The process and outcome of communication is dependent on the
audience, and face management is a communicative act that is aimed at shaping one’s
image in other people’s eyes (Goffman, 1967). Communication behaviors related to
face management help an individual’s audience see them as they wish to be perceived
(Gotzner & Mazzarella, 2021). Participant responses identified an exhaustive list of
audiences, including the internal team, co-founders, venture capitalists, vendors,
customers, and subject matter experts. Communication with different audiences was
found to have different goals, and the need to gauge the audience and be more nuanced
in their communication was identified. Participant responses alluded to the need to
respond in a manner that will help them influence how others view them and gain
audience approval (Crowne & Marlowe, 1960). As Maya, a 29-year-old white female
explained:

Our potential partners are typically highly educated, somewhat defensive with a little bit of
a chip on the shoulder because they’re very overworked and understaffed…they’re change
averse, so you need to make sure that you’re communicating in a way that shows them that
we know what we’re talking about and that we understand their issues but without be-
littling the work that they’re already doing. And that is a really hard line to toe.

Maya found it challenging to communicate with an audience that is experiencing a
lot of stress at work. Similarly, Chris, a 32-year-old white male, described interactions
with stakeholders, customers, and funders:

(You) need to be able to relate to each of them and communicate with each of them on their
own terms. You need to be able to translate whatever you’re doing to each of these different
sets of people. Being able to structure your communication to each group is important, to
clearly communicate your message and not waste too much time.
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On the other hand, Brian, a 45-year-old white male recalled communicating about
his product with service desk personnel as being “Fraught. Arduous. They are really
worried that the technology we’re putting together will invade their space and disrupt
their workflow.” These examples illustrate the importance of audience analysis and
entrepreneurial training regarding maintaining and saving face for both parties (the
entrepreneur and the audience) to achieve communication goals. Even if an entre-
preneurial venture seeks to provide greater efficiency/performance or address a long-
existing need, it may not receive the warm welcome entrepreneurs hope for. Therefore,
university accelerator programs are a good place for budding entrepreneurs to prepare
for such interactions given the opportunity for feedback and reflection to be included as
part of the learning and growth process.

Credibility. Credibility is a multi-dimensional communication concept, where an
individual is perceived by their audience as competent and trustworthy (Neuliep et al.,
2005). Entrepreneurs often struggle to overcome the challenge of appearing “credible”
to various key audiences, especially given the lack of market experience and reputation
in comparison to well-established ventures. Participant responses revealed that, of-
tentimes, the purpose of communication with various audiences was to establish
credibility, usually by way of appearing confident in their messaging and convincing
the audience that they know what they are talking about, in other words, communi-
cating competence. This was particularly true when participants spoke about presenting
to investors, who are likely to scrutinize all aspects of the business plan for points of
weakness.

This sentiment was expressed by Dan, a 36-year-old white entrepreneur who noted,
“The first thing that comes to mind on the vendor side of the equation is the trust that
I’m able to build given that I’m the new kid on the block and they don’t have to work
with me but they do.”Dan recognizes that through his communication, he needs to earn
the investors’ trust and goodwill so that they are willing to spend money on what the
project needs. This was also the case for Dev, a 22-year-old Indian American, who
expressed concern over his experience and age and not wanting to appear immature.
The accelerators help young entrepreneurs with developing and owning their identities
as communicators which in turn allows them to portray confidence when interacting
with different audiences. The training settings are capable of creating settings for
individuals like Dan to practice making critical decisions in high-stakes situations on
behalf of their business and its constituents.

Communication Flexibility. Communication flexibility was identified as a key in-
gredient for successful entrepreneurial communication. Communication flexibility can
be defined as adapting one’s behavior to different situations to communicate more
effectively (Anderson, 1998). This skill requires cognitively assessing a situation and
choosing the best option available so that they can be effective within the constraints of
that situation (Martin & Rubin, 1994). On being asked about skills required for
successful communication, Brian said “this doesn’t relate to communications
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necessarily, but it might, is to be flexible and be willing and ready to change directions
or shift gears.” Chris further explained:

Flexibility is important…. [there are] different stakeholders and you need to be able to
relate to each of them and communicate with each of them on their own terms. So, you
need to be able to translate whatever you’re doing to each of these different sets of people
who have their own language.

Through the program, Chris learned that entrepreneurs often have to wear many hats
and switch roles frequently; they need to be able to adapt their communicative be-
haviors to meet the demands of different situations. The program introduced Chris to a
range of different audiences which helped to make this easy for him to appreciate. Thus,
in order to recruit a diverse network of stakeholders and access resources that allow for
the exploitation of opportunities and reduce the threat of early failure, entrepreneurs
must have the ability to engage and persuade a multitude of audiences with different
agendas, professional backgrounds, and values that influence what style of commu-
nication they are most receptive to.

Chris also highlighted the role of adaptability in enabling entrepreneurs to navigate
the communication needs of various audiences with whom they frequently interact,
“They have a different set of incentives, motivations, and empathy… you need to be
able to relate to and communicate with each of them on their own terms. You need to be
able to translate whatever you’re doing to each of these different sets of people.” This
underscores the need for a multifaceted training approach that introduces entrepreneurs
to the variety of audiences in which they will pitch their business; whether it be a formal
investor pitch or an appeal to manufacturers and technicians who may be critical of a
new process or approach.

Communication Practices. Two communication practices also emerged from the analysis
as being vital to entrepreneurial success: (a) pitching (presenting) and (b) empathetic
listening.

Pitch Presentation. The predominant entrepreneurial communication skill mentioned
across all focus group interviews was pitch presentation. As Michael described, “a one-
size-fits-all approach just doesn’t work, and we’ve had to figure out how to com-
municate with each of our stakeholders (in a way) that was effective and where they got
a benefit from it right away.” According to participant responses, key components of
pitch presentation include public speaking, preparing slides, storytelling, and pitching
under time limits. While most responses lamented on the role of public speaking, they
also mentioned the importance of preparing a slide deck and using both to tell a story.
As Faizal, a 30-year-old multiracial male said: “I’m able to pitch well to decision
makers like investors…. because I try to craft the presentations…[and] my pitch decks
to be very attractive to those with shorter attention spans.” Participants also recognized
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the role university acceleration centers play in improving pitch presentations and
providing feedback. According to Henry, a 23-year-old white male:

I would use complex words and I would assume that the person I’m speaking to knows
more about the product. So, I would be inclined to use more difficult words or more niche
words to describe something. Whereas I should make it more digestible and bite size.

For Henry, the program provided critical feedback on how others were receiving his
content. Their inability to understand his complex phrases and ideas made it difficult for
them to appreciate the innovation and ultimately made it difficult for Henry to build
momentum and create investor interest. The program helped him to recognize that his
vocabulary needed to meet the needs and abilities of his audience.

Rebecca felt that her pitching skills improved as a result of her training at the
acceleration program because the feedback provided her with unique insights that
helped her understand her strengths. The feedback that Rebecca received was critical to
her ability to see herself as an entrepreneur and overcome feelings of being an imposter.
The feedback that aligned with her self-concept was important in bringing out her most
authentic pitch style which helped to propel and motivate her to stick with her business
plan. One participant, Dev, also lamented:

Public speaking…. It was hard for me to really understand how to deliver a nice pitch and
kind of communicate what I want to say under a time crunch and under the eyes of so many
people and just practicing going through that at a young age has helped me.

Dev felt that in order to deliver a great pitch, he had to be good at public speaking
while being timed. He emphasized the sentiment shared by numerous participants that
the art of pitching is a skill that requires the ability to distill key points in a precise
manner and extreme attention to detail as well as a keen awareness of who is in the
room, which shapes the way the entrepreneur delivers the pitch and what information
they include. Along with this, entrepreneurs must be prepared to pitch under a firm time
constraint amidst the pressure of what can seem like a make-or-break opportunity,
further underscoring the need for entrepreneurs to recognize their roles as commu-
nicators in many different important contexts.

Empathetic Listening. Despite the important status given to pitch presentations,
participants also revealed that listening to understand and empathize is an important
component of effective communication, especially with a multi-stakeholder audience.
The data revealed the use of nonverbals, such as “using body language” and “reading
the energy,” to acknowledge the audience’s feelings and understand their pain points.
Chris explained:

You’re dealing with so many different stakeholders, even if it’s a solo company, a solo
venture that you have, you’re dealing with customers. You’re dealing with suppliers,
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you’re dealing, you could be dealing with investors…It’s all just people at the end of the
day, right? It goes back to empathy, you know, we all have our own home lives.We all have
our struggles during the day.

Michael also described the difficulties he faces, “taking what somebody is saying,
comprehending it and being on the same page is a challenge for our team today.”
Contrary to pitch presentations, which were associated with getting a message across,
empathetic listening was emphasized as a prerequisite to resonate with the audience and
establish a shared understanding, as expressed in Dev’s response:

I can understand where they’re coming from, what the pain points are, and that’s the one
thing I take from a response, understanding. When you’re delivering sales pitches, un-
derstand where the person is lacking and their point. Empathize with them. Connect with
them. And just try and deliver a solution. I’ve kind of used that in large facets of my life….
Even if you can’t deliver a solution…just understand and empathize with them. And it’s
going to go a long way.

Dev shared that being empathetic toward the audience will help provide a solution
that is more aligned with the audience needs. He also felt that empathetic listening is
more important than getting one’s point across and that it is beneficial in the long term.
A 36-year-old white male, Dan, also addressed the value of empathy in communicating
with audiences:

I think what has been critical is that the stories that I tell, the personal stories that I’m
sharing in different contexts are the ones that resonate with them…. Tap in, in an em-
pathetic way, to those groups and resonate with them. But also say ‘I have a solution for
you’ and make sure the solution is consistent with the story.

These data imply that entrepreneurs, who tend to spend a significant amount of time
talking during interactions with others, whether it be pitching to venture capitalists to
acquire funding or explaining the technology behind their product to manufacturers,
must be cognizant of how their communication is being received on the other end.
Accelerator programs would be well advised to stress the importance of active listening
and knowing when to step back and create room for others to voice concerns or
feedback.

Discussion and Implications

This study investigated the significance of communication in entrepreneurial training
and identified how university accelerator programs can incorporate communication
into their curricula to guide early-stage entrepreneurs. Overall, study participants
revealed that practicing, developing, and implementing effective communication skills
is a way of entrepreneurial life. Communication was critically present in three key
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aspects of the entrepreneur’s life: the individual self, social interactions, and communal
experiences. These findings point to the importance of university accelerator programs
to provide emerging entrepreneurs with opportunities to observe, practice, and model
effective entrepreneurial communication skills. The findings also suggested that the
development of these skills is vital for entrepreneurial success, as they are necessary for
the acquisition of funding, identifying customers, and building new business
relationships.

Participants began by highlighting the importance of establishing confidence and
building credibility through communication, which in turn influences their ability to
present themselves and their business with poise and conviction across a range of
audiences (e.g., investors, customers, community partners). Though the positive im-
plications of entrepreneurship can be rewarding, setbacks and failure are unavoidable
and not every decision will achieve intended outcomes. Therefore, entrepreneurs who
step into the role of the primary decision maker (e.g., CEO) for a new venture must have
confidence in their communication given its implication on their ability to lead the
internal team and address issues with audiences as they arise. Dabo (2019) posits that
self-confidence enables entrepreneurs to take action and be assertive, when necessary,
in an environment where risk-taking, external judgment, and the internal fear of failure
are the norm. Accelerator programs develop self-confidence by providing entrepre-
neurs with opportunities to take risks and learn from failures. The findings from this
study suggested that entrepreneurs can utilize their time in university accelerators to test
out different strategies for pitch presentations, incorporate critical feedback, and make
improvements to their delivery and content. The university accelerator provides a safe
environment for these trial-and-error approaches and offers entrepreneurs a chance to
develop their self-awareness through self-reflection and consistent feedback. Therefore,
it’s important that accelerator programs are providing events and opportunities for
entrepreneurs to engage with different audiences that will help provide feedback that
builds up the confidence of the entrepreneur through thoughtful feedback. Further,
accelerators would likely best provide cohort experiences that allow for peer-to-peer
feedback and the opportunity to provide insights into how they are perceiving one
another’s content and style to help develop a deeper sense of entrepreneurial self-
awareness. A cohort experience allows the entrepreneur to compare and contrast
themselves with other entrepreneurs who are working through similar challenges and
having relatable experiences.

Next, participants noted that as the face of their brand/business, entrepreneurs must
develop how they want to be perceived in investor pitches, negotiations, and other key
engagements. Again, participants felt that confidence was key in being able to present
themselves effectively and communicate their vision for the business in a manner that
resonates with their audience. Thompson-Whiteside et al. (2018) argued that com-
municating an authentic personal brand allows entrepreneurs to control the narrative by
creating a positive impression in the minds of their audience. Further, an entrepreneur’s
ability to tailor their message and be flexible in adapting their behavior to different
situations and audiences is essential to their success (Chapple et al., 2021; Manning &
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Bejarano, 2017). Specifically, they must be able to engage across various mediums in
order to address potential stakeholders, investors, partners, and consumers (Manning &
Bejarano, 2017). This kind of communicative flexibility is essential and can be de-
veloped via educational programs alongside many cognitive skills such as confidence,
self-awareness, and self-regulatory strategies (Mitsea et al., 2021). As a result, ac-
celerators need to offer an opportunity for entrepreneurs to develop their communi-
cation skills across a range of modalities, including across multiple platforms, with
various constraints and characteristics (e.g., time limitations, absence of supplemental
aids, dynamic question and answer formats, etc.). Accelerators have the ability to create
hypothetical scenarios for entrepreneurs to engage and overcome challenges that they
are likely to face in their real-world engagements. These scenarios provide an op-
portunity to build skill and therefore, confidence in their ability to present in a manner
that represents their brand/business consistently despite the audience or platform.
Additionally, program facilitators should seek to include communication professionals
who are apt to counsel entrepreneurs and work with them to recognize their weaknesses
and finetune their strengths as communicators. Accelerators would be advised to ensure
that program facilitators are keenly aware of how their feedback may be impacting the
entrepreneur and work towards always creating a constructive and empowering en-
vironment. Rather than focusing only on scrutiny of pitches or business model ele-
ments, accelerator program facilitators should approach the dissemination of feedback
from a coach or mentoring perspective, which further instills a sense of confidence in
entrepreneurs while also encouraging accountability and personal growth. Facilitators
should also note that all participants will have varying reactions to how feedback is
communicated, so developing a personal mentoring relationship with participants
allows facilitators to understand the communication needs of the participants.

Research has shown that entrepreneurial education programs have played a pivotal
role in developing the entrepreneurial mindset for many individuals that go through
programs (Mathews et al., 2021). This theme was apparent in this study as entre-
preneurs noted the importance of having credibility when engaging with different
audiences. While credibility may be bestowed upon an individual by the audience, the
entrepreneur still needs to have confidence in their ability as well as their identity as an
entrepreneur. Given the findings around a need for increased feelings of credibility,
accelerators should be seeking to empower entrepreneurs with the tools needed to
become self-aware, forge their own identities, and conduct themselves with confidence
in the face of the daily obstacles and setbacks unique to the entrepreneurial journey.
More specifically entrepreneurship training in accelerators may be capable of stim-
ulating entrepreneurial self-efficacy, one’s own confidence in their ability to achieve
desired outcomes. Therefore, accelerator programs might work to integrate training and
individual coaching to facilitate self-awareness. For example, accelerators might
consider integrating assessments such as the Entrepreneurial Mindset Profile that can
help individuals understand how their traits and skills compare to other self-identifying
entrepreneurs (Davis et al., 2016). By focusing on self-awareness, it will empower
entrepreneurs to shift from just focusing on the logistics of launching a business, to
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learning how to support their entrepreneurial journey in a more holistic and individually
rewarding manner.

The findings also revealed that entrepreneurs consider pitch presentations to be a
critical entrepreneurial communication practice. Pitch presentations, competitions, and
funding events help to connect entrepreneurs to key stakeholders and expose them to
valuable external resources (Woolley &MacGregor, 2022). The ability to filter through
a multitude of ideas and distill the key points in a sharp, concise manner was identified
as a vital skill for entrepreneurs. More specifically, entrepreneurs noted that they will
often deliver a pitch or present to an audience amid a high-stakes environment and with
a limited amount of time. Recently, Chen and Goldstein (2022) explored how colleges
train student entrepreneurs and found that pitching may affirm one’s entrepreneurial
mindset and its applicability to their everyday life. Each audience will have varying
priorities when evaluating a pitch, so entrepreneurs must be able to select the key details
that will be most relevant to the audience and stay on point throughout the entire
conversation. Considering the variety of audiences entrepreneurs interact with, it is
reasonable to infer that accelerators should expose participants to a more diverse range
of audiences beyond the investor, which is typically the focus of accelerators, thereby
allowing them to acquire a greater sense of adaptability in the early stages of business
development. For example, entrepreneurs will need to effectively communicate with
early adopters and initial customers which will require a different approach compared to
the needs of a community or potential business partner. Accelerator programs should
consider including a variety of guests that may represent different audiences, such as
consumers, community members, or potential manufacturing partners to provide
feedback at given times throughout the program. In doing so, it may expose the
entrepreneur to differing perspectives that could be conflicting. This provides an
opportunity to coach the entrepreneur on managing and integrating feedback into their
pitches all while helping to build their confidence in their delivery and content (Ebbers,
2014; Woolley & MacGregor, 2022). It also helps to expand the network of the ac-
celerator itself and inherently increases the accelerator’s value to current and future
entrepreneurs. Additionally, an extended network also allows for greater mentoring
engagement. Laukhuf and Malone (2015) attest to the transformative power of
mentorship in providing unparalleled levels of personal and professional support to
entrepreneurs, stating that successful mentorship expands the entrepreneur’s skills,
network, and provides them with the confidence to envision their goals as realistic and
attainable. Considering the value of mentors in forging entrepreneurial identities and
capabilities in less experienced entrepreneurs, accelerators should work to ensure there
is an appropriate amount of time and resources dedicated to connecting entrepreneurs
with appropriate mentors.

Finally, empathetic listening was also identified as an important entrepreneurial
communication skill. Empathetic listening is a multidimensional concept that helps
build trust and respect (Zenger et al., 2019). In addition, empathetic listening serves as
an important prerequisite for design thinking and leadership development (Glen et al.,
2015; Tzouramani, 2017). In fact, empathy is arguably the most important leadership
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trait for business leaders who are engaging with a wide range of audiences, which is a
key task for today’s entrepreneurs. The ability to empathize with employees, vendors,
investors, and customers alike allows entrepreneurs to reduce misunderstanding and
increase their likelihood of long-term business success (Humphrey, 2013). The findings
also noted the importance of having strong listening skills as they related to internal
relationships and team management. The ability to have empathy and understand the
perspectives of those on your team was deemed to be critical to an entrepreneur’s ability
to manage the business. An entrepreneur’s relationship with their employees is es-
pecially vital to a new venture’s survival not only because employees are a significant
competitive advantage themselves, but also because talent acquisition and retention are
especially difficult challenges in today’s marketplace (Men et al., 2021). Several
participants described a sense of responsibility to provide a degree of security and
emotional support to employees to ensure they were secure in their roles. On the other
hand, internal team members must perceive the founding entrepreneur to be a com-
petent leader who can make decisions on behalf of the team and portrays a composed
persona under pressure. They also want to have a secure work environment and that
begins with leadership that listens and appreciates their perspectives. Given the need for
entrepreneurial leadership to have empathetic listening skills, accelerators should make
an effort to support the development of teammanagement skills that focus on active and
engaged listening. An accelerator holds the ability to help the entrepreneur recognize
their bias and overcome barriers to listening that might impact their ability to lead and
manage the team in the very early stages of the business.

Limitations and Future Research

Despite the strengths of the preceding analysis, this study has several limitations that
could be addressed in future research. First and foremost, this study is limited in its
scope, as it only includes participants from one university accelerator program, albeit
participation in that program spanned across 5 years. Additionally, the current study
did not specifically examine the entrepreneur’s experience with a particular accel-
erator program, however, future research should consider including questions that
will help to evaluate how accelerator programs can best develop the identified areas
of focus. In future studies, entrepreneurs who have participated in a broader range of
university accelerators would help to provide additional perspectives regarding the
outcomes of startup accelerators and their role in facilitating the development of
communication skills. Future research can also explore specific pedagogical skills
and approaches to entrepreneurial training that foster entrepreneurial learning. By
taking a needs-based approach to entrepreneurial instruction, accelerator programs
can compare different strategies for specific subsets of entrepreneurship (e.g.
commercial vs. social entrepreneurship). Furthermore, we would advocate that future
research look to take an interdisciplinary approach to examining the opportunity for
collaborating and utilizing existing university resources in which communication
skills may be further developed from alternative perspectives. For example,
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contemporary universities are likely to offer support services or supplemental
learning opportunities through writing centers, digital media and design programs,
business courses, and student-led programs that may help to enhance or supplement
the accelerator program’s developmental material. Thus, future research might
consider examining the value and/or impact of utilizing such resources in conjunction
with the accelerator program itself.

We also acknowledge that selection bias may be evident in our participant pool
and would advise future studies to be more cognizant of including entrepreneurs who
could offer insights from more culturally diverse backgrounds. More specifically, it
would be beneficial to investigate how communication skills have enabled different
racial and ethnic identities to (potentially) overcome any barriers they face within
their entrepreneurial journeys, as well as the unique challenges minority entrepre-
neurs experience. For instance, do members of certain racial or ethnic groups rely on
communication skills to grapple with the unique challenges they face (e.g., per-
ceptions of credibility) more so than others, and what communication competencies
might they have developed to overcome certain challenges? Furthermore, gender
differences are likely to exist across a myriad of entrepreneurial and business en-
vironments. Future research should explore whether gender differences have any
influence on the development and/or application of communication skills in the
entrepreneurial process.

Finally, accelerator programs and the study of entrepreneurial education would
benefit from future research exploring the immediate impacts of communication
training when integrated into accelerator programming. Entrepreneurial capabilities
such as communication skills are thought to be acquired over time, however, interviews
prior to and immediately following the intervention of an accelerator might provide
meaningful insight into the effectiveness of accelerators as vehicles for the facilitation
of communication identities in participants. Specifically, entrepreneurial identity and its
link to entrepreneurial self-efficacy would be salient points of research that could help
to further our understanding of the transfer of skills highlighted here. Furthermore, it
would be important for future research to determine which types of training and
development mechanisms are capable of having the desired impact on the development
of certain communication skills from both a short- and long-term perspective. Thus,
future research should attempt to evaluate the communication skills transfer of ac-
celerator programs to determine the degree to which a program’s training is having the
intended influence on an entrepreneur’s ability to apply and demonstrate relative
communication skills. Individual measures of self-report along with objective measures
of skill application would provide insight into the methods that may help produce more
fruitful outcomes for skill development.
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