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Abstract: Impression management strategy is an important way to cope with the stigma of failed
entrepreneurial firms. However, most existing studies only focused on the process of impression
management with a single strategy. Few studies have provided a systematic theoretical explanation
on how to use different types of impression management strategies to cope with stigma. To fill
this theoretical gap, a two-path model of impression management of entrepreneurial failure stigma
was constructed, based on the two-component model of impression management. In addition, the
mechanism of impression management strategy selection for failed entrepreneurial firms to cope
with stigma was discussed. The findings of the theoretical model reveal two paths for the stigma
management strategy of failed entrepreneurial firms: “avoidance motivation — defensive strategy of
impression management”and “diluted motivation — acquisitive strategy ofimpression management.”
Moreover, in the selection mechanism of strategy, the formation of impression motivation is affected
by the stigma type of entrepreneurial failure, the social status of the firm organization, and the degree
of stigma threat. In the face of justifiable stigma, the failed entrepreneurial firms form the avoidance
motivation and then implement a defensive strategy of impression management. High social status
firms adopt an acquisitive strategy of impression management to cope with the negative impact of
entrepreneurial failure stigma. As the threat level of entrepreneurial failure stigma increases, the
dilution motivation of the failed entrepreneurial firms to stigma becomes stronger, and the firms are
more likely to adopt the acquisitive strategy of impression management. The two-path theoretical
model provides decision support for failed entrepreneurial firms to formulate stigma management
strategies and expands the research scope of entrepreneurial failure stigma.
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Introduction Innovation Index 2019 released by the World
In recent years, despite the slowdown in the Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO)
world economic performance, the trend of showed that the growth rate of global research
world innovation is still booming. The Global and development expenditure is higher than
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that of global economy. As the foundation of
entrepreneurship, the continuous improvement
ofinnovation develops entrepreneurial activities.
Moreover, the scale of entrepreneurial groups
is expanding, and a vigorous entrepreneurial
boom has formed through the implementation
of positive entrepreneurial policies (Wang et
al., 2019). However, the uncertainty and high
risk in the entrepreneurship process determine
that entrepreneurship is not smooth sailing.
In particular, COVID-19 continues to spread
throughout the world, and the business
environment faced by new ventures is more
difficult. More and more enterprises are unable
to survive. The phenomenon of entrepreneurial
failure exists objectively. Relevant data
show that the failure rate of Chinese youth
first venture is as high as 90% (Zheng et al.,
2019). Furthermore, even the Chinese unicorn
enterprises, such as OFO sharing bicycles, is
from the favorite of the capital market to the end
of brand failure.

Entrepreneurial failure brings material and
emotional losses to the entrepreneurial firms
and also brings significant symbolic effects on
the failed entrepreneurial firm (Yannopoulou
et al., 2011). In particular, China’s traditional
cultural thought of winner-take-all has gradually
led to the stigmatization of failed entrepreneurial
firms by the public (Zhang et al., 2013). Failed
entrepreneurial firms are given negative
labels of failure, incompetence, and defect
by the public (Li et al., 2019). For example,
the failures of Bingxin Wu’'s Sanzhu Group,
Yuzhu Shi's Giant Interactive Group, and
Yueting Jia’s LeEco made “infamous” after their
entrepreneurial failure. Of course, the failure
reflects the deficiencies of entrepreneurial
factors, such as opportunities, resources,
and teams. However, blindly stigmatizing
the failed entrepreneurial firms will lead to
preventing the re-entrepreneurship behavior
of the failed entrepreneurial firms in the face
of failure. Reducing entrepreneurial activities
is a great loss for the whole society due to
the stigma of failure. Therefore, exploring the
stigma management of failed entrepreneurial
firms and promoting their comeback (re-
entrepreneurship) have a high theoretical and
practical value.

Entrepreneurial failure stigma is a new topic
in the field of entrepreneurship, and related
studies are still in the development stage. In
addition, entrepreneurial failure stigma refers

to the fact that entrepreneurs form a bad
stereotype due to entrepreneurial failure and
give them a derogatory label. Existing studies
explored the types of stigma related to failure
(Corrigan et al., 2010), formation mechanism
(Li et al,, 2019), and impact consequences
(Zhang et al., 2021). Researchers found that
failure stigma will have a very serious negative
impact on the stigma recipients, which will
lead to media exaggeration and severe public
criticism (Simmons et al., 2019). Faced with
failure stigma, failed entrepreneurial firms
will take a series of strategies to repair their
reputation and image (Yang et al.,, 2010;
Lu et al, 2019). As a strategic means to
maintain or repair the reputation and image
of failed entrepreneurial firms, the importance
of impression management in the process
of coping with stigma has been concerned
by theory and practice (Kibler et al., 2021).
For the failed entrepreneurial firms, creating
a good public impression of coping with failure
is very important, which largely determines the
number of resources obtained in the follow-up
entrepreneurship process.

However, existing studies on how to
implement the impression management
strategy to cope with the stigma of failure
did not provide a clear theoretical answer
but presented contradictory findings. Some
experimental studies found that when failed
entrepreneurial firms attribute their failure to
external factors beyond their control, the public
response is more positive (Kibler et al., 2017).
This measure not only maintains the legitimacy
of the firm but also provides resource support
for its subsequent entrepreneurial behavior,
which is conducive to the re-entrepreneurial
behavior from failure. Meanwhile, other
studies showed that the implementation of
impression management strategy to reduce
the responsibility of entrepreneurial failure will
make the public have a more negative image
perception of the failed entrepreneurial firms
(Cardon et al., 2011), further leading to the
loss of legitimacy (Smith & Rhiney, 2020) and
inhibiting the re-entrepreneurship. How to use
different types of impression management
strategies to cope with the stigma of failure
needs further theoretical exploration.

To fill this theoretical gap, this study
focuses on the impression management of the
entrepreneurial failure stigma. Based on the two-
component model of impression management
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proposed by Leary and Kowalski (1990), a two-
path model of impression management of the
entrepreneurial failure stigma was constructed.
Moreover, the characteristics and types of
impression management strategies after
entrepreneurial failure were analyzed. Then, the
choice mechanism of impression management
strategies in response to the stigma of failed
entrepreneurial firms was discussed, aiming
to provide decision support for the formulation
of stigma management strategies of failed
entrepreneurial firms.

The theoretical contributions of this study
are as follows: the two-path theoretical model
of impression management of entrepreneurial
failure stigma proposed in this study is based
on the two-component model of impression
management. According to the discrete process
of “impression motivation — impression
construction,” the two-path theoretical model
of coping with entrepreneurial failure stigma of
impression management was constructed. The
two paths for the stigma management strategy
of failed entrepreneurial firms are the following:
“avoidance motivation — defensive strategy
of impression management” and “diluted
motivation — acquisitive strategy of impression
management”. The theoretical model provides
a theoretical framework on how to manage
entrepreneurial failure stigma and take targeted
impression management strategies to cope
with stigma. In addition, this study defines under
what impression motivation the different types
of entrepreneurial failure stigma impression
management strategies are formed, and
under what stimulating conditions the different
types of impression motivation are generated.
Although the two-path model proposed in
this study is only primarily theoretical, this
model sets the stage for empirical research
and further theoretical development, expands
the research ideas of entrepreneurial failure
stigma management, and enriches the related
research of stigma management.

1. Literature Review

1.1 Entrepreneurial Failure Stigma
Considering that the concept of stigma was
redefined and put forward, relevant scholars
have gradually distinguished different types
of stigma, including mental iliness, sexual
orientation, infectious disease, sexual, racial,
and obesity. Detailed studies on different types
of stigma reflect the characteristics of stigma.

That is to say, when an individual's defects or
mistakes in physical characteristics, behavior
types, and groups violate the requirements of
social norms, he/she will be disgusted, avoided,
and rejected by the mainstream groups. These
belittled attributes or traits also lead to the self-
belitting psychology of those who bear the
stigma.

With the deepening of the understanding
of stigma in the theoretical and practical fields,
the discussion of stigma is not limited to the
individual level. Sutton and Callahan (1987)
introduced the concept of stigma into the
organizational context for the first time and
discussed the stigmatization process of firms
facing bankruptcy. An organizational stigma is
an extension of the individual stigma concept.
Combined with the theory of social psychology
and the labeling theory, the organizational
stigma is a negative evaluation of organizations
by society (Zhang et al., 2013). This kind of
negative evaluation comes from the judgment
and cognition of the stakeholder groups on the
organizational values or norms. That is, when
the organizational behavior is improper and
beyond certain values or norms, generating
an organizational stigma will be easy. The
types of organizational stigma include event
and core stigma (Schnackenberg et al., 2019).
Among them, the core stigma is the original sin
of some organizations, which is rooted in the
social evaluation between organizational and
social public values. The core stigma is also an
organizational label that is extremely difficult to
get rid of.

Since the beginning of the 21st century,
entrepreneurial failure has become one of
the hot topics in entrepreneurial research.
However, the academic community has not
yet formed a unified view on the definition of
entrepreneurial failure (Amankwah-Amoah et
al., 2015). Considering the results and reasons
for the entrepreneurial failure, this study refers
to the findings of Zhang et al. (2019) and Zheng
et al. (2019). Entrepreneurial failure is that
entrepreneurs cannot mobilize the necessary
expertise and resources to cope with the old
and emerging threats. Thus, firms cannot make
profits or fall into financial difficulties, eventually
causing entrepreneurs to terminate or withdraw
from new ventures.

With the development of studies on
entrepreneurial failure, scholars in the field of
entrepreneurship management have begun
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to pay attention to the stigma caused by
entrepreneurial failure. The entrepreneurial
failure stigma refers to the negative stereotype
of entrepreneurs caused by entrepreneurial
failure (Li et al., 2019). Compared with the
concept dimension of organizational stigma,
the entrepreneurial failure stigma belongs to the
category of event stigma in an organizational
stigma. Entrepreneurial firms leave a negative
stereotype in the public and are constantly
identified and strengthened in social interaction
due to entrepreneurial failure, gradually forming
a stigma. Therefore, the entrepreneurial
failure stigma is a type of event stigma in an
organizational stigma.

The academic community has carried out
exploratory research on the entrepreneurial
failure stigma, focusing on the formation
mechanism, the impact, and the cope with
entrepreneurial failure stigma. In terms of the
formation mechanism of entrepreneurial failure
stigma, the label theory holds that the formation
of failure stigma is a process of stigmatization
from public stigma to self-identity. Once the
failed entrepreneurs are labeled negatively,
they will be gradually isolated by society,
resulting in the loss of material resources and
social status. The continuous strengthening
of social discrimination further leads to the
increasing self-blame and self-devaluation of
stigma bearers in the formation of public stigma.
This process is often influenced by social and
cultural factors (Singh et al., 2015). According
to attribution theory, the external attribution of
entrepreneurial failure and loose public policy
can reduce failure stigma (Shepherd & Patzelt,
2015).

In terms of the impact of entrepreneurial
failure stigma, the impact of failure stigma
on entrepreneurs is mostly negative. At the
individual level, the entrepreneurial failure
stigma not only brings economic losses to
entrepreneurs but also damages their physical
and mental health (Singh et al., 2015), which
is more likely to affect their career choices.
That is, the supervision degree of institutional
environment on the visibility of the stigma
label will affect the future career decision-
making of entrepreneurs and losers (Simmons
et al., 2014). At the organizational level, once
entrepreneurial failure stigma is formed, the
organization will be labeled as untrusted and
flawed by stakeholders (Li et al., 2019), which
will affect the recognition of stakeholders on

the organization. Moreover, obtaining resource
support from the audience is difficult. At the
social level, the widespread emergence of
entrepreneurial failure stigma reflects the
lack of social fault tolerance mechanism
and then affects the public’s willingness to
entrepreneurship.

Inthe cope with failure stigma, entrepreneurs
will adopt certain stigma coping strategies to
reduce the negative impact of failure stigma
(Yu & Chen, 2019). In particular, as a means
of maintaining or repairing reputation after
organizational failure events, relevant studies
emphasized the importance of impression
management in the process of coping with
failure stigma (Shepherd & Haynie, 2011). Firms
can design and implement certain strategies
to create a pleasant self-image to curb the
negative impact of stigma on their reputation
or image. Bolino et al. (2016) found that when
an organization experiences entrepreneurial
failure, it can defensively apply the impression
management strategy to restore its legitimacy
and regain the legitimacy recognition of the
stakeholders. Some studies also found that
the effect of impression management on the
reputation or image of an organization does
not meet expectations after the failure event
but will further aggravate the negative impact
of failure stigma on the organization (Cardon et
al., 2011). However, the existing literature does
not provide a definite theoretical answer to this
contradiction. Therefore, when entrepreneurial
failure stigma occurs, how entrepreneurial
failure firms adopt different impression
management strategies should be clarified
to cope with entrepreneurial failure stigma, to
make the public and stakeholders maintain
a good impression on them.

1.2 Impression Management Strategy

Impression management originates from
Machiavellianism. The two-component model
of impression management of Leary and
Kowalski (1990) is the most representative.
In the two-component model, impression
management includes two discrete processes,
namely, impression motivation and impression
construction.  Among them, impression
motivation refers to the desire of individuals
to control others’ perception and impression
of themselves. Impression construction is an
individual meeting the impression motivation,
to change their behavior to influence others’
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impression of themselves, which is the
implementation strategy of producing a specific
impression. With the continuous expansion of
the research field of impression management,
impression management at the organizational
level is increasingly concerned with theory
and practice. Firms design the organization
pertinently, which affects the public perception
response to them and thus realizes the mutual
influence between the firms and the public
(Elsbach & Sutton, 1992; Martin-de Castro et
al., 2020).

Atthefirmlevel, theimpression management
strategy refers to the method by which the
firm consciously or unconsciously controls the
audience’s impression of the firm itself through
verbal, non-verbal, and other forms, which is
also a specific form of impression management.
In the existing studies, impression management
can be divided into two types, that is, acquisition
and defensive strategies. The former refers to
a firm’s initiative to influence others’ perception
of its image, such as flattering, showing
firm achievements, showing weakness, and
connecting with authoritative organizations.
The level effect of strategy implementation also
has differences. For example, to leave a ‘good
impression’ on the audience, executives
often use consensus to please the audience
(Ucbasaran et al.,, 2013), or through self-
improvement, personal demonstration (Nagy
et al., 2012), and symbolic action to show their
characteristics and talents (Zott & Huy, 2007).
To influence other people’s perception of the
firm’s overall image, the firm will actively show
its achievements, convey its achievements
and areas of expertise to the stakeholders,
and indicate its future potential, to strengthen
the positive image perception of the firm in the
stakeholders. In addition, Petkova et al. (2013)
and Zott and Huy (2007) found that firms
actively connect with stakeholders, industry
associations, and other authoritative individuals
or organizations, which is also a commonly
used acquisition strategy to enhance the firm
image.

Then, the defensive strategy more
reflects the negative and passive impression
management strategy of firms, such as silence,
shirking responsibility, defending, and looking
for scapegoats. The implementation of this
kind of impression management strategy is
mostly based on the situation of negative
events, that is, the coping strategies adopted

by firms or executives to avoid image damage
after the occurrence of negative events (Cusin
& Passebois-Ducros, 2020). For example,
Siomkos and Kurzbard (1994) pointed out
that to cope with negative events, firms adopt
a denial strategy to emphasize that they have
nothing to do with negative events. Hampel
and Tracey (2017) proposed the strategies of
information cover-up, lying, and reducing the
work related to negative events. The essence of
these strategies is to cover up the relationship
between negative events and firms, allowing
the audience away from the truth of negative
events. Evidently, the defensive strategy
in impression management of executives
or employees to cope with negative events
is mostly based on the denial strategy of
denying the occurrence of negative events
or indicating that the firm has no relationship
with the negative events, including changing
the responsibility of negative events, trying to
reduce the negative impact on stakeholders
(Coombs, 2007). In addition, when a wide
range of negative events occur in an industry,
withdrawing capital from the industry and
keeping away from the stigmatization industry
are reasonable impression management
strategies for firms (Durand & Vergne, 2015).
Moreover, when a firm increases its short-term
profits through speculative behavior if such
behavior is contrary to the values or ethics of
stakeholders, the firm also takes advantage of
the information asymmetry between the firm
and the public to claim that this type of behavior
has not occurred, or look for scapegoats
responsible for this type of behavior (Yang &
Guo, 2017).

The impression management strategy
has high applicability to solve the problem
of how to obtain and maintain the legitimacy
of new ventures when facing the liabilities of
newness (Yu & Chen, 2019). On the one hand,
compared with mature firms, the vulnerability
and risk resistance of entrepreneurial firms
are weaker, and they are more vulnerable
to the negative impact of negative events.
Through the implementation of the impression
management strategy, entrepreneurial firms
can effectively reduce the threat of negative
events to entrepreneurial legitimacy (Kibler et
al., 2017). On the other hand, the products and
services of entrepreneurial firms in the start-up
period bring direct impression perception to the
public. Moreover, the impression management
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of products and services can send an important
signal of good reputation of entrepreneurial
firms to stakeholders, to help them obtain
additional resource support from stakeholders
and reduce the liabilities of newness (Soubliere
& Gehman, 2020).

The implementation effect of the impression
management strategy in the entrepreneurial
process is mainly based on legitimacy and
signal theories. First, the legitimacy theory
mainly focuses on how to obtain legitimacy
through impression management for
entrepreneurial firms, that is, to meet others’
expectations of entrepreneurial firms by
showing the identities of ‘technical experts’,
‘social’ firms, and ‘entrepreneurs’ to the public
or stakeholders (Kibler et al., 2017). Through
their social networks to form a connection
mechanism with authoritative organizations
(Zott & Huy, 2007), or through the release of
milestone news to obtain industry media and
investor recognition (Petkova et al., 2013),
obtaining the audience’s recognition is easier,
thus obtaining entrepreneurial legitimacy.
Second, the signal theory emphasizes the
use of impression management to help
entrepreneurial firms obtain resources. Zott and
Huy (2007) found that entrepreneurial firms can
send signals of professionalism and reliability
to the public by showing personal credit and
past achievements, and they are more likely
to obtain external resource support. Moreover,
the effect of such signaling is more evident in
the context of China’s face culture, which can
not only obtain more resource support but also
more easily form strategic alliances in social
networks (Stern et al., 2014; Yu & Chen, 2019).

Furthermore, the application of the
impression  management strategy can
effectively reduce the negative impact of
entrepreneurial failure stigma (Kibler et al.,
2017). Specifically, entrepreneurial firms
can prove the objectivity and inevitability of
entrepreneurial failure through three attribution
ways and use the adjustment of entrepreneurial
failure information to create a good impression
in the eyes of the public. Based on the findings
of Sutton and Callahan (1987), Shepherd and
Haynie (2011) further clarified three impression
management strategies and the combination of
strategy implementation about the legitimacy
maintenance of failed entrepreneurial firms.
First, entrepreneurial failure was defined from
a positive perspective. Acknowledging that the

entrepreneurial activities have stopped, the
entrepreneurial firms emphasize the positive
value of failure. For example, learning from
failure can improve a firm’s entrepreneurial and
risk assessment abilities. Failure attribution
focuses on stability and shows stakeholders
that entrepreneurial failure experience can
ensure that failure is unlikely to happen
again in the follow-up entrepreneurship
process. Second, the responsibility of denying
entrepreneurial failure is that entrepreneurs
protect the firm’'s reputation by weakening
their role in failure and attributing them to
external reasons. This kind of failure attribution
emphasizes the causal relationship and
the external track of uncontrollable. Third,
entrepreneurs advocate a negative self-
concept, emphasizing the commitment of
entrepreneurs to entrepreneurial firms, the
losses caused by failure, and the female role
of entrepreneur (Lu et al., 2020), rather than
taking failure as a positive experience, thus
arousing the sympathy of the public (Sutton &
Callahan, 1987). This kind of failure attribution
emphasizes the causal relationship and the
internal track of controllability.

Evidently, the purpose of impression
management of entrepreneurial failure stigma is
more reflected in the maintenance of legitimacy
of the failed entrepreneurial firm. That is, the
implementation of impression management
strategy makes entrepreneurial failure seem
legitimate (Singh et al., 2015). By emphasizing
some attributes, entrepreneurial firms regulate
the provision of entrepreneurial failure
information while weakening or even hiding
other attributes (Uberbacher et al., 2015), to
minimize entrepreneurial failure stigma in the
public and stakeholders and to restore the good
impression in the eyes of previous stakeholders.
Moreover, the impression management of
entrepreneurial failure stigma can support
entrepreneurs’ emotional recovery and learning
from failure (Byrne & Shepherd, 2015) and help
to establish a legal professional image in the
follow-up entrepreneurial activities.

2. Impression Management
of Entrepreneurial Failure Stigma:
A Two-path Model

21 Theoretical Model

After a failure stigma event, the failed
entrepreneurial firms often use the impression
management strategy to reduce the negative
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impact of stigma (Lashley & Pollock, 2020).
Referring to the two-component model of
impression management proposed by Leary
and Kowalski (1990), this study holds that
the implementation process of impression
management strategy after entrepreneurial
failure is a discrete process including impression
motivation and impression  construction.
Among them, impression motivation refers
to the failed entrepreneurial firms to shape
the public or stakeholders’ views on their
entrepreneurial failure. Impression construction
refers to the types and ways of impression
management strategies implemented by
failed entrepreneurial firms to satisfy and
realize impression motivation. The process
of impression management emphasizes that
impression motivation determines impression
construction, that is, under the condition of
clarifying the motivation to cope with the
stigma, the entrepreneurial firms adopt different
impression management strategies according
to the different motivations.

The impression management strategy
refers to the means adopted by entrepreneurs
to influence others’ perception of firm image.
From the perspective of impression motivation
in the two-component model, the differences in
the expected goals of the failed entrepreneurial
firms to cope with stigma also lead to different
impression management motivations. Kibler et
al. (2017) found that when the entrepreneurial
failure stigma occurs, entrepreneurial firms will

emphasize that the failure is caused by external
factors, and not their ability defects, that is, by
keeping a distance from the entrepreneurial
failure to resist the stigma, maintain their
legitimacy, try to minimize the negative impact
of failure stigma, and form avoidance motivation
to entrepreneurial failure stigma. In other related
studies, impression management motivation is
not only limited to resisting and avoiding stigma
but is also to repair the negative reputation due
to failure stigma by prosocial behavior, such
as showing firm achievements (Petkova et al.,
2013), actively participating in public welfare
activities, and cooperating with government
projects (Pache & Santos, 2013). When making
up for the difference between the current and
the expected image, failed entrepreneurial firms
try to release reliable and competitive positive
signals to the outside world. The objective is to
obtain legitimacy for re-entrepreneurship and
form the diluted motivation to entrepreneurial
failure stigma. Therefore, drawing on the
theoretical framework of the two-component
model of impression management, this study
divides impression management motivations
into two types, namely, avoidance and diluted
motivation, according to the characteristics
of entrepreneurial failure situation and the
expected goal difference of stigma response.
Furthermore, from the notion of Leary and
Kowalski (1990) that impression motivation
determines impression  construction; the
difference of impression motivation in stigma

m Two-path theoretical model of impression management
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response also determines the different types of
impression management strategies. In the field
of impression management, the discussion on
the types of impression management strategies
is mainly based on two specific forms, that is,
defensive (e.g., defense, shirking responsibility,
silence)and acquisitive (e.g., courtship, symbolic
action, showing firm achievements) strategies.
The former is a negative and passive means of
impression management, whereas the latter is
to actively influence others’ perception of their
image and reputation. Evidently, according
to the motivation types of implementing
impression management, the formation of
avoidance motivation exactly determines that
the failed entrepreneurial firms take defensive
strategy to resist stigma, whereas diluted
motivation promotes the failed entrepreneurial
firms to implement the acquisitive strategy for
impression management.

Therefore, based on the two-component
model of impression management, this study
divides the motivation of coping with stigma
after entrepreneurial failure into avoidance
and diluted motivation. According to this
classification and the findings of Bolino et
al. (2008, 2016) and Yu and Chen (2019),
impression management strategies are divided
into defensive and acquisitive strategies.
Moreover, a two-path theoretical model of
impression management for entrepreneurial
failure stigma was constructed (Fig. 1).

2.2 Selection Mechanism of Impression
Management Strategy

Combined with the results of Fig. 1, according
to the formation mechanism of ‘impression
motivation ~—  impression  construction’
(Leary & Kowalski, 1990), when firms are
stimulated by failure stigma events in the
entrepreneurial process, they will produce two
different impression motivations (avoidance
and diluted motivations). In addition, different
impression motivations have a different
impression construction strategy, which leads
to two ways of impression management
strategies for coping with entrepreneurial
failure stigma: ‘avoidance motivation —
defensive strategy’ and ‘diluted motivation —
acquisitive strategy’. Furthermore, how does
the differentiated impression motivation form?
How does impression motivation feedback the
selection of impression management strategy
of failed entrepreneurial firms? The selection

mechanism of different types of impression
management strategies needs to be explored.

According to the two-component model of
impression management of Leary and Kowalski
(1990), the main factors influencing impression
motivation include three aspects: (1) the degree
of correlation between the organization and the
object of impression management; (2) the gap
between the expected image and the current
organizationimage; (3) the organization’s image
of publicity. When the failed entrepreneurial
firms detect the stimulation of failure stigma
on their reputation image, they will have the
consciousness of controlling the negative
impact of failure stigma, thereby forming the
impression motivation. Furthermore, under the
intervention of the above factors, the impression
motivation intensity of the entrepreneurial firms
is further affected, leading to the difference in
the expected objectives of the failure stigma
response.

First, according to the findings of Zhang
and Luo (2013) and Yang et al. (2017), when
defining clearly the causes of negative events
is difficult, crisis firms often have more room
to explain. At this time, crisis firms can obtain
stronger credibility by adopting an impression
management strategy, thus producing a strong
impression motivation. When the cause and
responsibility of the negative events are clear,
the reputation repair strategy adopted by the
crisis firms often provides the impression
management objects to form a suspicion of
“showing off.” The implementation effect of the
impression management strategy is just the
opposite, thus producing a poor impression
motivation. Based on the classification of
negative events of Zhang and Luo (2013),
this study divides the types of entrepreneurial
failure stigma into a justifiable and unjustifiable
stigma. In the stigma event situation when
the implementation object of impression
management strategy has a high degree
of relevance with the failed entrepreneurial
firms, such as the consumers with high brand
loyalty and a high degree of connection,
a certain redundancy space is provided for the
stigma response of the failed entrepreneurial
firms. In other words, based on the previous
firm cognition, the object of impression
management can accept and recognize the
passive justification of the failed entrepreneurial
firms, to avoid stigma and reduce the negative
impact of entrepreneurial failure through the
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implementation of defensive strategy. When the
object of impression management is a wider
audience, defensive strategy needs to be more
cautious in explaining the responsibility for
failure. Alittle carelessness will further aggravate
the negative impression of stakeholders on the
firm itself. Moreover, the failed entrepreneurial
firms are not only limited to avoiding failure
stigma but also expect to dilute the negative
reputation and image caused by the failure
through a series of active acquisitive strategies,
to further enhance the stakeholders’ awareness
of the positive image of the firm.

Second, Turney et al. (2001) found that the
high self-monitoring group experienced increasing
effective use of impression management
strategies than the low self-monitoring group.
High social status organizations belong to high
self-monitoring groups and are at the top of
their relative position in the industry. Compared
with their followers, they can obtain more
resources from prestige and power (Bernardino
& Freitas Santos, 2019). Therefore, when the
entrepreneurial failure stigma affects the social
status of firms in the industry, the impression
management strategy adopted by the firms
to cope with stigma may also depend on
their social status to maintain their previous
organizational image. Specifically, as the
social status of the failed entrepreneurial firms
before the failure stigma increases, forming
diluted motivation of the failure stigma and
then implementing the acquisitive strategy of
impression management will be easier. On

the contrary, as the social status decreases,
the failed entrepreneurial firms are more likely
to form avoidance motivation of the failure
stigma, to implement the defensive strategy of
impression management.

Finally, the spread and diffusion of stigma
events cannot be separated from the media
attention. If the media attention to stigma events
is high, then the organization’s image of publicity
is strong (McDonnell & King, 2013). If the media
pay attention to the failed entrepreneurial firms,
then, to pursue sensational effect, the media will
legalize entrepreneurial failure stigma recessively
in the process of information dissemination, or
attract the attention of the public through eye-
catching headlines (Xiong etal., 2011). Therefore,
the election of impression management strategy
of failed entrepreneurial firms to cope with stigma
is likely to depend on the media range that
failure stigma can affect. As the media pay more
attention to entrepreneurial failure stigma, firms
will highly think that the threat of entrepreneurial
failure stigma to their reputation and image is
greater, and the diluted motivation of the stigma
is stronger, to take the acquisitive strategy of
impression management to neutralize the stigma
attacks of the media. If the media’s attention to
entrepreneurial failure stigma is relatively limited,
then the firms’ avoidance motivation of the
failure stigma is stronger, so they can implement
a defensive strategy of impression management
to resist the stigma.

Fig. 2 depicts the selection mechanism of
impression management strategy to cope with
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entrepreneurial failure stigma for the failed
entrepreneurial firms.

Therefore, we posit the following:

Proposition 1: The types of entrepreneurial
failure stigma affect the types of impression
management strategy to cope with stigma.
Specifically, in the face of justifiable stigma, the
failed entrepreneurial firms form the avoidance
motivation and then implement a defensive
strategy of impression management. In the face
of unjustifiable stigma, the failed entrepreneurial
firms form the diluted motivation and then
implement an acquisitive strategy of impression
management.

Proposition 2: The social status of failed
entrepreneurial firms affects the types of
impression management strategies to cope with
stigma. Specifically, to cope with the negative
impact of entrepreneurial failure stigma, high
social status firms adopt an acquisitive strategy
of impression management, whereas low social
status firms adopt a defensive strategy of
impression management.

Proposition 3: The threat level of the
entrepreneurial failure stigma affects the types
of impression management strategy to cope
with stigma. Specifically, as the threat level of
entrepreneurial failure stigma increases, the
dilution motivation of the failed entrepreneurial
firms to stigma becomes stronger, and the firms
are more likely to adopt the acquisitive strategy
of impression management. If the threat level
of entrepreneurial failure stigma is relatively
low, then the avoidance motivation of the failure
stigma is stronger, and the firms are more likely
to adopt the defensive strategy of impression
management.

3.3 Application of the Theoretical
Model

Under the background of the entrepreneurial
economy, the upsurge of innovation and
entrepreneurship brings a wide reputation to
the successful entrepreneurs, and the failure
stigma also makes the failed entrepreneurial
firms ‘infamous’. How to cope with and repair
entrepreneurial failure stigma, to promote
the ‘recovery’ of the failed entrepreneurial
firms, brings management challenges to the
entrepreneurial firms and the society. The
two-path theoretical model of impression
management proposed in this study can
help the failed entrepreneurial firms to treat
the failure stigma positively and correctly

and has important implications for the
failed entrepreneurial firms to formulate the
impression management strategy of failure
stigma. Specifically, when the entrepreneurial
firms suffer from stigma events, firms can form
and judge the impression motivation of stigma
management more rationally according to the
types of stigma, the level of social status, and
the threat level of stigma, to further choose
different impression construction strategies
according to the differences of impression
motivation.

For example, when a firm is stimulated
by a stigma event caused by a previous
entrepreneurial failure, the firm can judge
whether the failure stigma is a justifiable or
unjustifiable stigma according to the public
feedback on entrepreneurial failure stigma (Yang
& Guo, 2017). If the scope of stigma influence
mainly focuses on the stakeholders of the failed
entrepreneurial firms, forming the avoidance
motivation of stigma response, to choose
a defensive strategy in the implementation of the
subsequent impression construction strategy
(Cusin & Passebois-Ducros, 2020), is more
conducive to firms because the implementation
objects of these impression management
strategies are more connected with the firms.
Or in the context of COVID-19, the public’s
attribution of entrepreneurial failure is also
biased towards external factors that are highly
uncertain. Therefore, in the choice of strategies
to deal with the entrepreneurial failure stigma,
the effect of defensive strategies of impression
management such as shirking responsibility,
defending and looking for scapegoats is more
obvious.

In general, the application of the impression
management strategy on entrepreneurial failure
stigma should pay attention to the following
aspects: First, the failed entrepreneurial firms
should have a correct understanding of failure.
In the face of failure, they can use the rhetoric
of “catharsis” to persuade themselves, interpret
failure as trial and error, show stakeholders
that failure is a necessary experience for future
success, and actively guide stakeholders’
attitude toward their failure. Second, the failed
entrepreneurial firms should keep a distance
from the negative events that cause failure
stigma, and they should try to explain that
the cause of entrepreneurial failure is caused
by external factors that are not controlled by
them. This situation will not happen again in the
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follow-up entrepreneurial process. Particularly
when failure is caused by the non-compliance
of stakeholders, the firm should quickly define
the responsible party and draw a clear line
with it and refuse to be a scapegoat. Finally,
the combined effect of defensive strategies of
impression management is more evident. For
example, concealing the truth may be immoral
but is an effective temporary measure, which
can gain time for other long-term effective
strategies, such as shirking responsibility.

Conclusions and Future Directions

To explore how to use different types of
impression management strategies to cope
with failure stigma, this study established
a two-path theoretical model of impression
management strategy. The conclusions are
as follows: according to the discrete process
of impression construction determined by
impression motivation, the stigma management
strategy of failed entrepreneurial firms has
two paths: ‘avoidance motivation — defensive
strategy of impression management and
‘diluted motivation — acquisitive strategy of
impression management’. Moreover, in the
selection mechanism of strategy, the formation
of impression motivation is affected by the
stigma type of entrepreneurial failure, the social
status of the firm organization, and the degree
of stigma threat.

A two-path theoretical model of the
impression management strategy to cope with
entrepreneurial failure stigma was proposed.
This model and its future directions have
the potential to expand the reach and impact
of impression management to cope with
entrepreneurial failure stigma. We can have the
following ideas in the future direction:

First, from the perspective of impression
management strategy, this study establishes
a two-path theoretical model of coping with
entrepreneurial failure stigma. Future research
can be based on the conceptual framework
of this theoretical model, combined with
the methods of single-factor and scenario
experiments, and design a proposal test to
determine the types of impression management
strategies of the failed entrepreneurial firms
under different stimulus conditions.

Second, the future direction can focus on
the consequences of impression management
strategy implementation in the two-path
theoretical model. According to relevant

research, the outcome variable of impression
management strategy often acts on the
acquisition and maintenance of entrepreneurial
firm legitimacy (Yu & Chen, 2019; Soubliére
& Gehman, 2020). Therefore, based on
legitimacy theory, we further infer that the
impression management strategies adopted
by failed entrepreneurial firms to cope with
failure stigma may have an impact on their
entrepreneurial legitimacy. That is, the different
combinations of defensive and acquisitive
strategies in impression management may
have a differential impact on entrepreneurial
legitimacy.

Third, the future direction can consider the
contingency effects of different cultural contexts
in the application of the two-path theoretical
model. Previous studies found that differences
in an institutional environment, specifically the
friendliness of fault-tolerance environment in
innovation and entrepreneurship, affect the
decision-making of entrepreneurs after failure.
If fault-tolerant environments are friendlier,
then entrepreneurs can more actively carry
out follow-up entrepreneurial activities after
failure. Therefore, combined with the two-
path theoretical model proposed in this study,
the future direction can examine the possible
differences in the choice of impression
management strategies to cope with failure
stigma in different cultural contexts.
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