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Abstract: Startup success has long been a point of interest within entrepreneurship discussions and ecosystems. Startup and
entrepreneurial success have often been based upon and measured by hard factors such as performance and sales volume.
Although these hard factors are important, there is increased discussion surrounding the topic of networking. Particularly,
the topic of social capital and weak ties. There is often acknowledgement that social contacts and networks help shape the
success of an entrepreneur equally. Network capital research supports the vitality of social relationships in the growth and
sustainability of startups. This paper thus explores the role of network capital and weak ties in building ecosystems as a
success factor, analyzing how these factors shape entrepreneurial endeavors. This research paper includes theories from the
Expectancy-Value-Cost Theory. The research follows a quantitative method. Data was collected via a survey with 200
participants within the entrepreneurship community. The data was analyzed using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) and
SmartPLS. This research identifies significant influencing motivational factors behind network-oriented behavior patterns.
The findings also demonstrate mental tradeoffs between expectations and costs (time and effort) associated with networking
activities. In this regard, self-expected competence can be identified as an important influencing factor on network-related
activities. Furthermore, the results show that network activities significantly affect startup success in different ways (i.e.,
access to external investors and funding, internal startup performance, and identification of new business opportunities).
Our findings contribute to entrepreneurship research by explaining important interrelations between motivational
influencing factors on networking activities and building supportive ecosystems for progressive startup development.
Practical implications include making a concerted effort to invest in social capital, network and maintain relationships. This
may not only positively affect startup success, but in turn can lead to a positive return on investment in terms of crucial
resources such as knowledge, expertise and opportunities.
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1. Introduction

The success of startups has long been a focal point of academia, policy makers and investors (Alvarez-
Salazar, Seclen-Luna and Vasquez Neyra, 2025) within entrepreneurship discussions and innovation ecosystems.
Traditional frameworks for analyzing entrepreneurial performance and success have often focused on
guantitative aspects such as a founder’s individual capability and skillset. Further key success determinants have
been the innovativeness and potential market opportunities of the startup. However, the past decade has seen
an increasing awareness that who you know matters just as much as what you know. The rise of network and
social capitalas a concept in entrepreneurship studies highlights the transformative power of social
relationships, weak ties, and network effects in the growth and sustainability of early-stage ventures. This is in
part due to the supportive ecosystem, not only quantitative factors. This paper offers relevant insights into how
entrepreneurs' ecosystem shapes access to resources, opportunity discovery, funding, and knowledge, which in
turn aides in success. From financing and innovation to talent acquisition and market access, networks uphold
and support core entrepreneurial processes. Entrepreneurial networks function as catalysts connecting
entrepreneurs to opportunities and resources (Frid, Wyman and Shaver, 2025) and influence startup funding
outcomes (Abakah, Kim and Somé, 2025). Data emphasizes the scale of this challenge since roughly 90 percent
of early-stage startups fail within five years, most often due to capital shortages, product-market-fit or poor
ecosystem connections (Agarwal, 2025; Calloway, 2025). These figures reinforce the importance of intangible
network resources extending beyond technical knowledge. While recent studies highlight the growing
importance of entrepreneurial ecosystems (Babar, 2025) research remains limited on the interplay between
social capital, networking, and the associated trade-offs. In particular, expectancy—value cost theory has been
underused in explaining networking decisions. The cost component is often neglected, as noted by earlier
scholars who argue that researchers have “forgotten” this dimension (Flake, 2012, p. 1), a gap that persists in
startup research. Existing studies tend to treat costs as mediators or enablers rather than as core motivational
factors (Chammassian and Sabatier, 2020). As a result, entrepreneurship research still lacks models that
incorporate perceived costs in networking and relationship-building decisions, despite the significant time
investment and opportunity costs faced by founders.
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1.1 A Brief History of Entrepreneurship Theory

Entrepreneurship as a field of study has evolved from classical economic discussions of innovation and profit to
multifaceted perspectives which include, but not limited to, sociological, psychological, and strategic
perspectives. The earliest beginnings of entrepreneurship theory can be traced to Richard Cantillon (18t
century), who characterized entrepreneurs as risk-bearers navigating market uncertainties (Dias, Rodrigues and
Ferreira, 2019). Later, Joseph Schumpeter (1934) furthered this perspective, deemed entrepreneurs as
innovators, and introduced the notion of “creative destruction”—the process through which entrepreneurs
disrupt existing markets through innovation (Tillice and Yurtkur, 2015). In the mid- to late-20th century,
scholars like Drucker emphasized opportunity identification and ,, Theory of Business” (Felin and Zenger, 2017,
p. 262), while later research such as Felin and Zenger positioned entrepreneurs as theorists who generate
knowledge of markets and create value.

1.2 Entrepreneurship vs. Startups

The distinction between entrepreneurship and startups has drawn growing scholarly attention. Abdelghani
(2024) notes that recently there has been a surge in startups alongside small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs). These two words are frequently inferred synonymously, although key differences exist. Abdelghani
points out that while both involve opportunity orientation and innovation, startups tend to exhibit scalability
and high-growth intent, whereas SMEs focus on stability and incremental development. Abdelghani also refers
to startups as “aspiring entrepreneurs” (p. 2499), reflecting their ambition-driven, innovative, adaptive, and
dynamic nature within the entrepreneurial ecosystem. Ehsan (2021) underscores the economic importance of
startups, emphasizing that they foster innovation, job creation, and economic diversification. Yet Ehsan observes
that a lack of definitional clarity persists. Ehsan’s refers to startups at one point referred to as
“budding entrepreneurs” (p. 1), further highlighting their emerging identity and evolving nature within broader
entrepreneurial classifications. Startups can therefore be conceptualized as a specific subset of entrepreneurial
ventures characterized by high-growth ambitions, innovation orientation, and scalability potential, often under
conditions of extreme uncertainty (Arinkina, 2025). They can be temporary in nature and are designed for
scalability. Startups create value and solve problems with many risks Alvarez-Salazar et al. (2025). For this
research paper, startups and entrepreneurs will thus be used interchangeably.

1.3 The Importance of Networking

Networking is an important and strategic resource available to entrepreneurs. According to Singh and Basri
(2024) , The process of building, cultivating, and mobilizing network links is known as networking” (p.6), which
can provide information, resources, legitimacy, or opportunities. According to Eyo-Udo et al. (2025), networking
not only improves visibility but also facilitates collaborative learning and information exchange that enhances
survival and growth. Eyo-Udo et al. (2025) note that ,the transformative power of connections in shaping the
trajectory of enterprises” (p.824). Entrepreneurial networks encompass personal, professional, and
organizational relationships—ranging from mentors, stakeholders and investors to customers and partners.
These connections perform multiple roles in a startup’s life cycle. Some examples include but are not limited to
access to funding, knowledge transfer and resource access along with legitimacy. Startups embedded in strong
networks are more likely to secure financing due to enhanced trust and investor confidence (Abakah et
al., 2025). Networks transmit tacit knowledge and other informational resources (Peng, Li and Liu, 2022).
Networks may connect startups to early adopters, suppliers, and strategic partners, which could expand their
ecosystem. Perotti and Yu (2015) discuss the role of social networks in terms of ,startup tribes” capturing how
entrepreneurial connections join communities to create support. The intertwined ecosystems enhance
collective resilience, performance, and probability of success. Singh and Basri (2024) note that entrepreneurial
networking behavior is an antecedent of business performance. Moreover, the networking landscape has shifted
dramatically toward digital environments. Online networking can extend network reach and transform
traditional social capital, reaching potential contacts and connections that would not be possible in traditional
settings.

1.4 Social Capital: Definition and Role in Entrepreneurship

Social capital is defined by Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) as the ,,sum of the actual and potential resources
embedded within, available through, and derived from the network of relationships possessed by an individual
or social capital unit” (p. 243). It encompasses trust, shared norms, and relationships facilitating coordination
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for mutual benefit and shared advantage. Social Capital can also be seen as ,the size of a founder’s network”
(Frid et al., 2025, p. 29). Within entrepreneurship, it constitutes the infrastructure and platform through which
founders access knowledge, legitimacy, and opportunity. Do et al. (2025) argue that social capital promotes
innovation by supporting knowledge combination—where insights from diverse stakeholders can merge to
create new offerings. Rijal, Utomo, and Ramdhani (2024) agree that social capital enhances collaboration and
provides emotional and practical support for entrepreneurs. It can also be a vital resource particularly for
nascent entrepreneurs (Mickiewicz et al., 2025).

1.5 Weak Ties: Origins of the Concept

An important concept to mention within the topic of networking and social capital is the strength of weak ties
(Granovetter, 1973). Granovetter posits that weak acquaintances, defined as acquaintances or casual contacts,
often provide richer and newer information than close friends. De Witte (2023) observes, the theory’s relevance
has only deepened amid digital connectivity. Dizikes (2022) confirms the importance of weak ties on LinkedIn
and Fronczak, Mrowinski and Fronczak (2022) confirm the strength of weak ties theory within scientific
collaborations. Further advancing this area, Feehan, Hai Son, and Abdul-Quader (2022) introduced refined
empirical methods for gauging and evaluating the scope of weak-tie networks. This demonstrates the continued
interest and importance of the weak tie theory.

1.6 Weak Ties in Entrepreneurial Contexts

For startups, weak ties function as bridges between isolated social clusters. Nozawa and Kang (2024) note that
as ventures mature, they increasingly rely on weak ties for novel insights and external referrals and are thus
more influenced by weak ties. They deliver diverse knowledge access across industries, certain skillsets, capital
and labor which are vital to startups and their business activities. Cheng (2025) extends Granovetter’s theory
into the digital era, showing that weak-tie interactions on online platforms underpin successful startup funding.
Likewise, Ricciardi, Cerrato, and Antoldi (2025) demonstrate that in micro-firms, collaborators and informal
contacts spark innovation by bridging knowledge gaps. Weak ties and informal networks offline and online can
create a connectivity that helps startups grow, especially in the beginning phases.

1.7 Network Capital and Entrepreneurial Success

Network capital—combining the structural and relational elements of social capital—has emerged as a decisive
factor for startup performance. It represents not merely the number of contacts but the ability to mobilize and
convert those relationships into actionable resources. Abakah et al. (2025) confirm that network proximity
predicts early-stage investment success. Frid et al. (2025) find that “emerging gazelles,” or high-growth startups,
flourish within supportive network infrastructures. Alvarez-Salazar et al. (2025) likewise identify networking as
a leading stimulus and factor of growth and collaboration. Specifically, they demonstrate that in Peruvian
startups, networking, experimentation, and financing jointly drive rapid expansion—which is central to startup
ecosystems. Ricciardi et al. (2025) show that micro-firms use network collaboration to sustain continuous
innovation through social proximity and professional diversity—dynamics mirrored by tech startups seeking
agility. Similarly, Perotti and Yu (2025) note that the network structure of the startup is essential to business
success. Entrepreneurs can leverage network capital through several mechanisms such as accelerators and
incubators, meetups, mentorship programs and digital ecosystems. These layered systems generate network
effects, where each additional connection enhances shared opportunity. As such network capital can be
an input for growth and an outcome of sustained entrepreneurial collaboration (Frid et al., 2025; Ricciardi et al.,
2025).

2. Theory and Research Model

Expectancy-Value-Cost Theory (EVC) is used for analyzing the motivational factors behind social capital-oriented
network activities and building weak ties (Eccles et al., 1983). According to EVC, human motivation is based on
three main factors: 1) expectancy (a feeling of competence regarding a certain task, perception of having the
skills to be successful in the activity), 2) perceived value (involvement and perceived personal benefit regarding
the task ), as well as 3) cost (the intention to avoid effort and time associated with the task ) (Kosovich et al.,
2014, Eccles et al., 1983). In addition to these core factors, it has been shown that intrinsic motivation (perceived
emotional value and a feeling of self-fulfillment) represents a promising extension of the theory for predicting
human behavior (Marlek, Sarin and Haon, 2020).
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2.1 Hypotheses

If one follows the EVC, then one can assume that entrepreneurs are more motivated to invest in social capital,
because they then perceive themselves as competent in successfully engaging in these activities. Furthermore,
we assume that startups will be motivated to show network-oriented behavior if respective entrepreneurs value
social capital building activities. On the other hand, they may avoid network-oriented activities associated with
high perceived effort, thus leading to the following hypotheses:

H1a/b: “he higher entrepreneurs' expectations of success regarding networking activities”...
H2a/b: “The more value entrepreneurs associate with networking activities”...
...”the more likely they are to invest time and effort in (a)social capital/(b)building weak ties.”

H3a/b: “The more effort entrepreneurs associate with networking activities, the more likely they are to avoid
investment in (a)social capital/(b)building weak ties.”

Finally, research shows that intrinsic motivation can also play a crucial role in explaining human behavior, which
goes beyond external influencing factors. In this regard, individuals are more motivated to show a certain
behavior if they feel self-determined and have fun while showing this behavior. On the other hand, purpose can
play a crucial role as a motivational driver. Thus, it can be assumed that perceived value can also affect intrinsic
motivation leading to the following hypotheses:

H4a/b: “The more intrinsically motivated entrepreneurs are towards network-oriented activities, the more likely
they are to invest time and effort in (a)social capital/(b)building weak ties.”

H5: “The more entrepreneurs value networking activities, the higher their intrinsic motivation regarding
networking activities.”

Furthermore, this research analyzes the impact of network-oriented activities on startup success. In this regard,
startups may profit from network-oriented activities due to improved visibility to external investors and higher
credibility. Finally, startups may profit from better market information and identify business opportunities based
on external networks. Finally, these advantages can also lead to higher performance of the startup. This leads
to the following hypotheses:

Hé6a/b: “The more entrepreneurs invest in (a)social capital/(b)build up weak ties, the higher the access to external
investors (funding).” (success factor 1)

H7a/b: “The more entrepreneurs invest in (a)social capital/(b)build up weak ties, the better the internal startup
performance.” (success factor Il)

H8a/b: “The more entrepreneurs invest in (a)social capital/(b)build up weak ties, the more business opportunities
can be identified by the startup.” (success factor Ill)

Figure 1 summarizes the postulated research model.
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Figure 1: The research model.
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3. Methodology

This study employs a quantitative research method. The quantitative approach enables the researcher to reach
a wider audience with a varied background. Participants for this study were recruited via the Pollfish platform
which is ISO-certified and aligned with ESOMAR standards. In total, 200 entrepreneurs participated in our survey
with the following sample structure: owners of a startup, most of them (86,7%) with 1-5 years of startup
experience, coverage of different branches, most of them (20%) Software and IT, E-commerce (15%), and service
sector (15%). Since our study focuses primarily on examining fundamental construct relationships rather than
on conducting a representative market survey or going into specific market segments, we did not apply any
quotas with regard to the sample structure. Structural equations modeling, based on SmartPLS 4.0, was used to
investigate the postulated interrelations and effects between the constructs of this study’s research model
(Chin, 1998, Ringle et al., 2024).

3.1 Results for the Measurement Model

For measuring the constructs of the Expectancy-Value-Cost Theory and intrinsic motivation, established
indicators from the literature (Kosovich et al., 2014; Marlek, Sarin and Haon, 2020) were used and applied. The
Theory of planned behavior was applied and adapted to this research context (Madden, Ellen and Ajzen, 1992)
to measure behavior-related constructs “Investment in social capital” and “Developing weak ties”. Three self-
developed single items (the indicators are shown in table 1), were used to measure three different areas of
startup success. We used 7-point Likert scales (with 1="1 strongly agree” to 7="1 strongly disagree”) for each of
the items. For all the indicators, high factor loadings for each of the intended constructs can be certified which
exceeds the recommended threshold > 0.7 (Hair et al., 2014). Furthermore, internal consistency reliability and
convergent validity were investigated based on Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, as well as average
variance extracted (AVE). Regarding internal consistency, all values for composite reliability are above the
threshold of 0.7 certifying high reliability (Chin, 1998, Hair et al., 2014). The corresponding values for the
measurement model can be seen in table 1.

Table 1: Outer loadings.

Item Outer loading

Expectancy (EXP, reflective)
“I know | can build fal social capi for my startup.”

0.89
“I believe that | can be successful in increasing relevant social capital/networks for my startup.” 083

“l am confident that | have the competence for building up useful social capital/networks for my startup.” 0.82

Value (V, reflective)
“I think social capital/networks is important for startup success.”

“l value building up social capitalinetworks for my stantup.” 079

0.83
0.79

“I think social capital/networking is useful for startup success.”

Intrinsic value (IV, reflective)

“I have the feeling that that investing in social capital/networking is a reward in itseif.”

“ have the feeling that investing in social cap g offers opp: for growth and development to

me.” 0.74

“I have a feeling of self-fulfiliment from being abie to build social capital/inetworks.” 0.79

Cost (CO, refiective)
Despite other things that | do, | do have time to invest in social capital building/networking (inverse).
I'm able to put in the time needed to do well in social capital building/networking (inverse)

0.91
Investment in social capital (ISC, reflective)
“I have actively invested in social capital/networks within the last 18 months.” 0.89
“I have actively engaged in social capital building/networking within the last 18 months.”
“ actively made an effort to invest in social capital/networks within the last 18 months.”

0.86

Developing weak ties (DWT, reflective) 0.88
“l actively build up weak ties within the last 18 months.” 0.87
“I have actively engaged in building weak ties within the last 18 months.”

“I actively made an effort to build up weak ties within the last 18 months.”
0.86

0.82
081

Startup success I: Access to external investors (SUC1)
“Social capitalinetwork has played a key role in acquiring funding for my startup.”

Startup success II: Internal Performance (SUC2)

“Social capital led to bl internal per i of my startup.”
Startup success Jll: New Business Opportunities (SUC3) (single tom)

“Social capital building/networking led to more business opportunities of my startup.”
(single item)

(single item)
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For AVE, all respective values are above the critical threshold of 0.5 which also supports the measurement model
(Hair et al., 2022). For all the values see table 2.

Table 2: Construct reliability and convergent validity for the reflective measurement model.

Construct Cronbach’s Alpha (CA) Composite Average Variance
Reliability (CR) Extracted (AVE)

Expectancy (EXP) 0.80 0.81 0.72
Value (V) 0.74 0.77 0.65
Intrinsic value (IV) 0.70 0.70 0.63
Cost (CO) 0.77 0.77 0.81
Investment in social capital 0.84 0.85 0.76
(ISC)

0.88 0.89 0.80

Developing weak ties
(DWT)

Based on the Fornell-Larcker Criterion discriminant validity can also be certified (Fornell and Larcker, 1981).
Table 3 shows the respective values of the analysis (square root of AVE on diagonal):

Table 3: Fornell-Larcker Criterion.

cos DWT EXP v ISC Suc1 Suc2 SucC3 \'
Cost (COS) 0.900
Developing Weak
Ties (DWT) 0.447 0.894
Expectancy (EXP) 0.704 0.349 0.847
Intrinsic Value (1V) 0.633 0.373 0.568 0.790

Investment in Social 0591 0524 0609 0560  0.871

Capital (ISC)

Success 1 (SUC1) 0.440 0.388 0.429 0.464 0.444 1.000

Success 2 (SUC2) 0.599 0.463 0.551 0.584 0.557 0.460 1.000

Success 3 (SUC3) 0.381 0.294 0.417 0.510 0.495 0.416 0.487 1.000

Value (V) 0.567 0.303 0.638 0.575 0.515 0.342 0.457 0.371 0.804

3.2 The Structural Model

Path coefficients were estimated to analyze the structural interrelations between the constructs in this research
model and for validating the hypotheses. Statistical significance was tested based on the bootstrapping
procedure (with a resample size of 5000). The respective results for the structural model and hypotheses testing
can be seen in table 4:

Table 4: Results of structural model assessment (*significant path coefficient).

Path (Hypothesi: Path Coefficient (B) p-value f2 Result
Hia EXPalIsSC 0.285* 0.001 0.063 supported
H1b EXP a DWT 0.026 0.822 0.000 not supported
H2a valsc 0.096 0.196 0.009 not supported
H2b VaDWT 0.021 0.816 0.000 not supported
H3a Ccoalsc -0.198 0.062 0.031 not supported
H3b CO aDWT -0.331* 0.002 0.058 supported
Hda IVailsc 0.218 0.072 0.046 not supported
Hdb IV a DWT 0.137 0.179 0.013 not supported
H5 Valv 0.575* 0.000 0.494 supported
Héa ISC a suC1 0.331* 0.001 0.103 supported
HEb DWT a suC1 0.214* 0.013 0.043 not supported
H7a ISC a suc2 0.433* 0.000 0.209 supported
H7b DWT a sucz 0.236* 0.003 0.062 supported
H8a ISC a SUC3 0.470* 0.000 0.213 supported
Hgb DWT a SUC3 0.047 0.599 0.002 not supported
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4. Discussion and Conclusion

The results provide new insights into the impact of entrepreneurs' self-perception and psychological factors on
their networking behavior. The results demonstrate that expected networking skills affect entrepreneurs’
investment in social capital building. From a practical standpoint, coaching on networking may help to boost
entrepreneurs perceived self-efficacy. Interestingly, on the other hand, perceived costs associated with
networking activities (effort and time) do not affect entrepreneur’s motivation to invest in social capital.
However, perceived cost has negative effects on the creation of weak ties. This result underlines clear
prioritization of entrepreneurial activities and differentiated networking behavior patterns. Thus, e.g.
networking events should focus on fundamental social capital building and clear added value. Although value
has a significant influence on intrinsic motivation, the latter does not appear to be a clear determinant of actual
network behavior. However, these results indicate that intrinsic motivational factors may play a supportive role
in networking activities. Thus, in practice, networking activities and supportive networking solutions (e.g. apps,
cooperation websites, incubator and accelerator programs) should also consider emotional aspects or
gamification. Finally, it can be demonstrated that investment in social capital significantly affects startup success
(access to external investors, internal performance as well as the identification of new business opportunities).
Weak ties can also support startup performance which may result from know-how exchange. Overall, this
research shows that startup network activities are affected by a mental tradeoff regarding competence-related
expectations and cost assumptions. Furthermore, it can be shown that network activities significantly affect
startup success in different areas.

5. Limitations and Future Research

Our research estimates fundamental construct relationships with a focus on research contribution. Market-
oriented research should follow, which also involves a comparative analysis of representative samples across
different markets and regions. Additionally, further complementary data sources and also qualitative research
would be suggested for investigating motivational factors to supplement our research findings. Finally, in our
research, startup success was measured by single-items. Future additional research should also include multi-
item (or multi-dimensional) measurement models for investigating startup success.
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