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venture’s products/services are highly innovative. To 
help new ventures overcome the severe recruiting 
challenges they typically face, we study how entrepre-
neurs can use verbal and nonverbal communication to 
persuasively communicate their ventures’ unique fea-
tures to job seekers to enlarge their applicant pools. 
We asked a sample of individuals on the job market 
to watch videos of entrepreneurs presenting their ven-
tures’ products/services and evaluate these ventures’ 
attractiveness as employers. These evaluations indi-
cate that new ventures are considered more attrac-
tive employers when entrepreneurs communicate the 
innovativeness of ventures’ products/services and dis-
play moderate passion. Thus, the main implication of 
this study is that entrepreneurs looking for applicants 
should convey information about the novelty of their 
ventures’ products/services and display passion when 
interacting with job seekers while avoiding excessive 
outwardly manifestations of passion.

Keywords Applicant attraction · New ventures · 
Entrepreneurs’ passion · Product innovativeness

1 Introduction

Human capital is a fundamental asset for new ven-
tures (Cardon & Stevens, 2004) because it is strongly 
linked to venture survival and growth (Agarwal et al., 
2016; Unger et al., 2011). Hence, hiring talents is of 
crucial importance for these firms. Unfortunately, 

Abstract An unanswered question in studies on 
recruiting in new ventures is how entrepreneurs can 
persuasively communicate to job seekers informa-
tion about their ventures’ unique features to attract 
applicants. By building on nonverbal communication 
research, we investigate how verbally communicated 
product innovativeness and entrepreneurs’ nonverbal 
displays of passion affect applicant attraction both 
separately and in combination. We find applicant 
attraction is positively related to both communicated 
product innovativeness and entrepreneurs’ displays 
of moderate passion and negatively related to exces-
sive displays of passion. Moreover, our findings sug-
gest that displays of high passion distract job seekers 
from processing the semantic content of recruitment 
messages.

Plain English Summary In the war for talent, 
entrepreneurs interacting with job seekers should dis-
play passion but not excessively, especially when their 
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new ventures typically face severe challenges in 
recruiting talented employees (Greer et  al., 2016; 
Mayson & Barrett, 2006). In the war for talents, 
new ventures are at a competitive disadvantage with 
respect to large and established companies (Eisen-
hardt & Schoonhoven, 1990) because they are less 
familiar to job seekers (Williamson et al., 2002), have 
a high propensity to fail due to the liabilities of new-
ness and smallness they suffer from (Stinchcombe, 
1965), and are particularly vulnerable to economic 
downturns (Fort et al., 2013).

Even though research could help new ventures 
overcome recruiting challenges by developing knowl-
edge about ways to attract talents and influence their 
job choices, the scientific literature on recruiting in 
new ventures is relatively underdeveloped. In this 
work, we contribute to advancing said literature by 
investigating how entrepreneurs can communicate 
their ventures’ unique features to job seekers to per-
suade the latter to apply for job interviews. We focus 
on applicant attraction as it is the primary objective 
of recruiting (Rynes, 1991): only companies that are 
able to attract large pools of job seekers to apply for 
job interviews can be selective in hiring and increase 
the probabilities of employing talents. Despite the 
topic’s relevance, few studies focused on applicant 
attraction to new ventures.1 These studies find that 
applicant attraction is driven by some characteris-
tics of the entrepreneurs, such as their qualifications 
(Bublitz et al., 2018) and leadership behavior (Hubner 
et al., 2021), and several new ventures’ features, such 
as their communal team climate and culture, the flex-
ibility of working schedule, flat hierarchy, vision and 
mission (Moser et  al., 2017; Tumasjan et  al., 2011). 
Instead, extant studies do not examine how informa-
tion about venture attributes should be communicated 
to job seekers. Exploring this issue is essential. Infor-
mation about many venture features associated with 
superior attractiveness as employers is not publicly 
available. Hence, it must be transferred to job seekers 

by sending them persuasive recruitment messages, 
i.e., messages that persuade them to apply for job 
interviews. Moreover, in new ventures, recruitment 
communication is generally not designed by experi-
enced human resource (HR) practitioners. Since these 
ventures usually lack a specialized HR staff (Cardon 
& Stevens, 2004), recruiting activities tend to be 
managed by entrepreneurs (Longenecker et al., 1994), 
who are likely less skilled than HR practitioners in 
crafting persuasive recruiting messages (Baron et al., 
1996; Katz et al., 2000).

We ground our study on the literature that recog-
nizes both verbal expressions and nonverbal behav-
iors as conveyors of information (for a review, see 
Bonaccio et al., 2016). We posit that when entrepre-
neurs interact with job seekers (e.g., during venture 
presentations at job fairs or record employer brand-
ing videos to be spread through venture websites, 
social media, blogs, and web communities), they 
send recruitment messages by simultaneously using 
verbal and nonverbal communication.2 Building on 
nonverbal communication theories (Birdwhistell, 
1970; Burgoon et al., 1989; Ekman, 1993), we inves-
tigate the relationship of verbal and nonverbal expres-
sions with applicant attraction both separately and in 
combination.

We consider a specific verbal expression—the 
information about the novelty of a venture’s prod-
ucts/services transmitted through an entrepreneur’s 
discourse (hereafter, communicated product innova-
tiveness)—and a specific nonverbal expression—the 
affective passion displayed by the entrepreneur while 
presenting her/his venture’s products/services. Con-
sidering these two expressions is particularly appro-
priate. Product innovativeness predicts applicant 
attraction (Sommer et al., 2017). As scarce informa-
tion is usually available on new ventures’ products/
services, job seekers cannot evaluate product inno-
vativeness using public information only, but entre-
preneurs can verbally transmit information useful 
to assess it. However, job seekers do not uniformly 
evaluate new ventures’ product innovativeness; their 
product innovativeness perceptions are influenced by 1 It is worth acknowledging that, despite the dearth of works 

on applicant attraction to new ventures, a vast literature has 
investigated applicant attraction to established organizations 
(for reviews, see Chapman, Uggerslev, Carroll, Piasentin, and 
Jones 2005; Uggerslev, Fassina, and Kraichy 2012). However, 
the knowledge developed in studies on established organiza-
tions is hardly generalizable to new ventures due to the above-
mentioned peculiarities of these latter firms.

2 Verbal communication is the transfer of messages using spo-
ken words (or the language of signs, Bonaccio et  al., 2016), 
while nonverbal communication is “the sending and receiving 
of thoughts and feelings via nonverbal behavior” (Ambady and 
Weisbuch 2010: 465).
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entrepreneurs’ nonverbal expressions. Instead, dis-
played affective passion is a widely noted and read-
ily visible nonverbal cue (Li, Chen, Kotha, and Fisher 
2017) typical of entrepreneurs (Cardon et al., 2009a, 
2009b; Smilor, 1997) that plays a role in persuading 
external stakeholders to provide resources to new 
ventures (Li et al., 2017; Mitteness et al., 2012) and, 
in particular, job seekers to become applicants (Lewis 
& Cardon, 2020). In the next sections of this arti-
cle, we formulate hypotheses about the relationship 
between these verbal and nonverbal expressions and 
applicant attraction to new ventures.

To test the hypotheses, we collected unique pri-
mary data. Specifically, we asked a sample of indi-
viduals on the job market to watch nine videos of 
entrepreneurs presenting their ventures’ products/
services. After watching each video, sample individu-
als evaluated their interest in pursuing employment 
with the venture and its product innovativeness. We 
combine these data with measures of entrepreneurs’ 
displayed passion and communicated product innova-
tiveness and estimate generalized structural equation 
models. These estimates reveal that applicant attrac-
tion positively correlates with communicated product 
innovativeness and an inverse U-shaped relationship 
with entrepreneurs’ displayed passion. Moreover, 
the results of the estimates suggest that displays of 
high passion distract job seekers from processing the 
semantic content of recruitment messages.

These findings are expected to make several contri-
butions. First, we contribute to the emerging literature 
on recruiting in new ventures by bringing a commu-
nication perspective. The study moves the spotlight 
from specific unique venture attributes that attract job 
seekers to the importance of recruitment communica-
tion, suggesting that the effectiveness of a particular 
attribute depends on how the entrepreneurs commu-
nicate it. Second, we provide a twofold contribution 
to the literature on passion in entrepreneurship: we 
discuss the effects of displayed affective passion on a 
set of venture stakeholders (i.e., job seekers that may 
eventually become applicants) that have not been suf-
ficiently explored so far and, by revealing the draw-
backs of excessive displays of passion from entrepre-
neurs who are trying to attract applicants, we provide 
further evidence of the dark side of passion. Third, 
we contribute to research on persuasive communica-
tion in entrepreneurship by examining the influence 
of verbal and nonverbal expressions in juxtaposition, 

as synchronized channels, each carrying both com-
plementary and distinct meanings, and showing how 
entrepreneurs combine these two types of expressions 
when communicating with job seekers.

2  Theoretical framework

This section discusses persuasive communication in 
recruiting. We first describe how organizations send 
recruitment messages. Then, drawing on nonverbal 
communication theories (Birdwhistell, 1970; Bur-
goon et  al., 1989; Ekman, 1993), we explain what 
nonverbal behavior adds to the semantic content of 
a verbally communicated message, thus making the 
message more (or less) persuasive. In the following 
subsections, we focus on the recruiting messages sent 
by new venture entrepreneurs. A discussion on the 
relationship between communicated product inno-
vativeness and applicant attraction leads to our first 
hypothesis. Then, using insights from persuasive 
communication in recruiting, we formulate hypoth-
eses about the relationship between applicant attrac-
tion and entrepreneurs’ nonverbal displays of affec-
tive passion and the interaction between displayed 
passion and communicated product innovativeness.

2.1  Persuasive communication in recruiting

Applicant attraction is an inherently persuasive pro-
cess (Roberson et  al., 2005). Organizations send 
recruitment messages to generate job seekers’ posi-
tive assessments of the senders and make job seekers 
more willing to apply for job interviews and accept 
job offers.

Recruitment messages are sent through two broad 
forms of communication: textual and spoken. Tex-
tual communication, namely intentionally produced 
text (eventually accompanied by pictures) those job 
seekers can access, is extensively used to propagate 
recruitment messages. When job seekers begin their 
job searches, they typically evaluate potential employ-
ers through the text on company websites (Kraichy & 
Chapman, 2014), but also the text they find in online 
newspaper career columns, e-recruitment, and profes-
sional job networking sites used for job postings such 
as LinkedIn (Walker et  al., 2009). However, textual 
communication is usually less effective than spo-
ken communication, namely transferring a message 
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through spoken words to convey persuasive recruit-
ment messages (Allen et al., 2004).

When recruitment messages are sent through spo-
ken communication (in-person or online), verbal and 
nonverbal strands of communication are integrated as 
parts of overall interactions (Burgoon et  al., 2021). 
Verbal communication refers to the message that the 
speaker is transferring through her/his words that 
appeals to the intellect or reason (Aristotle 1991; 
Haskins, 2004). It is at the core of persuasion, espe-
cially in work contexts, where rationality is desired 
(Cohen and Levesque 1990). In recruitment con-
texts, verbal language is crucial for new ventures to 
attract attention (Giorgi & Weber, 2015), explain their 
products/services to potential employees (Cornelis-
sen, 2012), and convey information about themselves 
(Garud et al., 2014). Indeed, entrepreneurs use verbal 
language to legitimize and rationalize their activities 
and communicate desired images of themselves and 
their new ventures (Clarke et al., 2019). Specifically, 
the verbal channel is crucial for persuasion for cog-
nitive tasks that the listener is motivated to master, 
such as listening to a potential employer’s presenta-
tion (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Persuasion happens 
because speakers appeal to logical arguments (Rob-
erson et  al., 2005), such as statistics and facts sup-
porting their case. Indeed, persuasive recruitment 
messages should have much evidence to convince 
job seekers about the speakers’ propositions. Before 
deciding to apply for job interviews (or eventually 
accept employment offers), job seekers process the 
content of these recruitment messages and scruti-
nize verbally transmitted information (Marsh et  al., 
1997; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). However, as in all 
domains of life, also in recruitment contexts, verbal 
communication is seldom used in isolation. Instead, it 
is combined with nonverbal communication, be it in 
videos (e.g., television ads or videos spread through 
company websites, social media, blogs and web com-
munities) or in face-to-face interactions with job 
seekers (e.g., presentations in job fairs, campus visits, 
informal conversations between employer personnel 
and job seekers). Nonverbal communication entails 
those behaviors with specific communicative mean-
ings other than words themselves that include body 
movements (i.e., facial expressions, eye movement, 
gesture, posture, body orientation, proximity, and 
physical contact) and audible elements (e.g., tone of 
voice and nonlinguistic vocal signals) (for a complete 

description of nonverbal behaviors, see Duncan, 
1969; Burgoon et al., 1989).

Research on nonverbal communication suggests 
that nonverbal behavior is a ubiquitous element of 
communication across all forms of social interactions 
(Burgoon, Buller, and Woodall 1996) and that it can 
produce consensually recognized relational meanings 
within a given social community (Floyd and Ebert 
2003). Individuals make relatively quick judgments 
of others based on their nonverbal behavior (Albright, 
Kenny, and Malloy 1988). Research shows that even 
brief observations of nonverbal behavior can result 
in accurate impressions (Ambady et  al., 2000). In a 
recruitment context, nonverbal behavior was proven 
to help with “giving off signals,” displaying personal 
attributes and emotions from both the recruiter and 
the job seeker sides (Ambady et  al., 2000), and has 
shown to influence the recruiter’s assessments (e.g., 
Burgoon et al., 1985; Howard & Ferris, 1996; McEl-
roy et al., 2014; McGovern & Tinsley, 1978; Wood-
zicka, 2008). In entrepreneurship research, entre-
preneurs’ nonverbal behaviors, such as gesturing or 
displaying enthusiasm in the social interaction con-
text of a pitch, have been investigated as determinants 
of investors’ decisions (e.g., Chen et al., 2009; Clarke 
et al., 2019; Pollack et al., 2012).

Persuasive communication is virtually never 
restricted to just verbal or just nonverbal expressions. 
It usually consists of an incredibly intricate, dynamic 
combination of verbal and nonverbal expressions 
showing a highly interactive relationship. Hence, we 
build on the latest developments in communication 
literature (e.g., Burgoon et al., 2021) and take an inte-
grated view of recruitment communication, studying 
verbal and nonverbal expressions separately and in 
their interaction.

Nonverbal communication theories (Birdwhistell, 
1970; Burgoon et  al., 1989; Ekman, 1993) explain 
that nonverbal behavior serves multiple functions 
in persuasion and adds to the semantic content of a 
message, thus making the message more (or less) 
persuasive. Specifically, nonverbal behavior plays 
a dual role in persuasion. First, it has an illustrative 
function (Ekman & Friesen, 1972), i.e., it depicts and 
reinforces the semantic contents of verbally com-
municated messages. A speaker’s body movements 
and vocal elements are not accidental. Still, they 
are often tightly coupled to the semantic contents of 
the message the speaker wishes to convey (see e.g., 
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Kelly et  al., 2010); thus, they reinforce these con-
tents (Ambady & Rosenthal, 1992; Huang & Pearce, 
2015). Moreover, body movements and vocal ele-
ments help speakers express their emotions and, in so 
doing, catalyze the listeners’ attention (e.g., Hansen 
and Hansen 1988; Niedenthal and Kitayama, 1994; 
Öhman et al., 2001). As “emotions are powerful trig-
gers of attention” (Steigenberger & Wilhelm, 2018: 
532), emotion-laden information is more visible and 
more likely to be carefully processed by listeners 
(Bower and Forgas, 2001; Forgas & George, 2001). 
Second, nonverbal behavior conveys non-semantic 
information, e.g., about the personality or personal 
background of the speaker, her/his cultural context, 
and emotional state (e.g., Krauss et al., 1996; Marsh 
et al., 1997), which enriches the semantic content of 
the message. For example, nonverbal behavior that 
conveys less immediacy (e.g., reduced eye contact) 
leads to impressions of a speaker as relatively less 
engaging, cold, or unsociable; increased pauses in a 
speech lead to images of the speaker as less compe-
tent and credible (e.g., Burgoon et al., 1990); a speak-
er’s posture can indicate the nature of the social rela-
tionship with other participants (Laver, 1999). In sum, 
the non-semantic information conveyed by nonverbal 
behavior makes the speaker’s messages more (or less) 
persuasive, regardless of the message content.

2.2  The relationship between verbally communicated 
product innovativeness and applicant attraction

Here, we direct our attention to the use of verbal com-
munication by new venture entrepreneurs to send 
persuasive recruitment messages. Specifically, we 
discuss the relationship between communicated prod-
uct innovativeness and applicant’ attraction to new 
ventures.

Job seekers’ willingness to become employees of 
a specific organization is influenced by the organi-
zation’s products/services (Backhaus & Tikoo, 
2004; Moroko & Uncles, 2008). In particular, com-
panies strike as more attractive employers when job 
seekers perceive their products/services as more 
innovative (Sommer et  al., 2017). Product inno-
vativeness is a strong indicator of the company’s 
prospective market performance and potential for 
offering other innovative products/services in the 
future (Keller, 2012), and companies with superior 
performance prospects attract job seekers because 

the latter are aware that poor employers’ perfor-
mance may lead to job loss for employees (Ouimet 
& Zarutskie, 2014).

As we mentioned in the introduction, in the case 
of new ventures, job seekers are likely unable to 
assess venture product innovativeness by relying 
only on the scarce information on these products/
services that are publicly available. Accordingly, 
new venture entrepreneurs should include ver-
bal descriptions of their products/services in their 
recruitment messages to reveal product innova-
tiveness. For instance, they may verbally transmit 
information about the needs of the customers they 
address, the features of their products/services, and 
the differences between these products/services and 
those commercialized by venture competitors.

However, as different individuals differ in their 
judgments and evaluations (Stanovich, 1999), when 
job seekers are exposed to the same information 
about the venture’s products/services, they may 
differently assess product innovativeness. Accord-
ingly, several studies show that even though some 
degree of correlation exists, the product innova-
tiveness evaluations of different individuals are not 
identical (e.g., the product innovativeness ratings of 
managers and consumers; Andrews & Smith, 1996; 
Sethi et  al., 2001). Such differences may emerge 
even when individual reasoning abilities are similar. 
When job seekers process the content of the mes-
sages about a venture’s products/services sent by an 
entrepreneur, they develop subjective perceptions of 
product innovativeness based on their information, 
knowledge, and experiences (Kunz et  al., 2011). 
For instance, the evaluations of job seekers familiar 
with the venture’s technology will probably differ 
from those of job seekers who have limited knowl-
edge of this technology.

Therefore, we hypothesize that the new venture’s 
message of product innovativeness verbally com-
municated by an entrepreneur is positively related to 
applicant attraction, but this relationship is mediated 
by perceived product innovativeness, i.e., the degree 
of novelty of the venture’s products/services as per-
ceived by the job seeker. We thus formulate the fol-
lowing hypothesis:

H1: Communicated product innovativeness is posi-
tively related to applicant attraction to a new ven-



 E. Piva, S. Stroe 

1 3
Vol:. (1234567890)

ture, and this relationship is mediated by perceived 
product innovativeness.

2.3  The interaction between verbally communicated 
product innovativeness and nonverbal displays of 
affective passion

In line with nonverbal communication theories sug-
gesting that both what entrepreneurs say and how they 
say it matters (Burgoon et al., 1990), we argue that the 
extent to which job seekers attend to and comprehend 
the semantic content of entrepreneurs’ recruitment 
messages depends on the nonverbal behavior that 
accompanies verbal communication. In particular, we 
direct our attention to entrepreneurs’ nonverbal dis-
plays of affective passion (i.e., animated facial expres-
sions, gestures, and energetic body movements; Chen 
et al., 2009).3 Job seekers listening to an entrepreneur 
consciously and/or unconsciously take notice of her/
his emotional displays, including displays of affec-
tive passion (Li et  al., 2017), alongside the speech, 
and infer different things about the entrepreneur’s 
messages as a result (Clarke et  al., 2019). Nonver-
bal communication theories inform us that listeners 
respond more strongly to emotion-laden information 
than emotionally neutral information (Bower & For-
gas, 2001; Ekman, 1993). Thus, the affective passion 
displayed by an entrepreneur describing her/his ven-
ture’s products/services may reinforce verbal expres-
sions referring to venture product innovativeness by 
generating attention in the listeners and increasing 
the visibility of the semantic information (Ambady 
& Rosenthal, 1992; Damasio, 2010). The affective 
passion displayed by the entrepreneur is also likely 
to affect the probability that job seekers carefully 
process the content of the entrepreneur’s message to 
evaluate venture product innovativeness (Allred et al., 

1997). Accordingly, displayed affective passion is 
likely to strengthen the relationship between commu-
nicated product innovativeness and job seeker percep-
tion of product innovativeness (which, in turn, posi-
tively affects applicant attraction). We thus formulate 
Hypothesis 2.

H2: The affective passion displayed by an entre-
preneur while presenting her/his new venture’s 
products/services has a positive moderating effect 
on the relation between communicated product 
innovativeness and perceived product innovative-
ness.

2.4  The relationship between nonverbal displays of 
affective passion and applicant attraction

Nonverbal communication theories (Birdwhistell, 
1970; Burgoon et  al., 1989, 1990) suggest that, 
besides reinforcing the effect of verbally communi-
cated product innovativeness, nonverbal expressions 
such as entrepreneurs’ displays of affective passion 
also convey non-semantic information to job seek-
ers and are, thus, likely to influence applicant attrac-
tion directly. People hold beliefs about the traits and 
behaviors that demarcate successful entrepreneurs 
(Elenurm et  al., 2014; House et  al., 2002; Murnieks 
et  al., 2019), and displaying passion is one of those 
behaviors (Cardon et  al., 2009a, 2009b; Stroe et  al., 
2019). Passion has been demonstrated to drive the 
tenacious pursuit of goals, greater levels of persis-
tence, initiative, willingness to work long hours, and 
greater levels of effort invested in the new venture 
pursuit (Bierly et  al., 2000; Cardon et  al., 2009a, 
2009b, 2013; Murnieks et  al., 2014; Cardon et  al., 
2013). Hence, displaying passion conveys informa-
tion about the entrepreneur’s increased commitment 
to putting enough time and effort into her/his ven-
ture to ensure success (Cardon et al., 2009a, 2009b). 
In the entrepreneurial process, commitment is criti-
cal to implementing productive business activities 
(Moore, 1986) and ensuring ventures succeed (Erik-
son, 2002; Klofsten, 1994). Displays of affective pas-
sion thus signal an entrepreneur’s commitment to put 
effort into her/his venture to overcome the obstacles 
of the entrepreneurial journey, fulfill entrepreneurial 
role demands, and create and sustain a viable venture 
(Cardon et al., 2009a, 2009b; Vallerand et al., 2003). 

3 The objects of an entrepreneur’s passion can be manifold; 
e.g., the venture in general, the entrepreneur’s role as a founder 
or inventor, and the product (Cardon et al., 2009a, 2009b; War-
nick et al., 2018). Moreover, the type of passion the entrepre-
neur experiences can be harmonious or obsessive (Stroe et al., 
2020; Vallerand et al., 2003). The object and the type of expe-
rienced passion are out of the scope of this study. In this work, 
we focus on affective external expressions of passion as dis-
played to the outside world, regardless of the internal experi-
ence of passion, its type, or object (see Chen et  al., 2009 for 
another example of affective displayed passion).
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Therefore, displayed passion is likely to persuade job 
seekers that venture performance prospects are good, 
thus attracting applicants.

However, increasing displays of affective passion 
are likely to positively influence applicant attraction 
only up to a threshold level, beyond which further 
increases will reduce applicant attraction. Indeed, 
job seekers might interpret excessive displays of 
affective passion negatively. Too intense passion 
has been shown to deteriorate others’ assessment of 
the individual’s trustworthiness and approachability 
(Ho & Pollack, 2014; Philippe et al., 2010). Moreo-
ver, excessive displays of passion might indicate that 
the entrepreneur is rigid, unreceptive to feedback, 
and inflexible (Cardon, 2008; Thorgren & Wincent, 
2013; Vallerand et al., 2003). Such characteristics of 
the entrepreneur may lead to dysfunctional outcomes 
such as biased decision-making, misguided efforts to 
move forward with the new venture despite negative 
feedback, blind persistence, irrational escalation of 
commitment, as well as negative work relationship 
quality and work conflicts (Branzei & Zietsma, 2003; 
Vallerand et al., 2007), thus eventually having adverse 
effects on the venture. Consequently, we expect the 
entrepreneurs’ displayed affective passion to have 
a curvilinear relationship with applicant attraction; 
displayed passion is positively related to applicant 
attraction up to a threshold beyond which displayed 
passion is negatively associated with applicant attrac-
tion. Therefore, we set forth the following hypothesis.

H3: There is an inverted U-shaped relationship 
between the affective passion displayed by an 
entrepreneur while presenting her/his new ven-
ture’s products/services and applicant attraction to 
the venture.

Our hypotheses are summarized in Fig. 1.

3  Methods

3.1  Participants and procedures

To test our hypotheses, we exposed study partici-
pants to stimulus presentations, and following these 
presentations, we asked them to answer the ques-
tions included in three separate questionnaires. These 
answers were used to build measures of the key con-
structs analyzed in the study.

The study participants comprised 101 Italian grad-
uate students in the final term of their Master of Sci-
ence degree in Management Engineering at an Ital-
ian public technical university. All participants were 
either already on the job market or about to enter the 
job market for professional work. Using samples of 
students is a widespread practice in empirical studies 
on applicant attraction (see, e.g., Allen et  al., 2007; 
Allred et  al., 1997; Rau & Hyland, 2002; Roberson 
et al., 2005). It is worth noting that, for our study, stu-
dents are not a convenience sample but a theoretically 
relevant sample of future new venture employees 
(Grégoire et al., 2019; Hsu et al., 2017). The mean age 
of the 101 participants was 24 years, and 27 partici-
pants (27%) were female. This age range and gender 
distribution mirror the results of the start-up survey 
conducted in 2016 by the Italian National Institute of 
Statistics and the Italian Ministry of Economic Devel-
opment (ISTAT, 2018). This survey indeed reveals 
that most Italian start-up employees are recent gradu-
ates, and about one out of four employees are female.

Following similar studies (e.g., Davis et al., 2017; 
Elpers et al., 2003; Elpers et al., 2004), we employed 
stimuli taken directly from the domain of interest. 
The stimuli consisted of 12 videos of entrepreneurs 
presenting their ventures’ products/services. To main-
tain consistency across the stimuli, we selected the 12 
ventures among those located in the incubators of two 

Fig. 1  Conceptual model
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well-known Italian universities that were founded in 
the last 4  years and had already recruited their first 
employees. As none of these incubated ventures 
already had recruitment videos we could use, we had 
to record them (for details on video recording and 
editing, see the Appendix).

All the ventures had already obtained external financ-
ing from venture capitalists, business angels, or crowd-
funding campaigns or were closing deals with profes-
sional investors. The entrepreneurs who recorded the 
videos ranged from 28 to 46  years. The ventures pre-
sented in the videos had substantial heterogeneity as to 
the industry of operation; they operated in the follow-
ing domains: agritech, AI, electronics, energy, finance, 
health, new materials, pharma, sport, and two-sided plat-
forms. All the videos lasted between 2:30 and 3:30 min.

The administration of the video stimuli to the par-
ticipants was always organized in the same way. After 
completing an initial briefing (for details on this brief-
ing and, more in general, on the organization of video 
shows, see the Appendix again), a first questionnaire 
was distributed, and the projection of the videos 
started. Because of time constraints and to reduce par-
ticipant fatigue, each participant watched nine of the 
12 stimulus videos. To reduce the possibility of biases 
stemming from order effects, each respondent group 
watched and evaluated the videos in randomly deter-
mined order sets (Elpers et  al., 2004). Within each 
of these sets, the order of the videos was also rand-
omized. After watching each stimulus video, partici-
pants evaluated the attractiveness of an employer of 
the venture presented and their willingness to accept 
job offers from this venture. When all present partici-
pants had completed the evaluation, the projection of 
the following video started. After watching the nine 
videos, study participants returned the completed 
questionnaires, and two other questionnaires were dis-
tributed. The second questionnaire was focused on the 
participants’ demographic and individual characteris-
tics. The third questionnaire measured the perceived 
product innovativeness of the ventures presented in 
the videos and the respondents’ familiarity with these 
products/services. As study participants were asked 
to fill in this last questionnaire several minutes after 
watching the videos, the question aimed at evaluating 
the perceived product innovativeness of each venture 
was preceded by a three-line description of the ven-
ture’s product(s)/service(s) to refresh any forgotten 
details about the products/services.

It is worth acknowledging that before starting data 
collection, we pilot-tested the data collection tool with 
three research assistants of similar age as the study par-
ticipants. The aim of the pilot test was twofold. First, 
we wanted to be sure that all the three-line descriptions 
were faithful to the video presentations. Second, we 
aimed at collecting information to evaluate whether the 
number of questions in the questionnaires and/or the 
number of videos shown to study participants were to 
be reduced to alleviate the risk of survey fatigue dur-
ing data collection. The pilot test confirmed the appro-
priateness of the descriptions and the feasibility of the 
data collection tool.

The data collection resulted in a sample of 909 
video-participant observations.

3.2  Measures

Dependent variable: applicant attraction to the 
venture The dependent variable captures the 
interest of study participants in pursuing employ-
ment with the focal venture. We measure it with 
the three questions reported in Table  1. Research-
ers use these questions as accepted measures of 
applicant attraction (Harris & Fink, 1987; Kam-
meyer-Mueller & Liao, 2006; Turban & Dough-
erty, 1992; Turban et al., 1998). In our sample, the 
internal consistency reliability of this scale is high 
(α = 0.92). The dependent variable Attraction is 
thus computed for each respondent as the average 
of the answers the focal respondent provided to the 
three questions.

Independent variable: displayed affective pas-
sion After recording the videos and before starting 
the data collection, two independent observers (i.e., 
one author that was not involved in the video registra-
tion and one research assistant) evaluated the entre-
preneurs’ displayed affective passion using the scale 
developed by Chen et  al., (2009: 204) and subse-
quently validated in various entrepreneurship studies 
(e.g., Davis et al., 2017; Mitteness et al., 2012). Since 
the entrepreneurs presented their ventures while 
seated, we dropped the item “the presenter had ener-
getic body movements” and asked the two observ-
ers to evaluate only the five items listed in Table  1. 
The values of α for the two observers are 0.83 and 
0.91, and the inter-rater reliability is significant 
(r = 0.952,  p < 0.000,  n = 12). We thus computed the 
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Table 1  Descriptions of the variables

Variables Descriptions

Dependent variable
Attraction Average of the answers provided by the focal participant to the following three questions:

(i) “How attractive is this venture as an employer for you?” (Answers were provided using a seven-
point scale from 1 = not attractive to 7 = very attractive);

(ii) “How likely would you be to accept a job if offered by this venture?” (Answers were provided 
using a seven-point scale from 1 = not likely to 7 = very likely);

(iii) “How likely is it that this venture would be your first choice as an employer?” (Answers were 
provided using a seven-point scale from 1 = not likely to 7 = very likely)

Independent variables
Displayed_Passion Average of two independent observers’ assessments of the following five items: (i) the entrepreneur 

had rich body language, (ii) the entrepreneur showed animated facial expressions, (iii) the entrepre-
neur’s face lit up when he talked, (iv) the entrepreneur used a lot of gestures, and (v) the entrepre-
neur talked with varied tone and pitch. Each item was rated by the two observers using a seven-point 
scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree

Communicated_Prod_Inno Average of the experts’ evaluations of the following five items: (i) the technology this product/service 
incorporates is new to me, (ii) the benefits this product/service offers are new to me, (iii) the product/
service features are novel/unique to me, (iv) this product/service introduced many completely 
new features to the market, and (v) this product/service offers dramatic improvements to existing 
product/service features. Each item was rated using a seven-point scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 
7 = strongly agree

Mediator
Perceived_Prod_Inno Average of participant’s evaluations of the following five items: (i) the technology this product/service 

incorporates is new to me, (ii) the benefits this product/service offers are new to me, (iii) the product/
service features are novel/unique to me, (iv) this product/service introduced many completely 
new features to the market, and (v) this product/service offers dramatic improvements to existing 
product/service features. Each item was rated using a seven-point scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 
7 = strongly agree

Control variables
Participant_Gender Dummy equals to one for female participants and zero for male participants
Participant_Age Age (in years) of the participant
New_Ventures_Appeal Participant’s answer to the question: “If you received two similar job offers (= same activities and 

salary), one from an established company and one from a new venture, which one would you most 
likely accept?”. Answers were provided using a seven-point scale from 1 = the established company 
to 7 = the new venture

Student_Avg_Mark Average of the marks the participant student obtained in the Master of Science courses he/she 
attended. The variable ranges between 18 and 30

Entrepreneur_Age Age (in years) of the entrepreneur
Entrepreneur_Attractiveness The measure of the entrepreneur’s physical attractiveness. In line with prior studies (e.g., Garcia et al., 

1991), we built the variable with the following procedure. Eight graduate students (four females and 
four males) of similar age and in a similar stage of their studies as study participants, and blind to 
the purposes of our research, watched the first 20 s of each video with the sound muted. Then, they 
were asked to rate the overall physical attractiveness of each entrepreneur. Raters made independ-
ent assessments on a seven-point scale from 1 = physically very unattractive to 7 = physically very 
attractive. The internal consistency of the ratings was significant (r = .890, p < 0.000, n = 12), thus 
justifying using the mean of the ratings to measure entrepreneurs’ physical attractiveness

Video_Length Video length in seconds
Venture_Familiarity Dummy equals to one if the participant already knew the entrepreneur or had already heard about the 

venture and its activity before watching the video, and zero otherwise
Problem_Familiarity Participant assessment of her/his familiarity with the problem/need addressed by the venture. Famili-

arity is evaluated using a seven-point scale from 1 (= the participant is not familiar with the problem/
need addressed by the venture) to 7 (= the participant is very familiar with the problem/need 
addressed by the venture)
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variable Displayed_Passion by averaging the evalua-
tions of all items provided by the two observers.4

Independent variable: communicated product 
innovativeness As a measure of communicated 
product innovativeness, we used the assessments of 
experts familiar with the technologies and industries 
of sample ventures and with substantial knowledge 
about competing products/services. In particular, we 
used the consensual assessment technique (Amabile 
et  al., 1996; Grant & Berry, 2011), which is well 
established in creativity research (Amabile & Muel-
ler, 2007) and has also been used in entrepreneurship 
experiments (e.g., Frederiks et al., 2019; Shepherd & 
DeTienne, 2005). Five independent experts in innova-
tion and entrepreneurship in general and in the evalu-
ation of start-ups in particular5 rated each venture’s 
communicated product innovativeness. These evalua-
tions were based solely on the contents of the entre-
preneurs’ messages. The experts read the transcripts 

of the 12 videos without watching them, then were 
asked to rate communicated product innovative-
ness using the five-item scale developed by Lee and 
Colarelli O’Connor (2003) and reported in Table  1. 
The scale shows good reliability, with Cronbach’s 
alphas between 0.77 and 0.96. The inter-rater reliabil-
ity of the experts’ average scores is significant (r = 0.8
54, p < 0.000, n = 12). We thus computed the variable 
Communicated_Prod_Inno by averaging the answers 
to all items provided by all evaluators.

Mediator variable: Perceived product innova-
tiveness For each study participant, we computed 
Perceived_Prod_Inno as the average of the answers 
provided by the focal participant to the five items 
of the above-mentioned scale by Lee and Colarelli 
O’Connor (2003). Items were rated using the same 
scale used by the experts (α = 0.84).

Table 2 reports the factor loadings for all the items 
of the scales used to build the four variables described 
so far.

Control variables The models reported in Sect.  4 
include several controls from the applicant attraction 
literature (more details about how the controls were 
computed are reported in Table 1).

The first set of controls includes four variables 
capturing the individual characteristics of study par-
ticipants. In line with prior works on applicant attrac-
tion (for a review, see Chapman et al., 2005), we con-
trol for participant gender (Participant_Gender) and 
age (Participant_Age). We do not control for partici-
pant race because there is no racial heterogeneity in 
the group of participants in our study. As study par-
ticipants may differ in their propensities to include 
new ventures in their consideration set of prospective 
employers, we control for the appeal of working in 
new ventures compared to established organizations 

Table 1  (continued)

Variables Descriptions

Industry_Attractiveness Participant assessment of the attractiveness of the industry where the venture operates. Attractiveness 
is assessed using a seven-point Likert scale from 1 (= the participant would not work in companies 
operating in the venture industry) to 7 (= the participant would very much work in companies oper-
ating in the venture industry). To collect these assessments, at the end of the second questionnaire, 
we asked respondents to evaluate how much they would work in companies operating in a series of 
industries. These industries were listed in alphabetical order and included all the industries where the 
ventures presented in the 12 videos operated, plus a couple of other industries. The variable was then 
developed considering only the participant’s evaluation of the venture industry for each venture

4 To check whether the evaluations provided by the two 
observers were similar to those that could have been pro-
vided by study participants, we also showed the videos to 10 
students with similar demographics to study participants and 
asked them to evaluate entrepreneurs’ displayed affective pas-
sion. The 10 students used the same scale used by the author 
and the research assistant. The inter-rater reliability computed 
considering the two observers and the 10 students is very high 
(r = 0.993,  p < 0.000,  n = 12). Moreover, the results discussed 
in the following section do not change if Displayed_Passion is 
computed by averaging the answers to all scale items provided 
by the 10 students.
5 The five experts were chosen so as to have different comple-
mentary expertise: (1) the Chief Operating Officer of an Italian 
Incubator, (2) a Professor in Innovation at an Italian Univer-
sity and Director of the University Incubator, (3) a Professor in 
Entrepreneurship in an Italian University and Scientific direc-
tor of a local Startup competition, (4) the Head of Dealflow in 
an Italian equity crowdfunding platform, and (5) the Invest-
ment Director in a venture capital fund that invests in start-ups, 
SMEs and academic spin-offs.
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(New_Ventures_Appeal). Finally, we control for par-
ticipants’ human capital as proxied by the average 
mark of the focal student in the Master of Science 
courses he/she attended (Student_Avg_Mark). Partici-
pants’ human capital may affect their ability to pro-
cess the messages sent by entrepreneurs, thus influ-
encing participant attraction to the venture.

The second set of controls includes three video-
specific variables. Entrepreneur_Age and Entrepre-
neur_Attractiveness capture individual characteris-
tics of the entrepreneur who speaks in each recorded 
video. The age of the entrepreneur (Entrepreneur_
Age) may have contrasting effects on applicant 
attraction. On the one hand, in line with homophily 
arguments (McPherson et al., 2001), similarity posi-
tively affects individual attraction. Hence, young 
job seekers may be more attracted by younger 
entrepreneurs. On the other hand, job seekers may 
be more attracted to working with older entrepre-
neurs because the latter are likely to be more expe-
rienced than younger entrepreneurs. We also con-
trol for the entrepreneur’s physical attractiveness 
(Entrepreneur_Attractiveness) since a communi-
cator’s physical attractiveness is shown to enhance 

her/his persuasiveness (Chaiken, 1979). We do not 
control for the entrepreneur’s gender and race, as 
all entrepreneurs are Caucasian males. To account 
for differences across the video descriptions used 
in the study, we control for the length of the video 
(Video_Length).

The list of controls includes three additional vari-
ables. Since a fundamental driver of applicant attrac-
tion is organizational familiarity (Uggerslev et  al., 
2012), i.e., the likelihood that an employer comes to 
a job seeker’s mind (Keller, 1993), we control for the 
participants’ familiarity with the focal venture (Ven-
ture_Familiarity).6 We also control for the partici-
pant’s familiarity with the problem/need addressed by 

Table 2  Factor loadings of 
the scales used

Attraction Displayed_
Passion

Communicated_
Prod_Inno

Perceived_
Prod_Inno

Attraction_item1 0.90
Attraction_item2 0.95
Attraction_item3 0.92
Displayed_Passion_item1 0.87
Displayed_Passion_item2 0.88
Displayed_Passion_item3 0.75
Displayed_Passion_item4 0.79
Displayed_Passion_item5 0.90
Communicated_Prod_Inno_item1 0.93
Communicated_Prod_Inno_item2 0.90
Communicated_Prod_Inno_item3 0.96
Communicated_Prod_Inno_item4 0.97
Communicated_Prod_Inno_item5 0.93
Perceived_Prod_Inno_item1 0.68
Perceived_Prod_Inno_item2 0.78
Perceived_Prod_Inno_item3 0.85
Perceived_Prod_Inno_item4 0.85
Perceived_Prod_Inno_item5 0.78
Eigenvalue 2.57 3.54 4.41 3.14
Variance explained 86% 71% 88% 63%

6 To avoid that prior information possibly possessed by the 
respondents about the entrepreneurs and the ventures pre-
sented in the videos may engender biases, we repeated the 
estimates excluding the 90 observations where Venture_
Familiarity was equal to 1 (and excluding Venture_Familiar-
ity from the list of controls). The results of these additional 
estimates are not significantly different from those reported in 
the following. These additional estimates are available from 
the authors upon request.
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the focal venture (Problem_Familiarity). Finally, we 
control for the participant’s assessment of the attrac-
tiveness of the industry where the focal venture oper-
ated (Industry_Attractiveness). We include this con-
trol because job seekers may have a particular interest 
in products commercialized or technologies used in 
a specific industry, so they might prefer that industry 
and the respective employers to others (Wilden et al., 
2010).

In Table 3, we show the summary statistics of the 
variables included in the analysis, whereas in Table 4, 
we report the correlation matrix. The explanatory 
variables are, in general, poorly correlated. However, 
to assess potential multicollinearity, we computed the 
variance inflation factors (VIF) by estimating a model 
including Attraction as the dependent variable and 
all the remaining variables as explanatory variables 
using an OLS estimator. The mean VIF is 1.07, with 
a maximum VIF of 1.35. These values are well below 
the corresponding thresholds of 6 and 10, respec-
tively (Hair et al., 2009: 193). We thus concluded that 
multicollinearity is not a problem in our estimates.

3.3  Statistical procedures

Since data for both the dependent variable (Attrac-
tion) and the mediator (Perceived_Prod_Inno) were 
collected from the same source, we address the possi-
bility of common method bias influencing the results 
of the analysis. To help mitigate the potential effects 

of common method bias, both procedural and statis-
tical remedies were employed (Podsakoff & Organ, 
1986; Podsakoff et  al., 2003). First, the dependent 
and mediator variables were separated proximally in 
the survey to reduce the participant’s ability to use 
responses to prior questions to choose subsequent 
responses. We collected the data used to build Attrac-
tion at the beginning of the data collection session 
through the first questionnaire, and the data used to 
build Perceived_Prod_Inno at the end of the session 
through the third questionnaire that study participants 
filled in after returning the previous questionnaires. 
Second, Harman’s one-factor analysis does not show 
a dominant first unrotated principal component, indi-
cating that common method bias should not affect the 
findings unduly (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986). Third, 
we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to 
assess the fit of a single-factor model (all items load-
ing on one factor). The single-factor model showed 
a very poor fit (CFI: 0.57; TLI: 0.40; RMSEA: 0.31; 
SRMR: 0.17); this confirmed the absence of com-
mon method bias. Fourth, following Podsakoff and 
colleagues (2003), we used the common latent factor 
technique. Specifically, we focused on the model con-
taining two latent factors, respectively measured by 
the three items considered to build Attraction and the 
five items used to build Perceived_Prod_Inno, and 
we compared the standardized regression weights of 
this model with and without a common latent factor, 
computed using the software AMOS. The differences 
between regression weights in all paths of the model 

Table 3  Means and 
standard deviations of 
dependent and explanatory 
variables

Variable Mean Std. dev Min Max

Attraction 3.339 1.372 1.000 7.000
Displayed_Passion 3.709 1.461 1.800 6.300
Communicated_Prod_Inno 4.480 0.993 3.320 6.240
Perceived_Prod_Inno 4.511 1.207 1.000 7.000
Participant_Gender 0.267 0.443 0.000 1.000
Participant_Age 24.238 0.677 23.000 27.000
New_Ventures_Appeal 2.970 1.602 1.000 7.000
Student_Avg_Mark 27.550 1.406 22.545 30.000
Entrepreneur_Age 33.495 6.585 28.000 46.000
Entrepreneur_Attractiveness 3.327 1.309 1.667 5.333
Video_Length 174.499 27.644 133.000 210.000
Venture_Familiarity 0.099 0.299 0.000 1.000
Problem_Familiarity 3.516 1.641 1.000 7.000
Industry_Attractiveness 3.942 1.705 1.000 7.000
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without and with the common latent factor were less 
than 0.2. These results further suggest that common-
method bias is not likely to influence our study’s 
results, permitting us to proceed with hypotheses 
testing.

Furthermore, since the data used in the current 
study are nested within individuals evaluating attrac-
tion to new ventures (level 2) based on (perceived 
and actual) characteristics of both the ventures and 
the entrepreneurs (level 1), we checked for the need 
to use multilevel modeling techniques. Following 
Heck et  al. (2010), we partitioned the variances in 
both Attraction and Perceived_Prod_Inno into their 
within- and between-group components. To meas-
ure the between-group variances, we calculated the 
intra-class correlation (ICC). Our ICC calculations 
are 0.20 and 0.15 for Attraction and Perceived_
Prod_Inno, respectively. These values support the 
use of multilevel modeling techniques. Therefore, 
to test our hypotheses, we resort to structural equa-
tion modeling and simultaneously estimate two equa-
tions. The first equation represents the path from the 
independent variable Communicated_Prod_Inno to 
the mediator Perceived_Prod_Inno, while the second 
equation represents the path from Perceived_Prod_
Inno to the dependent variable Attraction. Given the 
double-censored nature of Perceived_Prod_Inno 
and Attraction, we employ the GSEM Stata com-
mand specifying a Gaussian link for both equations. 
Both equations include all the above-listed controls 
from applicant attraction literature. As a robustness 
check, we excluded the controls from the first equa-
tion; the results are in line with those discussed in the 
following.

4  Results

We hypothesize that the relationship between com-
municated product innovativeness and applicant 
attraction is (at least partially) mediated by perceived 
product innovativeness (see again Fig.  1). Thus, in 
line with the recommendation by Zhao et al. (2010), 
before running the GSEM estimates we used the 
Preacher and Hayes (2004, 2008) bootstrap procedure 
to establish whether there is evidence for mediation. 
Specifically, we performed regression-based media-
tion analyses, estimating all the paths depicted in 
Fig.  2, and assessed the confidence interval of the 
indirect relation between Communicated_Prod_Inno 
and Attraction via Perceived_Prod_Inno by draw-
ing 500 bootstrap samples from the original sample. 
This relation is positive and significant as zero is not 
included in the bias-corrected 99 percent confidence 
interval with a lower limit of 0.102 and an upper limit 
of 0.172. We, therefore, conclude that there is evi-
dence for mediation of Perceived_Prod_Inno on the 
relationship between Communicated_Prod_Inno and 
Attraction.

To test the hypotheses, we adopted a two-step 
approach (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988): we first con-
firmed the measurement model using CFA and then 
performed GSEM. We performed CFA for the key 
variables in the study (i.e., not including control vari-
ables) and used the items as separate indicators for 
the constructs. The measurement model results indi-
cated a good fit to the data (CFI = 0.95; TLI: 0.85; 
RMSEA = 0.07; SRMR: 0.03).

The multilevel results of the GSEM analyses are 
displayed in Table  5. Models 1 and 2 explore the 

Fig. 2  Graphical repre-
sentation of the mediation 
model
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relations of the explanatory and control variables to 
the mediator (Perceived_Prod_Inno), while model 
3 explores the relations to the dependent variable 
Attraction.

To test Hypothesis 1, we rely on models 1 and 
3. The estimates of these models reveal that, in 
line with our hypothesis, Perceived_Prod_Inno 
mediates the relation between Communicated_
Prod_Inno and Attraction. Specifically, the non-
significant coefficient of Communicated_Prod_
Inno in model 3 indicates the absence of a direct 
relation between communicated product innova-
tiveness and applicant attraction (“indirect only 
mediation”; Zhao et  al., 2010). Conversely, there 
is a positive association between Communicated_
Prod_Inno and Perceived_Prod_Inno (model 1: 
b = 0.40, p = 0.000), and Perceived_Prod_Inno, in 
turn, has a positive relation with Attraction (Model 
3: b = 0.39, p = 0.000). Thus, Hypothesis 1 is 
supported.

To test the moderating effect of displayed affec-
tive passion on the relation between communicated 
product innovativeness and perceived innovativeness 
(i.e., Hypothesis 2), we resort to model 2, where we 

insert the interactive term Displayed_Passion × Com-
municated_Prod_Inno. The coefficients of both the 
interactive term and the interacted variables are sig-
nificant. Contrary to our hypothesized positive mod-
erating effect of displayed affective passion, we find 
that the coefficient of Displayed_Passion × Communi-
cated_Prod_Inno is negative (b = − 0.18, p = 0.000), 
while the coefficients of both Displayed_Passion 
and Communicated_Prod_Inno are positive.7 Thus, 
Hypothesis 2 is not supported. To better understand 
this unexpected result, we plot the relations between 
Communicated_Prod_Inno and Perceived_Prod_Inno 
for both low and high values of Displayed_Passion 
(respectively, the mean value of Displayed_Passion 
minus one standard deviation and the mean value 
plus one standard deviation) in Fig. 3. As the figure 

Table 5  Results of GSEM estimates

Legend: † p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. The table reports the unstandardized factor loadings

DV: Perceived_Prod_Inno DV: Attraction

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

a0 Constant 0.464 (1.832)  − 1.742 (1.869)  − 1.414 (3.226)
a1 Displayed_Passion 0.132 (0.030) *** 0.939 (0.190) *** 0.680 (0.163) ***
a2 Displayed_Passion × Displayed_Passion - -  − 0.087 (0.022) ***
a3 Communicated_Prod_Inno 0.398 (0.040) *** 0.930 (0.130) *** 0.049 (0.041)
a4 Displayed_Passion × Communicated_Prod_Inno -  − 0.176 (0.041) *** -
a5 Perceived_Prod_Inno - - 0.343 (0.034) ***
a6 Participant_Gender 0.481 (0.090) *** 0.481 (0.087) *** 0.324 (0.160) *
a7 Participant_Age 0.048 (0.059) 0.048 (0.057) 0.201 (0.105) †
a8 New_Ventures_Appeal 0.049 (0.024) * 0.050 (0.023) * 0.065 (0.043)
a9 Student_Avg_Mark  − 0.005 (0.028)  − 0.006 (0.027)  − 0.169 (0.050) **
a10 Entrepreneur_Age 0.015 (0.006) ** 0.012 (0.006) † 0.035 (0.007) ***
a11 Entrepreneur_Attractiveness  − 0.083 (0.031) **  − 0.122 (0.032) *** 0.025 (0.029)
a12 Video_Length  − 0.002 (0.001)  − 0.002 (0.001)  − 0.009 (0.002) ***
a13 Venture_Familiarity  − 0.325 (0.138) *  − 0.359 (0.138) ** 0.473 (0.134) ***
a14 Problem_Familiarity 0.067 (0.024) ** 0.067 (0.024) ** 0.230 (0.025) ***
a15 Industry_Attractiveness 0.091 (0.023) *** 0.083 (0.023) *** 0.180 (0.023) ***

N. of observations 909 909 909
χ2 test:  a1 =  a2 = 0 - - 18.03 (2)***

7 To gain further insights into the relationships between our 
main variables, we inserted the interactive term Displayed_
Passion × Communicated_Prod_Inno also in the applicant 
attraction equation. The coefficients of both the interactive 
term and the interacted variables were not significant. The 
results of these estimates are available from the authors upon 
request.
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clearly shows, communicated product innovativeness 
has a strong positive association with perceived inno-
vativeness for low values of Displayed_Passion. Con-
versely, when entrepreneurs display high passion in 
describing their ventures’ products/services (i.e., the 
value of Displayed_Passion is high), there is no rela-
tion between communicated product innovativeness 
and perceived innovativeness.

Regarding the direct relation between displayed 
affective passion and applicant attraction, we check 
for the presence of a curvilinear relationship through 
Model 3 by inserting both Displayed_Passion and the 
squared term Displayed_Passion × Displayed_Pas-
sion in the equation on applicant attraction. The coef-
ficients of both terms are significant, and the null 
hypothesis that these coefficients are jointly equal 
to null is rejected by the χ2 test reported at the bot-
tom of Table 5. In particular, the coefficient of Dis-
played_Passion is positive (b = 0.68, p = 0.000), while 
the squared term coefficient is negative (b =  − 0.09, 
p = 0.000). Thus, as Fig.  4 clearly shows, the direct 
relation between displayed affective passion and 
applicant attraction is inverted U-shaped: applicant 
attraction first increases with displayed affective pas-
sion up to a threshold (corresponding to the median 
value of Displayed_Passion), then it decreases when 
displayed affective passion further increases. Job 
seekers are more attracted to new ventures if the 

entrepreneurs display moderate levels of affective 
passion, whereas entrepreneurs who display exces-
sive affective passion turn applicants away from 
their ventures. We thus conclude that Hypothesis 3 is 
supported.

The estimates of Models 1 and 3 also shed light 
on the unhypothesized direct relationship between 
displayed affective passion and perceived innovative-
ness. The positive and significant coefficient of Dis-
played_Passion in Model 1 (b = 0.13, p = 0.000) indi-
cates that the greater the affective passion displayed 
by an entrepreneur when presenting her/his venture’s 
product(s)/service(s), the more innovative job seekers 
perceive the new venture’s product(s)/service(s) to be.

Regarding the controls for individual characteris-
tics of study participants, the positive and significant 
coefficients of Participant_Gender and New_Ven-
tures_Appeal in models 1 and 2 indicate that both 
female participants and participants who are more 
likely to accept job offers from new ventures tend 
to perceive the products/services of sample ventures 
as more innovative. The individual characteristics of 
study participants affect applicant attraction as well. 
The positive coefficients of Participant_Gender and 
Participant_Age and the negative coefficient of Stu-
dent_Avg_Mark indicate that sample ventures are 
considered more attractive employers by females, 
older participants, and participants with lower-quality 

Fig. 3  The moderating 
effect of displayed affective 
passion on the relation 
between communicated 
product innovativeness and 
perceived product innova-
tiveness
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human capital. As to the characteristics of venture 
entrepreneurs, while entrepreneur age has a positive 
effect on both perceived innovativeness and applicant 
attraction (Entrepreneur_Age has positive coefficients 
in all the models), physical attractiveness negatively 
affects perceived innovativeness (Entrepreneur_
Attractiveness has negative coefficients in models 
1 and 2) and has no effect on applicant attraction. 
Instead, Video_Length negatively influences applicant 
attraction.

Finally, Venture_Familiarity, Industry_Attractive-
ness, and Problem_Familiarity influence both the 
ventures’ perceived product innovativeness and appli-
cant attraction. The coefficients of Industry_Attrac-
tiveness and Problem_Familiarity, positive and sig-
nificant in all the models, show that study participants 
perceive the products/services of the new ventures 
operating in more attractive industries and address-
ing needs or problems they are familiar with as more 
innovative, and these ventures attract them more. 
Prior knowledge of a venture and/or its entrepre-
neur led study participants to perceive the venture’s 
product(s)/service(s) as less innovative, as the nega-
tive coefficients of Venture_Familiarity in models 1 
and 2 indicate. Conversely, the positive coefficient of 
Venture_Familiarity in model 3 suggests that organi-
zational familiarity positively affects applicant attrac-
tion, in line with the literature on recruiting.

5  Discussion and conclusions

This work aims to clarify how entrepreneurs can 
persuasively communicate information about their 
ventures’ unique features to job seekers to attract 
applicants. We investigate how specific verbal and 
nonverbal expressions—namely communicated prod-
uct innovativeness and affective passion displayed by 
the entrepreneur while presenting her/his venture’s 
products/services—affect applicant attraction both 
separately and in combination.

In line with our predictions, the results show that 
including verbal descriptions of ventures’ products/
services aimed at revealing product innovativeness 
in recruitment messages is associated with increased 
perceived product innovativeness and, thus, positively 
related to applicant attraction. Instead, entrepre-
neurs’ nonverbal displays of affective passion have an 
inverted U-shaped relation with applicant attraction. 
An increase in the passion displayed by an entrepre-
neur is associated with an increase in applicant attrac-
tion up to a threshold level, beyond which further 
increases in displayed passion are associated with 
reductions in applicant attraction. This finding uncov-
ers a “dark side” of passion. Excessive passion makes 
individuals rigid, unreceptive to feedback, and inflex-
ible (Cardon, 2008; Thorgren & Wincent, 2013; Val-
lerand et al., 2003). Job seekers probably fear that a 

Fig. 4  Inverted U-shaped 
effect of displayed affec-
tive passion on applicant 
attraction
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too highly passionate entrepreneur would experience 
irrational dedication to her/his venture and engage in 
obsessive behavior, which could bring about detri-
mental effects on venture performance and eventually 
venture failure (Bélanger et al., 2013; Ho & Pollack, 
2014; Sirén et  al., 2016). Thus, job seekers are less 
attracted to new ventures when entrepreneurs display 
excessive affective passion.

As for the combined effect of verbal and nonver-
bal expressions, our analyses do not provide evidence 
of a reinforcing effect of displayed affective passion 
on the positive relation between communicated and 
perceived product innovativeness (which, in turn, 
positively affects applicant attraction). Contrary to 
our expectations, communicated product innovative-
ness is positively related to perceived product inno-
vativeness only if the entrepreneur does not display 
high affective passion. Conversely, if an entrepreneur 
displays high affective passion, job seekers perceive 
the venture’s products/services as highly innovative, 
irrespective of the communicated innovativeness. 
The information processing theory offers a possible 
explanation for this unexpected result. This theory 
recognizes that the individual capacity to select and 
process information is limited and can readily be 
exceeded (Kahneman, 1973; Simon, 1955). Thus, 
individuals commonly consider only part of the avail-
able information, making appraisals based on selec-
tive attention (Jonas et  al., 2001; March & Simon, 
1958; Simon, 1955). In particular, when faced with 
multiple informative cues, individuals attend more to 
the ones that are easier to perceive and process while 
ignoring others (Shah & Oppenheimer, 2007; Simon, 
1976). In our case, processing an entrepreneur’s ver-
bal descriptions of her/his venture’s products/services 
is far from easy for job seekers because they usually 
do not have a comprehensive knowledge of the new 
venture’s technology (Dane & Pratt, 2007; Shanteau, 
1988). Under such conditions, the affective passion 
displayed by the entrepreneur is likely to monopolize 
the attention of job seekers, highjack their limited 
cognitive resources, and distract them from process-
ing the content of the entrepreneur’s verbal message.

Findings from the current study are expected to 
make several contributions. First, they contribute to 
the growing literature on recruiting in new ventures 
in general and on the early stages of the recruitment 
process in particular. Most prior studies are based on 
an employer brand-building perspective and focus on 

identifying a series of attributes of new ventures that 
applicants generally appreciate, such as communal 
team climate, the flexibility of working schedule, and 
flat hierarchy (Moser et  al., 2017; Tumasjan et  al., 
2011; Williamson et  al., 2002). However, we know 
much less about how entrepreneurs can effectively 
communicate information about these attributes to 
positively influence job seekers’ perceptions and their 
subsequent job-related decisions. Aimed at filling 
this gap, our study brings a communication perspec-
tive into the research on recruiting in new ventures. 
The study moves the spotlight from specific new ven-
ture attributes that are important for job seekers to 
the importance of recruitment communication, sug-
gesting that the effectiveness of a particular attribute 
depends on how the entrepreneurs communicate it.

Second, our work offers a twofold contribution to 
the literature on passion in entrepreneurship. First, we 
expand the set of new venture stakeholders the entre-
preneur’s passion can influence. The existing litera-
ture on passion has mostly focused on either cognitive 
and behavioral outcomes of passion for the entrepre-
neurs themselves (for a review, see Stroe et al., 2019) 
or the effect of passion on potential investors such as 
business angels, venture capitalists, or crowdfunders 
(Chen et al., 2009; Davis et al., 2017; Warnick et al., 
2018). Few studies considered the impact of entrepre-
neurs’ passion on new venture employees (Breugst 
et al., 2012; Cardon, 2008; Hubner et al., 2020) and, 
to the best of our knowledge, only one recent work 
started looking at the effect of entrepreneurs’ pas-
sion on prospective employees (Lewis & Cardon, 
2020). In demonstrating that displayed passion also 
affects applicant attraction to new ventures, we pro-
vide further evidence of the importance of passion 
throughout the entrepreneurial process. Second, our 
results contribute to the emerging stream of research 
investigating the dark side of entrepreneurs’ passion. 
The overwhelming majority of existing studies con-
nect entrepreneurs’ passion with a host of positive 
outcomes such as venture growth and performance, 
access to funding, and entrepreneurial persistence 
(e.g., Drnovsek et  al., 2016; Li et  al., 2017; Muel-
ler et al., 2017). On the other hand, research looking 
at potential adverse outcomes of passion in entre-
preneurship has started to grow only recently (De 
Mol et  al., 2018; Ho & Pollack, 2014; Stroe et  al., 
2020). This work expands the limited knowledge 
about passion’s potential negative consequences in 
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entrepreneurship by uncovering the negative impact 
of too high levels of displayed affective passion on 
applicant attraction.

Third, we contribute to research on persuasive 
communication in entrepreneurship by showing 
how entrepreneurs combine verbal expressions and 
nonverbal behaviors when communicating with job 
seekers and how these two channels—alone and in 
combination—influence job seekers’ judgments. To 
date, work on persuasive communication by entrepre-
neurs has explored verbal and nonverbal communica-
tion strategies mostly in isolation (Huang & Pearce, 
2015). In contrast, this study examines the influence 
of verbal expressions and nonverbal behaviors in jux-
taposition in entrepreneurial communication. While 
we know from other contexts (e.g., daily life activi-
ties; Kelly et  al., 2010) that verbal and nonverbal 
expressions may be closely linked communication 
mechanisms (Ambady & Rosenthal, 1992; McNeill, 
2005), we know little about their distinct and com-
bined outcomes in the risky and uncertain context 
of entrepreneurship. These results are a step toward 
discovering more about verbal and nonverbal com-
munication as synchronized channels, each carrying 
interdependent but separate meanings.

As with all studies, the current work has several 
limitations that lead to avenues for future research. 
First, communication literature (Hovland et al., 1953; 
Popovich & Wanous, 1982) informs us that the out-
come of persuasive recruitment communication also 
depends on the characteristics of the job seekers that 
receive recruitment messages. Receiver character-
istics are known to be important in persuasion and 
attitude change (Hovland et al. 1953; McGuire 1968) 
because individuals differ in how they process and 
use information (Allinson and Hayes, 1996; Peter-
son and Deary, 2006; Riding and Cheema, 1991). 
Although our study recognizes that each job seeker 
perceives the content of a recruitment message dif-
ferently, it does not further investigate which char-
acteristics of job seekers might affect the outcome 
of recruitment communication. Future research can 
model communication as a joint activity between 
entrepreneurs and job seekers and includes moderat-
ing effects of job seeker characteristics such as gen-
der (Mohammadi and Shafi, 2018), cognitive style 
(analytical versus intuitive, e.g., Slovic et al. 2002), 
social perception skills (e.g., Niedenthal et al. 2005), 
or cultural background on the relations between 

verbal and nonverbal expressions and applicant 
attraction.

Second, we have explored the effects of the entre-
preneurs’ verbal and nonverbal communication in 
an early stage of the recruitment process, i.e., the 
generation of a pool of applicants, but we have not 
investigated the role of recruitment communica-
tion in later stages, i.e., maintaining applicants and 
influencing their job choices (Barber, 1998). Future 
works may try to disentangle the effects of recruit-
ment communication on the applicants’ acceptance 
intention and employee-venture matching. Moreo-
ver, future studies might test whether the entre-
preneurs’ verbal and nonverbal recruitment com-
munication matters more in the early stages of the 
recruitment process when limited information on the 
venture is available to applicants and new ventures 
might appear much less attractive to employers than 
large and established firms.

Third, this research focuses solely on affective 
manifestations of passion as a nonverbal behavior 
of the entrepreneur sending recruitment messages. 
However, previous literature informs us that passion 
can also have cognitive and behavioral expressions 
(Cardon et  al., 2017; Chen et  al., 2009). Moreover, 
we look at general outwardly expressions of passion 
and do not differentiate between the different domains 
in which passion can be experienced. Cardon et  al. 
(2009a) recognize that different entrepreneurs may 
experience passion for the various roles they play in 
the entrepreneurial process. Thus, they distinguish 
passion for inventing, passion for founding, and pas-
sion for developing. Subsequent studies reveal that 
stakeholders differently perceive entrepreneurs who 
experience passion for different roles (e.g., Breugst 
et  al., 2012; Cardon et  al., 2017; Mitteness et  al., 
2012; Warnick et al., 2018). In this work, we focused 
on the most readily visible manifestation of passion: 
the nonverbal expressions of the affective passion 
displayed by an entrepreneur while speaking about 
her/his venture. We acknowledge that future research 
should also consider how job seekers perceive and 
weigh in their job decisions cognitive and behavioral 
manifestations of passion that the entrepreneur may 
demonstrate for different entrepreneurial roles.

Finally, a further limitation of this study derives 
from a research design based on one subpopulation 
of job seekers—namely, final-year Master of Science 
Italian students who are about to graduate—which 
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raises questions about whether similar results would 
be obtained with different populations of job seek-
ers (e.g., young professionals, experienced profes-
sionals, and students of different nationalities). Job 
seeker characteristics such as age, nationality, previ-
ous work, and entrepreneurial experience may impact 
the outcomes of recruitment communication. As 
fresh graduates are a key group of future employees 
for new ventures (Grégoire et  al., 2019; Hsu et  al., 
2017), the decision to target final-year MSc students 
were made to focus on an undoubtedly relevant pool 
of prospective applicants, leaving open the possibility 
to replicate this research in other job seeker groups 
in the future. In future studies, it would be interesting 
to explore the relationship between applicant attrac-
tion and verbal and nonverbal expressions in groups 
of job seekers from multiple countries. In doing so, 
researchers must be sure that there are no communi-
cation problems between entrepreneurs and job seek-
ers. If, due to difficulties in using verbal language, 
entrepreneurs found it hard to verbally communicate 
the innovativeness of their start-ups’ solutions and job 
seekers found it challenging to understand entrepre-
neurs’ words, job seekers’ evaluations might be based 
more on nonverbal than on verbal expressions. In our 
study, we alleviated difficulties in verbal language by 
allowing entrepreneurs and job seekers to use their 
native language. As we could record videos with Ital-
ian entrepreneurs only, we focused on Italian jobseek-
ers. However, future research, e.g., studies developed 
by international teams of scholars, may involve entre-
preneurs and job seekers of different nationalities and 
native languages.

Despite its limitations, our work has practical 
implications for entrepreneurs who are fighting the 
war for talent. As the performance of new ventures is 
a function of employees’ human capital (Crook et al., 
2011), enlarging the pool of applicants is crucial to 
give entrepreneurs the possibility to select and hire 
talented employees. Our study provides entrepreneurs 
with practical suggestions about how to persuasively 
communicate their ventures’ attributes to job seek-
ers. Our results suggest that when a venture’s prod-
ucts/services are innovative, the entrepreneurs might 
succeed in enlarging the pool of applicants by pro-
viding verbal descriptions of the venture’s products/
services aimed at revealing product innovativeness. 
Conversely, when the venture’s products/services 
have a low level of innovativeness, the venture might 

benefit from being presented by an entrepreneur able 
to display affective passion. Nonetheless, displaying 
excessive passion may turn applicants away from the 
venture. As many new ventures are founded by teams 
rather than solo entrepreneurs (Klotz et al., 2014), and 
team members are likely to display different levels of 
affective passion while presenting their ventures, our 
results may guide entrepreneurs’ selection of the team 
members who should interact with job seekers being 
likely to send more persuasive recruitment messages.
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Appendix

To record the stimulus videos, we selected a series 
of ventures in the incubators of two well-known Ital-
ian universities. In December 2018, we contacted at 
least one member of the entrepreneurial team of the 
selected ventures, either by email or through LinkedIn, 
and explained the purpose of the research. We then 
asked for the availability of the entrepreneur usually 
involved in venture recruiting activities to record a 
video aimed at presenting her/his venture’s product(s)/
service(s) to job seekers. We recorded and edited the 
videos between January and February 2019.

We recorded the videos in the entrepreneurs’ 
offices or meeting rooms. To put the entrepreneurs at 
ease, we asked them not to look at the camera while 
speaking. Conversely, a young research assistant 
joined us at their offices, and we asked the entrepre-
neurs to talk to her/him, imagining that he/she was a 
job seeker interested in collecting information about 
the venture. We recorded the videos with a camera 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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positioned next to the research assistant so that he/she 
was not visible in the video.

To reduce the heterogeneity across videos that 
might influence the evaluations of study partici-
pants, we ensured that all entrepreneurs (i) were 
male, (ii) were sitting at a table while speaking 
and their gestures and facial expression were vis-
ible in the video, and (iii) were dressed in similar 
ways (specifically, they were all dressing a white 
or a light blue shirt). We informed the entrepre-
neurs that the length of the videos to be shown 
to the study participants should be around 3  min. 
However, we did not ask them to prepare a 3-min 
speech. Entrepreneurs were left to speak freely, 
and the videos were edited to fit the desired dura-
tion afterward. To avoid potential response biases 
stemming from factors related to differences in the 
information provided by the entrepreneurs, in edit-
ing the videos, we removed all the details about the 
milestones already achieved by the venture (e.g., 
amount of sales, number of employees, amount of 
financing received, patents obtained, affiliations 
with prominent partners/customers), leaving in 
only information related to the description of the 
venture’s product(s)/service(s).

The videos were shown to study participants 
between March and April 2019. The video show 
was conducted in a controlled environment, where 
one of the authors was always present. The video 
stimuli were administered to the participants in ses-
sions involving between 2 and 6 participants. Each 
session lasted 40 to 45  min, and the structure of 
all sessions was the same. Upon arrival, each par-
ticipant was seated to ensure no possible commu-
nication with other participants. Participants have 
then assured confidentiality of their responses and 
informed that the collected data would be used only 
for research purposes. They were also requested 
not to discuss the activity with outside friends or 
colleagues until the data collection had been com-
pleted. No rewards were provided in return for par-
ticipation. Then, participants were instructed to 
imagine they were in the process of searching for 
a job and to evaluate the new ventures presented 
in the upcoming videos. Since this study is not 
focused on exploring the effects of job character-
istics or traditional drivers of applicant attraction 
(such as company location) on applicant attraction 
itself, participants were instructed to imagine that 

the ventures presented in the videos had job open-
ings in the participants’ functional areas of inter-
est, in the city/town where the participants would 
like to live, and offered market-level salaries. The 
instructions informed that all the ventures pre-
sented in the videos (i) already had customers, (ii) 
had seen constant growth in their turnover since 
founding and expected to further increase turno-
ver in 2019, and (iii) had attracted the attention of 
external investors who already funded them or with 
whom they were discussing deals.

After completing the briefing, participants 
started watching the videos and answering the 
researchers’ questions, as described in Sect. 3.1.
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