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Abstract  Despite the rapid spread of equity crowd-
funding, the role and actions played by entrepreneur-
ial teams in this context have been neglected; the few 
studies in this field adopted a static view and focused 
primarily on their signaling role in equity crowdfund-
ing campaigns, compared to solo founders. This study 
adopts a dynamic view and extends current literature 
by exploring the underlying dynamics and the role of 
entrepreneurial teams in the entire equity crowdfund-
ing journey. Our findings reveal that entrepreneurial 
teams play a crucial role in three phases of equity 
crowdfunding, namely, the pre-campaign, during 
the campaign, and post-campaign phases. In the first 
phase, entrepreneurial teams are crucial in enhanc-
ing entrepreneurial alertness, social media use, social 
capital, entrepreneurial openness, and reducing the 

perceived uncertainty. The analysis shows that entre-
preneurial teams are determinant for the success of 
the equity crowdfunding campaigns for human capital 
signals, certifications, social media use, and increased 
social capital and communication activities. Finally, 
the results highlight that entrepreneurial teams have 
valuable importance in the post-campaign phases in 
terms of crowd involvement/management, social cap-
ital and knowledge/network exploitation, improved 
resource mobilization, and resilience/robustness. 
Notably, social capital has a dynamic effect on equity 
crowdfunding activities over time. The results of this 
research have several implications for theory and for 
practice. We also discuss the implications of our find-
ings for adopting a team approach, for small busi-
nesses undertaking the equity crowdfunding journey, 
and for other actors including platform managers and 
prospective investors.

Plain English Summary  The decision to found 
a new venture in a team has lasting effects for the 
entire life of the venture and implications for its sur-
vival, development, growth, and funding strategies. 
We examined entrepreneurial teams in the context 
of equity crowdfunding, a popular alternative market 
for young/small businesses that has recently grown 
exponentially. Prior research has taken a static view 
of the role of entrepreneurial teams in single phases 
of the equity crowdfunding journey and largely 
focused on their effects (on funding success) during 
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the campaign. We conducted a qualitative research 
to explore in-depth the role and actions of the entre-
preneurial team in the entire equity crowdfunding 
journey. Our research took into consideration the 
dynamic impact of entrepreneurial teams and high-
lighted their importance over time. Specifically, 
our findings provide novel insights on their involve-
ment, contribution, and activities in each of the three 
phases, namely, pre-campaign, during the campaign, 
and post-campaign phases. The study highlights that 
entrepreneurial teams are crucial to increase venture 
openness and resource/opportunity recognition (pre-
campaign phase), the probability of having successful 
equity crowdfunding campaigns, and better managing 
the post-campaign phase (including crowd engage-
ment and knowledge/network exploitation). We find 
interesting implications for entrepreneurs who may 
consider a team approach to their ventures being a 
potential significant opportunity to increase the future 
benefits and cope with  uncertain market scenarios, 
thus reducing possible negative impacts. Platform 
managers, investors, governments/regulators, and 
incubators/accelerators could take specific actions 
and programs considering the importance of entrepre-
neurial teams (e.g., promoting teams’ entrepreneurial 
decision-making, campaigns’ communication, and 
direct engagements).

Keywords  Crowdfunding · Equity crowdfunding · 
Small businesses · Entrepreneurial teams · Founders

JEL Classification  D26 · G23 · G32 · L25 · L26 · 
M13 · M21

1  Introduction

Equity crowdfunding (ECF) has rapidly established 
itself as one of the main new players in the entrepre-
neurial finance landscape and a particularly popular 
external financial source for young entrepreneurial 
ventures (Block et  al., 2018a; Brown et  al., 2018; 
Walthoff-Borm et al., 2018a). It represents a specific 
crowdfunding model for small and new ventures (Vis-
mara, 2016, 2018)—allowing them to make an open 
call through the  Internet to sell a specified amount 
of equity shares to a large pool of crowd investors 
(Ahlers et  al., 2015)—and a valuable alternative to 

traditional financing systems or professional investors 
(Piva & Rossi-Lamastra, 2018; Vismara, 2016).

In recent years, there has been a growing aca-
demic interest in ECF, and this acceleration is due 
to the strong diffusion and scale of the phenomenon 
(Cummings et al., 2020; Estrin et al., 2022; Ralcheva 
& Roosenboom, 2020). Research in this field has pri-
marily and to a large extent explored the campaign 
phase, in particular by investigating the factors (or 
successful drivers) that increase the probability of 
campaign success on ECF platforms (Ahlers et  al., 
2015; Stevenson et al., 2019; Vismara, 2016). While 
these studies have focused on the  investor decision-
making process, only recently the exploration of the 
entrepreneur strategic fund-seeking decision-making 
process has caught the attention of some scholars 
aimed at shedding some light on the pre-campaign 
phase and especially the factors that drive entre-
preneurs to search for ECF (Stevenson et  al., 2022; 
Troise & Tani, 2021; Walthoff-Borm et  al., 2018a). 
At the same time, several scholars have begun to 
question what happens to firms after ECF campaigns 
and therefore to shift attention towards the post-cam-
paign phase (Coakley et al., 2022; Rossi et al., 2023; 
Signori & Vismara, 2018).

Despite the spread of these studies based on the 
different ECF phases, currently, there is a paucity of 
research specifically focused on entrepreneurial teams 
(ETs), and, in fact, scholars know very little about 
the possible roles and actions of ETs in the emerging 
ECF context. The only few studies on this topic have 
focused on the campaign phase—with a few excep-
tions on the post-campaign phase (Coakley et  al., 
2022; Hornuf et  al., 2018; Rossi et  al., 2023)—by 
exploring the impact of ETs’ presence and character-
istics (such as size, education, and experiences), and 
the related signaling role, in influencing the success 
of ECF (Ahlers et al., 2015; Lim & Busenitz, 2020; 
Piva & Rossi-Lamastra, 2018; Troise et  al., 2022a), 
especially disclosing the differences between “solo-
founders” and ETs (Coakley et  al., 2022). Although 
these few studies provided some initial evidence on 
the relationship between ETs and some ECF phases, 
they do not fully explore the importance and role of 
ETs in each phase and their collective dynamics. As 
argued by Brown et al. (2019), it is important not to 
overlook the fact that start-ups (and their entrepre-
neurs/ETs) move through the different phases of their 
equity crowdfunding “journey” (Brown et al., 2019), 
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thus highlighting the need to consider all of them. 
In this sense, research  still remain fragmented and 
focused on single phases and aspects of ETs. These 
studies have adopted a static view and do not take 
ET’s dynamic impact into consideration; in fact, they 
do not provide insights into the ET involvement and 
activities or actions they carry out before, during, and 
after the ECF campaign. These aspects have been 
neglected, and very little is still known about the con-
tribution of ETs in the three phases of the ECF jour-
ney, namely, the pre-campaign, during the campaign, 
and the post-campaign phases. Hence, there is a need 
to advance current literature and shed some light on 
the importance of ETs and underlying dynamics that 
are aspects that still remain unclear, and it is remarka-
ble that so little research in the ECF context has been 
provided in this direction.

This study aims to fill this gap in the current litera-
ture and analyzing ETs in depth and at different/mul-
tiple levels (Ye et al., 2023) by examining their roles 
and actions  in the specific ECF context in the three 
different phases. While the topic has been the subject 
of considerable scholarly presumption, surprisingly, 
very little research has been conducted, also con-
sidering the exponential growth of research on ETs 
conducted over the years (Cooney, 2005; Schjoedt & 
Kraus, 2009), in particular, underlining that entrepre-
neurship is best accomplished by ETs (than by solo 
founders), their advantages (e.g., networks, skills, and 
resources) (Barringer et al., 2005), and positive influ-
ence on the performance of new ventures (Amason 
et al., 2006; Barringer et al., 2005; Florin et al., 2003; 
Foo et al., 2006).

To address the above-discussed gap, we conducted 
qualitative research. Specifically, this study uses a 
qualitative analysis, based on multiple case studies of 
ETs of 18 Italian ventures that have successfully used 
ECF and focused only on equity-crowdfunded ven-
tures with an ET (and not those with solo-founders); 
we have integrated two main data sources: as primary 
data, we used semi-structured interviews conducted 
with ET members, while as secondary data, we used 
venture websites, reports, press, blogs, social media, 
and ECF platforms.

While earlier ECF research used a static view to 
explore whether ETs outperform solo-founders and 
their effects/roles in ECF phases (Ahlers et al., 2015; 
Piva & Rossi-Lamastra, 2018), this study instead 
makes a further step and leverages a dynamic view 

(Cai et al., 2021) to emphasize their importance and 
role over time, thus offering the perspective of the 
continuum (while the other studieslook only at dis-
crete points in time).

The rest of the paper is organized as follows: the 
next section provides a discussion of the literature, 
followed by the research design; the fourth section 
describes the main findings, while the fifth section 
provides a discussion of these findings; the last sec-
tion concludes the paper.

2 � Literature review

2.1 � ECF and the phases

Over the last decade, ECF has become a valuable 
alternative market for entrepreneurs seeking exter-
nal financing for their firms and for small investors 
who intend to engage in financing these firms (Rossi 
et al., 2023). This market has seen a particularly rapid 
growth in the last few years (Cambridge Centre for 
Alternative Finance, 2021; Vismara, 2022), and a 
growing number of regulators have started to real-
ize its economic potential, especially in response to 
financial crisis, and consequently to introduce specific 
regulations and legalize it (Hornuf & Schwienbacher, 
2017; Stevenson et al., 2022; Vismara, 2016). At the 
same time, also the literature on ECF has also grown 
exponentially in the last few years, although it is still 
fragmented and sparse (Mochkabadi & Volkmann, 
2020; Stevenson et al., 2022).

Initial studies in the field of ECF have primarily 
explored the funding dynamics during ECF campaigns 
(Hornuf & Schwienbacher, 2018; Vismara, 2018) and 
the factors that lead to the success of these campaigns—
with several scholars leveraging the signaling theory 
(Ahlers et al., 2015; Butticè et al., 2022; Piva & Rossi-
Lamastra, 2018; Vismara, 2016); therefore, these stud-
ies have largely focused on investor decision-making 
processes to improve the collective understanding of 
the behaviors of investors engaging in ECF. Among the 
success drivers of ECF campaigns identified by the lit-
erature are updates during the campaigns (Block et al., 
2018b), equity retention (Ahlers et al., 2015; Vismara, 
2016), geography (Cumming et  al., 2021; Guenther 
et al., 2018), detailed disclosure of qualitative business 
information (Johan & Zhang, 2020), crowd cues (i.e., 
investment opportunities’ indicators) (Stevenson et al., 
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2019), risk information (Ahlers et  al., 2015), involve-
ment of professional investors (Vismara, 2018), human 
capital (Ahlers et  al., 2015; Piva & Rossi-Lamastra, 
2018; Troise et al., 2022a), founders’ relationships, and 
social networks (or capital) (Lukkarinen et  al., 2016; 
Polzin et al., 2018; Troise et al., 2020, 2022a; Vismara, 
2016). Regarding the latter, social capital theory rep-
resents a lens frequently adopted in ECF research, and 
is particularly suitable as it fits into the nature of ECF 
in which entrepreneurs seek financial resources from a 
large pool of people (Cai et al., 2021). Through social 
capital, scholars have explained the success of ECF 
campaigns but have also demonstrated that it represents 
a crucial antecedent of the outcomes of these campaigns 
given the role of entrepreneurs’ social capital in raising 
financial resources from their private networks during a 
“hidden” phase before the campaign is publicly opened, 
which in turn increases the probability of successfully 
ECF campaigns (Brown et al., 2019; Lukkarinen et al., 
2016). However, as noted by Cai et al. (2021), very little 
attention has been paid to the effects of social capital in 
the post-ECF phase.

Over the years, the literature has been rooted 
mainly in the study of the campaign phase; however, 
recently, several studies have begun to focus on two 
other phases worthy of further and in-depth investiga-
tions and about which very little was known, namely, 
the pre-campaign phase and the post-campaign phase.

Regarding the first, one of the less investigated 
topics in the ECF literature, some pioneering schol-
ars have highlighted the need to integrate previous 
research on investor decision-making with new spe-
cific research focused on entrepreneur fund-seeking 
(Stevenson et al., 2022; Walthoff-Borm et al., 2018a) 
and therefore the importance of shedding light on the 
motivations or factors leading entrepreneurs to use 
ECF generally (Brown et al., 2018). Little is known, 
in fact, of what drives firms to search for ECF and 
prefer it over other equity forms of financing, a topic 
that has so far been neglected. In this vein, Steven-
son et al., (2022, p.2062) reported that the approach 
based on investor decision-making “while valuable, 
de-emphasizes the antecedent role of the entrepre-
neur who must first decide which equity sources to 
seek and initiate the fund-seeking process itself.” 
In this vein, an increasing number of scholars have 
become interested in studying the antecedents of 
ECF fund-seeking and the entrepreneur decision-
making (Blaseg et  al., 2021; Brown et  al., 2018; 

Troise & Tani, 2021; Walthoff-Borm et  al., 2018a). 
The first studies in this sense have provided evidence 
that ECF is not a primary source of external financ-
ing but an option of “last resort” for firms, especially 
in case of financial constraints such as lack of inter-
nal funds or additional debt capacity (Brown et  al., 
2018; Walthoff-Borm et  al., 2018a). Among these 
initial studies, Walthoff-Borm et  al. (2018a) used 
the pecking order theory and showed that—com-
pared to firms not listed on ECF platforms—firms 
listed on these ECF platforms are less profitable, have 
more intangible assets, and more often have exces-
sive debt levels. Similarly, other scholars found that 
ECF represents a secondary option for entrepreneurs 
(Blaseg et al., 2021; Brown et al., 2018); this is espe-
cially true for low-quality entrepreneurs tied to more 
risky banks (Blaseg et al., 2021) or the experimental/
improvisational entrepreneurs of young innovative 
ventures seeking quick financing, defined by Brown 
et  al. (2018) (leveraging the entrepreneurial brico-
lage perspective) as the “discouraged borrowers.” In 
contrast with this perspective, recent studies support 
the idea that ECF may represent a preferred financ-
ing option rather than a last resort (Cummings et al., 
2020; Stevenson et  al., 2022). In this sense, Steven-
son et  al. (2022), through a dynamic contingency-
based model, highlighted that ECF represents a stra-
tegic option for entrepreneurs, who are motivated by 
the perceived funding fit and hence the best choice 
to satisfy their specific needs. Similarly, Estrin et al. 
(2018) described the entrepreneurs’ reasons for adopt-
ing ECF, thus bypassing institutional funding models 
such as banks, Venture Capitalists (VCs) or Business 
Angels (BAs), reporting among others that entrepre-
neurs use ECF to satisfy some needs such as hav-
ing a quick access to a large crowd of investors and 
their networks. In a similar vein, other recent studies 
explored the entrepreneurs’ motivation for pursuing 
ECF bypassing traditional funding models in the con-
text of university spin-offs (Troise et al., 2023b) or to 
internationalize (Troise et al., 2023a). Finally, towards 
the goal of exploring the entrepreneurial decision-
making in ECF, Troise and Tani (2021) demonstrated 
the strategic role of ECF for entrepreneurs seeking for 
additional resources (such as promotion, knowledge, 
and networking) beyond funding and the existing 
connections between entrepreneurial characteristics, 
motivation (to adopt ECF), and behaviors.
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Regarding the second phase, namely, the post-cam-
paign phase, it is still a research stream in its infancy 
and a field not fully explored, although existing stud-
ies have made considerable progress in improving the 
current understanding in this sense. Only recently, in 
fact, scholars have begun to wonder about what hap-
pens after successful or unsuccessful ECF campaigns 
and to focus on the post-campaign outcomes (Rossi 
et al., 2023; Signori & Vismara, 2018; Walthoff-Borm 
et al., 2018b). The early studies analyzed the impacts of 
successful ECF offering on new venture performance, 
survival, innovation, and follow-up funding (Butticè 
et al., 2020; Coakley et al., 2022; Eldridge et al., 2021; 
Hornuf et  al., 2018; Signori & Vismara, 2018; Troise 
et al., 2021, 2023a; Walthoff-Borm et al., 2018b), with 
the idea that the ultimate goal of pursuing ECF is to 
build enduring businesses (Signori & Vismara, 2018). 
Some of these studies explored ECF campaigns’ factors 
influencing the post-campaign phases (e.g., Signori & 
Vismara, 2018), while others compared equity-crowd-
funded ventures with those not funded through ECF 
(but other systems) (e.g., Walthoff-Borm et al., 2018b). 
The first study in this emerging research stream of 
studies on the post-campaign phase was the research 
of Signori and Vismara (2018) disclosing several pre-
dictors (e.g., the presence of non-executive directors, 
patents, positive sales, and qualified investors). Hornuf 
et al. (2018) showed that ventures successfully funded 
through ECF, although less likely to survive, they are 
more likely to receive follow-up funding through VCs 
or BAs. Similarly, Walthoff-Borm et  al. (2018b) have 
found a high probability of failure for firms that have 
successfully raised funds through ECF campaign 
compared to those that have not used ECF, although 
the equity-crowdfunded firms outperform the non-
equity crowdfunded ones in terms of innovation per-
formance (specifically in patenting applications). The 
study of Eldridge et al. (2021) provided evidence that 
ECF positively influences the growth opportunity of 
SMEs  but not innovation performance. Troise et  al. 
(2021) also explored the post-campaign by investigat-
ing the innovation outcomes of equity-crowdfunded 
firms and highlighting the crucial role of knowledge-
based crowd inputs in supporting firms in pursuing 
sustainability-oriented innovations (SOIs). Despite 
the various reasons1 that make the study of  financing 

sustainability-oriented companies of particular interest 
(Vismara, 2019) and the related post-campaign out-
comes (Troise et al., 2021), surprisingly, the exploration 
of the relationships between ECF and sustainability has 
received less attention in the literature as underlined by 
the first research in this specific area conducted by Vis-
mara (2019) which demonstrated that sustainability ori-
entation attracts a greater number of restricted investors 
(i.e., the crowd) but not of professional investors and 
does not influence the probability of success of ECF 
campaigns.

Other studies have focused on the additional 
resources and intangible benefits of ECF—as well 
as the effects of crowd engagement on new ventures’ 
developments—in particular in terms of network and 
knowledge exploitation (such as access to network, 
raise awareness, acquire knowledge on strategy or mar-
ket, product validation/testing, brand development, and 
promotion improvements) (Brown et al., 2018; Di Pie-
tro et al., 2018; Estrin et al., 2018; Troise et al., 2023a, 
2023b). While these studies have explored the post-
campaign phase of firms that had successful ECF cam-
paigns, studies that have explored what happens after 
unsuccessful ECF campaigns remain extremely limited 
and in their infancy, with the only two exceptions being 
the studies of Walthoff-Borm et  al. (2018a)—high-
lighting the considerable failure rate (around 40%) in 
the short term of firms that have had unsuccessful ECF 
campaigns—and Rossi et al. (2023) focused on family 
business start-ups. The latter represents a recent and 
valuable contribution to this emerging literature show-
ing that these specific firms are more likely to offer 
shares with voting rights after an unsuccessful cam-
paign, and they are more likely to raise equity financ-
ing compared to non-family business start-ups.

2.2 � ETs in the ECF

Despite recent advances in the literature on the ECF 
phases, the study of ETs—which in the case of new 
ventures, i.e., the target of ECF system, constitute the 
management team (Hornuf et al., 2018) or overlap the 
owners (Rossi et  al., 2023)—remains fragmented and 
mainly limited to the campaign phase. In particular, 
scholars have explored if the presence of ETs and their 
characteristics have some effects on ECF campaign out-
come (Ahlers et al., 2015; Coakley et al., 2022; Lim & 
Busenitz, 2020; Lukkarinen et al., 2016; Piva & Rossi-
Lamastra, 2018; Troise et  al., 2020, 2022a). Most of 1  A detailed list is provided by Vismara (2019).
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these scholars have considered the human capital per-
spective to explain the impact of ET characteristics on 
the success or failure of ECF campaigns (Ahlers et al., 
2015; Coakley et  al., 2022; Piva & Rossi-Lamastra, 
2018; Troise et  al., 2022a). Scholars have primarily 
examined if the presence of ETs increases the chance of 
success (or failure) of the ECF campaigns (e.g., Coak-
ley et al., 2022, which measured the presence of solo-
founders or ETs with a dummy variable) and takes into 
account characteristics of the team such as the size (Ahl-
ers et al., 2015; Vismara, 2018), education (Ahlers et al., 
2015; Barbi & Mattioli, 2019; Coakley et  al., 2022; 
Lukkarinen et al., 2016; Piva & Rossi-Lamastra, 2018), 
gender (Barbi & Mattioli, 2019; Cumming et al., 2021; 
Prokop & Wang, 2022), prior experiences (especially 
professional and entrepreneurial ones) (Barbi & Mat-
tioli, 2019; Coakley et al., 2022; Lukkarinen et al., 2016; 
Piva & Rossi-Lamastra, 2018; Troise et  al., 2022a), 
age (Coakley et al., 2022; Cumming et al., 2021), and 
geography and ethnicity (Cumming et al., 2021). In this 
vein, Lim and Busenitz (2020) highlighted that ETs are 
more highly valued than solo-founders by prospective 
investors in ECF, as well as these ETs compensate for 
lack of experience and reduce potential negative effects 
(compared to solo-founders). In a similar vein, the study 
of Vismara (2019) focusing on sustainability in ECF 
showed the importance of ET size in increasing outside 
investors’ perception of businesses’ ability to cope and 
navigate uncertain market scenarios.

At the same time, there are a limited number of 
studies in the literature that represent exceptions and 
have explored the effects of ET in the post-campaign 
phase. The study of Hornuf et  al. (2018) demon-
strated that larger ETs have positive effects on firms’ 
follow‐up funding, thus highlighting the increasing 
likelihood of receiving further funding from VCs and 
BAs after ECF campaigns. In a similar vein, Coak-
ley et al. (2022) showed that ETs perform better than 
solo-founders in terms of ECF campaign success and 
survival rate of crowdfunded ventures; specifically, 
their study provided evidence that ETs are not only 
more likely to succeed in ECF campaigns and raise 
more capital than solo-founders but also that they are 
less likely to fail after ECF campaigns. The study of 
Rossi et al. (2023) explored the role of ETs in relation 
to family businesses and shed light on their responses 
to the negative ECF campaign outcomes, i.e., the 
unsuccessful campaigns; they found that these 

ventures have higher probability of raising new equity 
financing after these ECF campaigns’ failures.

Apart from these studies, however, we are una-
ware of any research in the current literature on the 
role of ETs in the pre-campaign phase. The latter, in 
fact, unlike the other two phases, is still unexplored 
although the ETs’ perspective and behaviors before 
the use of ECF (and the launch of the campaign) rep-
resent intriguing opportunities for research, especially 
given the importance of entrepreneurial character-
istics and motivations in determining the ECF cam-
paigns’ strategies (Troise & Tani, 2021).

The sporadic studies of ETs previously discussed 
have provided some initial evidence on the relation-
ship between ETs and the phases of ECF; however, 
they did not address the question of what the contribu-
tion, involvement, or activities/actions of ETs are in the 
three phases of ECF. The role of ETs played towards the 
phases of the ECF journey seems not yet fully explored, 
with a significant gap in the pre-campaign phase where 
we do not have studies on ETs. While we have some evi-
dence from the literature of the effects of ETs’ presence 
and characteristics on the success of ECF campaigns 
and the follow‐up funding or survival of equity-crowd-
funded ventures, we have no knowledge of the contri-
bution of ETs in these phases and their role in each of 
them. Distinct from prior research, we focus on the role 
of ETs in the three phases of ECF and unpack their con-
tributions and activities/actions. In this sense, we have a 
unique opportunity to investigate how ETs have differ-
ent roles and effects in the three ECF phases. This study 
tries to shed some light on the dynamic impact of ET 
on the ECF phases, and provides an in-depth analysis of 
its role during the ECF journey, thus providing a contri-
bution in expanding the current literature mainly based 
on a static view and on the study of the campaign phase 
with a few exceptions on the post-campaign phase.

Finally, the exponential spread of ECF and its 
uniqueness (Stevenson et  al., 2022; Walthoff-Borm 
et  al., 2018a) has driven an increasing number of 
scholars to call for more studies to examine in-depth 
decisions or motivation of different types of ECF 
fund-seekers (e.g., Cummings et  al., 2020; Steven-
son et  al., 2022; Walthoff-Borm et  al., 2018a;) and 
the role of entrepreneurs in the post-campaign phase 
by exploring different scenarios (including the case 
of unsuccessful ECF campaigns) (e.g. Rossi et  al., 
2023). At the same time, recent studies call for 
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further research to investigate ECF at different or 
multiple levels and to advance current understanding 
of the role of ETs (e.g., Coakley et  al., 2022). With 
this study, we tried to answer these calls and advance 
current literature, improving our understanding of the 
strategic role of ETs in all the ECF phase.

3 � Research design

This research focuses on ETs in ECF, a recent phe-
nomenon as defined by scholars (Estrin et al., 2018). 
To depict the role and relationships between the ETs 
and ECF context, we adopted a qualitative approach 
based on a multiple case method (Eisenhardt & 
Graebner, 2007). Specifically, we investigated 18 
Italian ventures—small businesses—and exam-
ined the views and activities of their ET members 
involved in the ECF context. We decided to focus on 
the Italian ECF market because it is a vibrant coun-
try in the field of ECF; in fact, Italy was the first 
country in Europe to regulate ECF with a specific 
law and the Consob2 authority provided a register 
for ECF platforms, thus allowing the use of a cross-
platform (Troise et  al., 2021, 2022a). Furthermore, 
Italy is characterized by the presence of small busi-
nesses, and the governments pay particular atten-
tion to introducing regulations to encourage the rise/
development of innovative start-ups and the related 
use of ECF.

Purposive sampling technique was used to choose 
the participants (Patton, 2002). This specific tech-
nique is used to identify the information-rich cases 
of ETs in ECF and the well-informed founders of the 
phenomenon. In our case, we focused only on ven-
tures that have successfully raised funds through ECF 
campaigns (i.e., crowdfunded ventures) and only on 
ventures with ETs,3 thus excluding the ventures with 
solo founders. Currently, there is a general consensus 
in the literature that an ET is composed of a group of 
people—two or more individuals (Cooney, 2005)—
who exhibit at least two of the following three 

characteristics (Ensley & Hmieleski, 2005): (1) to be 
a founder, that is, to have that specific status; (2) to 
have significant equity stakes, that is to be significant 
stakeholders (i.e., 10% or more); (3) to be actively 
involved in the strategic decision-making for the new 
firm. In line with these characteristics recognized by 
the literature, ETs possess at least two of the condi-
tions described above.

We had good knowledge of the ventures composed 
by ETs that have adopted ECF and we departed from 
these ventures that we already knew from previous 
studies. We conducted two initial pilot interviews to 
ensure the clarity of the question, the understanding 
of the participants, and the logical flow.

The final number of ventures included in the 
study was 18, and for each, we interviewed at 
least half of the ET members. Data collection 
lasted about six  months between December 2021 
and May 2022, and the sources are reported in 
Table  1. We  conducted a second round of inter-
views in the period March–May 2023, to complete 
our research findings and get a deeper understand-
ing about some crucial elements that emerged 
during the first round of interviews (such as fur-
ther investigate the decision to fundraise through 
ECF, the consideration and engagement of 
early investors, and the ETs role across the ECF 
phases). Table  2, instead, provides a description 
of the sample characteristics.

This study adopted the “Gioia Method,” a well-
known methodology to enhance the qualitative 
rigor of the research (Gioia et al., 2013). The inter-
views were transcribed, and their analysis led to 
the codification of the main and emerging concepts 
concerning the roles of ETs in three different phases 

2  Commissione Nazionale per le Società e la Borsa.
3  For comprehensive descriptions, and definitions of ETs, it is 
possible to see the studies of Cooney (2005) and Schjoedt and 
Kraus (2009). Cooney (2005, p. 229) defined an ET as “two 

or more individuals who have a significant financial interest 
and participate actively in the development of the enterprise,” 
while Schjoedt and Kraus (2009, p. 515) have extended the 
definition to include additional aspects and reporting that: “An 
entrepreneurial team consists of two or more persons who have 
an interest, both financial and otherwise, in and commitment 
to a venture’s future and success; whose work is interdepend-
ent in the pursuit of common goals and venture success; who 
are accountable to the entrepreneurial team and for the venture; 
who are considered to be at the executive level with execu-
tive responsibility in the early phases of the venture, including 
founding and prestart up; and who are seen as a social entity 
by themselves and by others.”.

Footnote 3 (continued)
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of ECF and the underlying dynamics. The interview 
protocol was almost standardized across interviews. 
First, we asked the ET members to illustrate venture 
characteristics, developments, and challenges they 
faced; then, we focused on the roles and actions 
of ETs in the ECF journey. The latter includes the 

overall phases (i.e., the entire process) of ECF and 
the related performance, thus allowing us to get rel-
evant details on different phases and not only infor-
mation about the campaign’s performance.

Primary data allowed us to identify the main 
points, followed by the definition of common 
themes; the last step was the assignment of final cat-
egories (Punch, 2005). In sum, the process was as 
follows: first, we derived first-order concepts, then 
the second-order ones, and finally the aggregate 
dimensions. Data structure is reported in Fig. 1.

4 � Findings

The interviews ultimately revealed valuable infor-
mation on the role of ETs in three different phases, 

namely, the pre-campaign, during the campaign, 
and post-campaign phase, as detailed in the fol-
lowing sub-sections. In these, we discuss the major 
findings of our study according to each phase of the 
ECF journey.

Table 1   Data sources

Source Typology

Interviews In person = 3
Microsoft Teams = 5
Google Meet = 7
Phone and VOIP calls = 3

Duration of interviews On average = 40 min
Venture social media Facebook

Instagram
LinkedIn
Twitter
YouTube

Websites and press National reports on entre-
preneurship monitor

Venture official websites
Crowdfunding platforms 

websites
Specific blogs
Dedicated press

Table 2   Sample characteristics

Venture characteristics Location North 83%
Center, South, and Main Islands 17%

Venture age  < 5 100%

Sector Services 72%

Industry, crafts, and manufacturing 28%

ET characteristics Industry experience (venture sector)  ≤ 5 years 61%
 > 5 years 39%

Industry experience (different sector)  ≤ 5 years 67%
 > 5 years 33%

Entrepreneurial experience Yes 56%
No 44%

Age  ≤ 40 50%
 > 40 50%

Size  ≤ 3 44%
 > 3 56%

Founder education Bachelor’s degree or lower 33%
Master’s degree or higher 67%
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4.1 � ET role: ECF pre‑campaign phase

The interviews reported significant details on the 
actions and role of ETs in the pre-campaign phase, 
i.e., before the launch of the ECF campaign. Their 
actions ultimately influence the strategic decision of 
the venture to use this new system and fuel the entre-
preneurial decision-making process.

Many interviewees declared that ET plays a key 
role in the entrepreneurial action of identifying valu-
able opportunities and useful resources for the ven-
ture. ET members, in fact, are involved in a proactive 
activity of searching for information and identifying 
the best opportunities to support the development and 
growth of their ventures. In particular, ET reveals a 
high ability to connect information and establish rela-
tionships with different domains, sometimes unre-
lated to each other.

One of the interviewees highlighted that the ven-
ture was founded as a result of action and the pres-
ence of such  a team, in the specific case a team of 
4 founders, was fundamental to identifying the best 

opportunities for it, particularly in the use of ECF. 
Specifically, he stated “our start-up was founded by 
4 members and all of us are particularly active in the 
search for new information useful to further develop 
and growth our firm; in particular all the team seek 
information to raise funds and new tools to support 
our start-up; our collective research efforts have led 
us to identify equity crowdfunding, an alternative 
financing instrument that also represents in a certain 
sense a gamble given its recent appearance.” Simi-
larly, another interviewee pointed out that the ET 
helped the venture to increase the frequency of inter-
actions with other stakeholders, thus multiplying the 
possibilities of acquiring new information and above 
all acquiring the most relevant information for the 
venture. Most of the interviewees underlined that the 
action of the ET is crucial for evaluating the opportu-
nities and connections of the information gathered. In 
this sense, one founder said “without the commitment 
of the entire entrepreneurial team, it would not have 
been possible to carry out a targeted assessment of 
the individual opportunities identified; this led to the 

Fig. 1   Data structure
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identification of a series of strategic choices including 
the use of equity crowdfunding; moreover, it should 
be noted that together we were able to complete 
the ‘puzzle’ of the numerous information collected 
and identify the missing piece for our first phase of 
development, that is in our case a small amount of 
resources to complete the development of our appli-
cation and test it immediately on the market with an 
initial distribution of the service at national level; put 
simply, we needed funds but also useful feedback to 
test the market.” Similarly, another founder pointed 
out that “we consider crowd investors as a potential 
new source for our business, not only in terms of 
funding; the decision to take advantage of an equity 
crowdfunding mechanism was made by all team 
members after we identified some interesting poten-
tial returns, also of a non-financial nature.”

Apart from the higher level of alertness, it emerges 
from the interviews that the ET actions allowed them 
to reduce their perceived uncertainty related to the 
novelty of the entrepreneurial initiative and the sur-
rounding environment. The changing environment 
influences the decision-making process of all entre-
preneurs and their judgments especially related to 
the mobilization of financial resources. Several inter-
viewees pointed out that the presence of an ET—and 
consequently their actions—represented a point of 
strength for their ventures given the high levels of 
uncertainty related to the volatility of the market and 
the changes in both the market and industry in gen-
eral. In this sense, an ET member said “we founded 
a new venture in a vibrant and rapidly changing sec-
tor, namely eco-friendly products, strictly related 
to the green economy and in particular the recent 
international goals of sustainability and the circular 
economy; at the beginning, we were among the first 
players in the sector, we believed that the best way to 
address the uncertainty related to the sector was to 
take collective action, combining our strengths and 
skills to try to give light to our business idea. This 
was a winning solution, and thanks to our collective 
judgments, we decided to approach the equity crowd-
funding system.” In a similar way, another founder 
said “in our case, the entrepreneurial team was fun-
damental to engage an entrepreneurial behavior, that 
is the creation of a new venture; we established an 
innovative start-up, and after one year from the estab-
lishment, we launched an important equity crowd-
funding campaign and offered a large part of equity 

shares [over 10%]; honestly, alone I would not have 
created the venture around the business idea and 
above all I would not have launched a crowdfunding 
campaign, not even knowing its existence […].” On 
the same topic, a founder reported that “personally 
I have always seen the creation of a start-up and the 
search for financial resources as very uncertain activi-
ties, however I must emphasize that the entrepreneur-
ial team has certainly made it possible to seize the 
opportunities of the market, despite the uncertainty 
of the European context and the service sector, and it 
has certainly provided all of us with a greater capac-
ity to bear the felt uncertainty; as a consequence, we 
decided to act and use an equity crowdfunding plat-
form to raise funds.”

All the interviewees emphasized that ETs use 
social media more efficiently and massively. ET 
members adopt proactively several social media for 
different purposes, especially to access to information 
and establish and manage relationships with other 
actors and for marketing purposes. Founders reveal 
that through social media, the ETs monitor the mar-
ket and can take specific actions. Among them, the 
use of social media by ET members helps to create 
relationships with third-parties, in particular, other 
relevant stakeholders for the venture (e.g., custom-
ers, other ventures, and industrial partners). At the 
same time, the ET actions in terms of social media 
uses have allowed the venture to attract new inves-
tors and access greater financial resources as well 
as new fundraising systems. A founder, for exam-
ple, spoke about the “actions by the whole entrepre-
neurial team of the exploitation of social media to 
increase relationships and find new investors for the 
venture,” while another one talked about the proac-
tive social media use thanks to the team members 
(in the specific case 3 founders) which leverage 
social media—especially LinkedIn, Instagram, and 
Facebook—to access market information and finan-
cial ones; the founder underlined that “thanks to our 
active ET using social media, we have navigated the 
uncertain scenario typical of entrepreneurial finance, 
and increase the opportunities to access to new finan-
cial resources; without the proactive use by all ET 
members, we would not have been able to meet new 
players in the arena, such as (equity) crowdfunding 
which has appeared recently and only through dedi-
cated online platforms.” Advances in social media 
and online platforms require  more engagement from 
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firms, and the ET interviewed highlighted their higher 
propensity to use social media for key purposes 
for the venture. A very interesting aspect that has 
emerged from the interviews with ET members is that 
their use of social media and (also) the network ties 
were crucial in the “early stage” of the crowdfunding 
journey and, hence, before the launch of a campaign, 
including—eventually—a preparation stage. In this 
phase, often defined in general terms in crowdfunding 
contexts as the “friend-funding” stage, the presence 
of an ET guarantees a higher level of key resources 
(compared to solo founders) such as networks and 
social capital. ETs’ direct connections, in fact, played 
a key role in engaging investors not only from family, 
friends, and fans but also from other amateur inves-
tors through social media and other online channels. 
A founder stated that “we all team members brought 
our contacts, including family, friends, partners and 
other potential interested parties; the presence of a 
team was very important, allowing us to amplify the 
effects and generate hype.” Direct and close social 
connections of ETs are essential during the prepa-
ration period of an ECF campaign and, at the same 
time, ET communication efforts—especially in terms 
of posts, videos, blogs, etc.—were useful to spread 
the future launch of the campaign and to increase the 
attention of people, with the aim to influence a good 
number of early investors/backers. To support this, 
a founder reported that “both our direct contacts of 
various kinds, and the activities of communication, 
such as posts on social media and online pitches, have 
played an important role in influencing some early 
investors before the launch of the campaign, raising 
awareness in advance.” It is interesting to note that 
the interviews highlighted a non-negligible advan-
tage deriving from the private networks of ETs, that 
is the possibility to attract financial resources during 
the so-called “hidden stage” of the campaign. The 
latter refers to a pre-campaign phase where found-
ers can invite private network members or partners 
and suggest them to invest in their initiative, thus 
offering them the opportunity to be among the first 
investors. To support this, a founder explained that 
this phase provided a unique and valuable opportu-
nity to engage not only initial amateur investors in 
the personal sphere of the ETs but also key partners 
and, potentially, lead investors by invitation. Further-
more, another founder highlighted that in the Italian 
ECF context, the presence of professional investors is 

required by law and campaigns must raise at list 5% 
of the capital from accredited investors; in this case, 
the contacts of ETs with specific targeted investors 
are particularly relevant.

Finally, the interviews provided indications that 
an ET plays a crucial role in increasing the level of 
entrepreneurial openness of the team and ultimately 
in overcoming a potential—initial—lack of openness. 
ET members suggested that their openness is greater 
thanks to the collective vision of the team; in this 
sense, a founder reported that “perhaps, our visions 
in an isolated way would have been limiting for soci-
ety, probably not all with a high degree of openness 
towards the outside and in general towards the news 
[…].” To support this argument, another founder 
declared that “our venture is a small and young firm, 
our openness is high, and I think it is due to a sort 
of ‘collective opening’ of the entrepreneurial team, 
because we have collectively decided to be more open 
and increase the opportunities for our venture; we are 
in close contact and try our best to share experiences, 
knowledge and networks; honestly, without the open-
ness of our whole team, I’m usually not a very open 
person,” one of his co-founders in this sense stated 
that openness is a “collective effort and the different 
levels of openness of individuals are compensated for, 
as now you are a single team operating and going in 
the same direction.”

Several founders discussed the importance of ET 
openness to learn different new approaches, which in 
turn improved the venture’s capabilities and knowl-
edge. Some examples, provided by ET members, are 
related to learning new approaches to the market or 
marketing activities and, above all, to the ability to 
learn from previous success stories that have been 
assimilated and shared. Two founders of the same ET, 
in fact, pointed out that they are passionate readers of 
articles published in magazines and blogs dedicated 
to successful entrepreneurs and are fans of a multi-
tude of entrepreneurship programs (such as B Heroes 
and Shark Thank) that they follow constantly.

This level of openness is also related to the dimen-
sions of novelties and feedback. Most of the ET 
members reported that they constantly look for use-
ful news for their business, such as the possibility of 
collaborating with other ventures, improving the ser-
vices, and entering new markets. A founder said “all 
of us team members try to find new ideas or feedback 
to improve our current services and develop new ones 
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according to the needs of consumers, we are always 
open to their comments.” Similarly, another founder 
discussed opportunities in foreign markets thanks to 
information obtained from outside. Notably, most ET 
members pointed out that the opportunity to use ECF 
came from the information received from the outside 
and ET’s great openness to news, especially the pre-
vious viewing of other successful campaigns of ECF 
and the consequent development of ventures after the 
campaigns.

4.2 � ET role: ECF during the campaign phase

The interviewees offered various reasons for the cru-
cial importance of the ET during the crowdfunding 
campaign, useful for ensuring its ultimate success.

All the founders interviewed reported that the pres-
ence of an ET represented a successful driver of the 
ECF campaigns. The ET members highlighted that 
a team made up of various founders with different 
experiences and skills represented an added value and 
a strength for the venture and its financing campaign. 
In fact, a larger and more heterogeneous team repre-
sents a credible signal for external investors about the 
quality of the venture. Most of the ventures posted 
specific details, updates, and links to disclose infor-
mation on their previous experiences and, in general, 
on “who they are.” According to a founder, “inves-
tors have paid close attention to our backgrounds, 
skills and professional or work experiences; in fact, 
some have asked us to send them our CVs and links 
to our profiles where our previous work experiences 
are highlighted, such as LinkedIn.” Based on the suc-
cess of their campaigns and the comments of many 
investors or the interactions (pre- and post- cam-
paign) between founders and investors, ET members 
stressed that the size of ET was critical for investors 
to decide to commit financial resources, and—at 
the same time—the education level of the members 
was highly relevant for influencing collective invest-
ment decision-making. Interestingly, an ET member 
revealed that one of the most important aspects of 
the investors’ judgments was the previous entrepre-
neurial or start-up experience of the team members. 
Specifically, he said “most of the investors were small 
amateur investors, and many of them asked my team 
colleagues and me to describe our previous experi-
ences in other start-ups and entrepreneurial projects; 
it was important for them to have information about 

our ‘knowledge’ on the entrepreneurial process and—
according to many of them—this was valuable in stat-
ing that, in a sense, we have enough experience to 
solve potential problems or avoid / prevent mistakes.” 
Other ET members described work experiences and 
industry knowledge as useful elements for investors 
to consider and able to change the trajectories of ECF 
campaigns (i.e., influence their success of failure).

The ET members’ qualities and characteristics 
have a signaling effect on crowd investors; however,  
their communication activities also influence the suc-
cess of ECF campaigns. As described above, founders 
provided and posted several types of info to improve 
investor knowledge. However, ET members do much 
more during campaigns to increase the chances of 
them investing funds In fact, they play a very active 
role in managing conversations with investors and in 
providing constant updates as well as the use of mul-
tiple (interactive) communication tools. According to 
an ET member, the investors were very happy that the 
ET provided timely responses to their comments and 
posted specific updates during the campaign useful 
for the investors; this ET member said “the responses 
of all ET members were greatly appreciated by our 
investors, they saw that the team is united, compact, 
and we are all ready to work with future investors to 
improve our business venture and to have, hopefully, 
success in the future.” Other ET members empha-
sized the great entrepreneurial teamwork in produc-
ing a significant amount of content suitable for mul-
tiple types of interlocutors. Most of the interviewees 
showed specific videos made by the whole ET to 
describe the entrepreneurial initiatives together. Many 
campaigns proposed videos that include presenta-
tions from each individual ET members. Based on the 
comments of some founders, this active participation 
of the ET significantly improved the online narrative, 
thus encouraging a large number of crowd investors 
to support the campaigns.

The presence of an ET has a valuable benefit for 
entrepreneurial initiatives posted on ECF platforms 
in terms of increased social network ties and interac-
tions. The ET members play an active role in mobiliz-
ing their network and promoting the ECF campaign 
through their friends and followers on the main social 
media, such as Facebook, LinkedIn, and Instagram. 
The vast majority of the interviewees pointed out 
that the presence of a high number of social media 
connections of each ET member was crucial for the 
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success of the campaigns. A founder declared that 
“thanks to the number of Facebook and LinkedIn 
connections of our entrepreneurial team members, we 
had the opportunity to spread our message exponen-
tially and directly involve many of our friends, rela-
tives and acquaintances.” Similarly, another founder 
reported that “without our entrepreneurial team we 
would not have been able to expand our network so 
quickly and have an imminent impact on fundraising.”

Interestingly, some founders support and share the 
idea that social connections are useful especially at 
the start of the ECF campaign to attract early inves-
tors and, consequently, to increase its chance of suc-
cess. In this initial phase, in fact, they affirmed that 
was determinant for the later success to engage a large 
number of investors from all the potential connections 
and networks, i.e., not only the well-known “3F” but 
also other users/investors with several online channels 
or that populated the platforms. A founder reported 
that “our initial efforts were helpful at the start of the 
equity crowdfunding campaign as they allowed us to 
reach a high level of our initial funding goal after a 
very short period of time; these efforts proved to be 
successful as we reached the target long before the 
end of the campaign, and it allowed us to have a rich 
overfunding rate far exceeding the initial target; in 
our case, I would say that the (entrepreneurial) found-
ing team has been determinant in maximizing the ini-
tial efforts and that the early investors involved have 
been a driving force for subsequent investors.” On 
more than one occasion, the founders have argued 
that some investors had direct connections with ET 
members and this represented a non-negligible moti-
vation to support a specific initiative with the aim of 
maintaining and strengthening existing relationships. 
At the same time, the communication efforts made by 
the ETs have been useful not only in engaging direct 
contacts but also in increasing the participation of 
new investors/backers and convincing “strangers” to 
commit financial resources, especially thanks to the 
simpler language used by the ETs in their updates and 
the large amount of information they provided on the 
initiative to enhance trust in them. The opportunity to 
build new networks has been seized by several found-
ers who have actively maintained interactions with 
new investors through the dedicated spaces within 
the online platforms and on the main social media. A 
founder stated “I and the other two members of the 
team paid close attention to the new investors trying 

to establish a connection with them and building 
some kind of trust, since it was actually an investment 
in a startup that could seem risky; we believe that this 
interaction activity must be done and is also useful 
for the future of our venture.” Other founders have 
argued that both existing contacts and new ones from 
new backers/investors trigger a useful word-of-mouth 
(WoM) effect.

Finally, the ET members interviewed highlighted 
the importance of certifications in the context of 
ECF campaigns. Specifically, a number of founders 
reported that the presence of an ET had a certifica-
tion effect for the venture on the ECF campaign, as 
this parameter can influence the investment decisions 
of both amateur and professional investors during 
the campaign. In this vein, a founder suggested that 
“as many investors have told me, our team played a 
key role in reducing their uncertainty about invest-
ing in a new venture.” Another interesting aspect that 
emerged from the interviews was the importance of 
external certifications to increase the likelihood of 
investors to finance  the project. In this sense, ET 
members who disseminate information on the awards 
won (both at individual and venture level), participate 
in important events, and obtain visibility from reliable 
sources (e.g., specific press and expert opinions) have 
shown higher performance during their campaigns. 
A founder, for example, stated that “our start-up won 
an award related to sustainability, while one of our 
entrepreneurial team members won a scientific award; 
both of these awards have attracted investors and have 
shown them that the venture is worth believing and 
betting, and that both the team and the venture are 
very active.” Another founder highlighted that the ET 
was particularly important to participate in many and 
different types of events (e.g., conferences, competi-
tions, and specific fairs).

4.3 � ET role: ECF post‑campaign phase

In this last sub-section, we present the results of our 
data analysis which provides insights into the role 
of ET in the post-campaign phase. This phase repre-
sents a new starting point in the ECF journey where 
the ET is particularly involved and plays a crucial role 
for the survival and development of the crowdfunded 
venture.

First, our interviews revealed that ET members 
after ECF campaigns have to manage an enlarged 



	 C. Troise et al.

1 3
Vol:. (1234567890)

corporate structure made up of new investors who 
have entered the venture (mainly with minority 
stakes). Several founders pointed out that manag-
ing relationships with many new people in the ven-
ture would have been more difficult without an active 
ET. At the same time, ET members are committed in 
engaging the crowd to actively participate in the life 
of the venture; one of the founders underlined that 
“new investors often ask for information and aim to 
play an active role in the development of the venture, 
not only to have economic returns soon, this is an 
excellent aspect for a young start-up like ours.” The 
ET engages not only in a conversation with the crowd 
of investors but—at the same time—also with some 
key stakeholders (such as reputable ventures, other 
industry players, and consumer associations).

This activity of crowd investor engagement was 
particularly useful for ET members, who benefited 
from the knowledge and the so-called “wisdom of the 
crowd.” ET members, in fact, revealed that investors 
participate in the development of the venture through 
valuable comments and opinions (held in high regard 
by ET), particularly focused on the opportunities to 
scale and grow, for example, through a specific mar-
keting or internationalization strategy. One of the 
founders said “three highly motivated investors have 
many contacts with different types of international 
players in our sector and this aspect was fundamen-
tal for the growth of our venture as we were able to 
combine their knowledge and relationships with those 
of two members of our entrepreneurial team; the lat-
ter had similar ambitions of expansion in two of these 
foreign markets, but did not have sufficient knowledge 
or contacts, so the meeting between this ‘knowledge’ 
was decisive for the planning of our future strategies.” 
Likewise, other members highlighted that the reports 
provided by the new investors, who shared their net-
works and contacts, were very useful for the growth 
of the venture, and the presence of a larger team was 
crucial in managing all of these new relationships, 
and above all to do it in a more efficient way, thus 
avoiding the dispersion of useful contacts or the loss 
of precious opportunities. At the same time, members 
proactively take into account investor feedback, com-
ments, and suggestions about products or services. 
These inputs are particularly useful to improve final 
products or to test new ones. About this aspect, an ET 
member said “our team is managing relations with 
new investors, and we have been able to gather some 

particularly useful feedback on our new experimental 
service that we will soon launch on the market; the 
improvement of this service is made possible thanks 
to some comments from investors particularly expe-
rienced in the field of distribution and information 
technology; without their help we would not have had 
this further phase of development, and it must also be 
said that the skills of one of our entrepreneurial team 
members were also complementary in this case.” Sev-
eral precious considerations of some founders high-
light that the ties formed with crowd investors dur-
ing the ECF campaign can be transferred to business 
connections for ETs and represent for them a valuable 
opportunity for future cooperation, thus strengthening 
ties that were initially weak. A founder pointed out 
that “ties established with two investors in particular 
proved to be profitable and very useful in our case; 
we have a multi-year business relationship with them 
now, and they support us in various ways as well as 
create […and will create soon in the future, adds the 
founder…] strategic cooperations.”

From the interviews, two other fundamental 
aspects emerge related to the role of the team in the 
post-campaign phases. The first is the greater abil-
ity to mobilize new and often missing resources. An 
aspect similar to all the interviewees was the easier 
access to other and additional sources of finance. 
Some of the ET members highlighted that their 
ventures launched other ECF campaigns, while oth-
ers have attracted the attention of some professional 
investors (e.g., Venture Capitalists). One of the 
founders, for example, said “our entrepreneurial team 
was very happy for the success of the first campaigns 
of equity crowdfunding, so we decided to start a sec-
ond campaign; this was possible thanks to the efforts 
of the entrepreneurial team and the commitment of 
all of us.” The presence of an involved ET was use-
ful to actively move into the market and search for 
new skilled human and financial resources. The good 
results obtained from the successful ECF campaigns 
have been decisive in attracting qualified personnel 
and new financial resources; however, as suggested 
by some founders, this was possible thanks to the 
presence of the ET who knew how not to waste the 
positive effects of the campaign and quickly seized 
the new opportunities offered by the market. Notably, 
the ET members revealed that after the ECF cam-
paigns, they were able to access a valuable resource, 
namely tacit knowledge. In this sense, ET creates 
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several valuable connections and gains access to tacit 
information, such as those of some crowd investors 
(who worked for existing ventures in the sector and 
the learning-by-doing process).

The last aspect that emerged from the interviews 
is the importance of ET after the ECF campaigns in 
building a venture’s robustness and resilience. This is 
a crucial aspect for ventures that are facing the current 
challenging scenario characterized by the COVID-19 
pandemic. In general, the post-campaign phase was 
positive for all the ventures whose ET members, with 
great enthusiasm, in the wake of the success of the 
campaign, made great efforts to continue the devel-
opment of the venture and keep the promises made 
to investors (e.g., what was described during the ECF 
campaign in terms of economic-financial projections 
and how the funds raised would be used); however, as 
is well known, the COVID-19 outbreak represented a 
devastating event for many businesses.

An intriguing aspect that emerged from the data 
analysis is that the equity crowdfunded ventures 
founded by the interviewed teams reveal an ability to 
withstand the condition of shock. Some of the found-
ers, in fact, highlighted that the ET plays a vital role 
in maintaining functionality of venture operations and 
eventually in readjusting the configurations or chang-
ing some specific and necessary strategies (e.g., mar-
kets or long-term objectives) to cope with the shock.

A founder, for example, stated that “without an ET 
I think the effects of the pandemic scenario would 
have been more catastrophic for us; this is especially 
true because we have implemented rapid and effec-
tive collective actions focused on adapting to the new 
challenging scenario.”, while another one said that 

“thanks to our proactive ET, we were able to quickly 
change one of our services to address the COVID-19 
pandemic emergency, and we changed some long-
term goals.” Similarly, a founder declared that the 
pandemic scenario has led the ET members to decide 
the enter new markets (such as those of online ser-
vices and e-commerce) to survive and absorb the 
shocks, but this represented also an opportunity for 
them to further develop new services and—hope-
fully—to increase their competitiveness in new 
markets.

5 � Discussion

This qualitative study is among the first to specifically 
examine the role of ETs in the ECF context and lever-
aged a dynamic view allowing us to explore different 
phases in this sense, namely, the pre-campaign, dur-
ing the campaign, and post-campaign phases. Fig-
ure  2 shows a final proposed model to explain the 
different phases of the ECF journey. While most stud-
ies use a static view and explore the central phase, 
i.e., the dynamics of ECF campaigns, our study tries 
to make further steps towards a better understand-
ing of all the ECF phases, thus contributing to dif-
ferent research streams. The ECF literature is very 
vibrant, as underlined by several general calls for 
papers to increase knowledge in the entrepreneurship 
domain (Drover et  al., 2017; McKenny et  al., 2017; 
Short et  al., 2017) and by specific calls to fill iden-
tified gaps, as in the case of pre-campaign or post-
campaign phases (Coakley et  al., 2022; Cummings 
et al., 2020; Rossi et al., 2023; Stevenson et al., 2022; 

Fig. 2   Proposed model
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Walthoff-Borm et  al., 2018a). Our study embraces 
the idea that a deeper exploration of ETs in ECF is 
needed and joins the debate in the literature. Overall, 
the research improves our knowledge of the roles of 
ETs in this less-explored context in entrepreneurship.

The findings show that in all the three phases, ETs 
have a key role and a specific importance by making 
a decisive contribution. As regards the pre-campaign 
phase, our findings highlight that ETs disclose a high 
level of entrepreneurial alertness, increasing the abil-
ity to identify and pursue opportunities (Tang et  al., 
2012). The ET members proactively search for infor-
mation and exploit external resources more effec-
tively (Ardichvili et  al., 2003; Chen et  al., 2020; 
Gaglio & Katz, 2001). This action seems to increase 
the likelihood to identify the best and new opportuni-
ties and to engage in novel contexts, in this specific 
case, the ECF context.

The analysis highlights that ETs play a crucial 
role in reducing or mitigating the uncertainty per-
ceived, particularly environmental uncertainty. ET 
members act together in dealing with uncertainty and 
increase the willingness to bear it. In general, there is 
little information about the effects of new tools—in 
this specific case the ECF which recently entered the 
global arena (Block et al., 2018a)—on new firms, and 
this led to an increase in environmental uncertainty 
felt (Milliken, 1987). Entrepreneurship literature pre-
sents several contributions underlying the relation-
ship between entrepreneurial action and the impact 
of uncertainty (Townsend et  al., 2018). Among 
them, there is a consensus that increased uncer-
tainty has negative effects on entrepreneurial activity 
(Townsend et al., 2018). Our results highlight that ET 
reduces this uncertainty and enhances entrepreneurial 
actions. Interestingly, in some cases, the ET managed 
to turn uncertainty into opportunity. This is because 
the uncertainty led to the identification of some spe-
cific opportunities.

The findings also reveal that ET members have a 
high level of social media use, which in turn led to 
improved venture efficiency and the formation of 
several entrepreneurial opportunities (Parveen et  al., 
2016; Troise et  al., 2022b). Some studies show that 
entrepreneurs benefit from the use of social media 
in influencing opportunity recognition and  resource 
mobilization (Fischer & Reuber, 2011). These effects 
are stronger in the case of ETs that emerge from our 
study; this is because the ET members access to a 

high number of connections through social media, 
manage these relationships efficiently, and—at the 
same time—acquire a valuable amount of information 
and knowledge.

Our findings embrace the thought of Brown et al. 
(2019) that networks and ties are leveraged by ven-
tures through the different phases of their ECF 
journey. Both social media use and networks have 
emerged as valuable elements considered and lever-
aged by ETs in the pre-campaign phase and especially 
in its preparation (Cai et  al., 2021). Scholars have 
provided evidence that these initial efforts, as well as 
the early stage of the campaigns, positively influence 
the success of ECF campaigns (Vismara, 2018). Our 
results show the importance of direct connections of 
ETs with several parties in this phase, thus support-
ing the view of previous studies (Brown et al., 2019; 
Lukkarinen et  al., 2016). Furthermore, external net-
works such as private networks are a vital source of 
funding during the hidden phase of the campaign; 
scholars have provided evidence of external net-
works in this phase and that the higher these finan-
cial resources, the more successful the campaigns 
are (Brown et al., 2019; Lukkarinen et al., 2016). In 
this field, Lehner (2014) showed that direct and close 
social connections are essential both at the start of 
the ECF campaign and also during the preparation 
period, underlining that “success is based upon the 
social capital of the entrepreneurial teams” (Lehner, 
2014, p. 478). Communication efforts by founders, 
such as in terms of posts, videos, and blogs, have pos-
itive effects on early backers’ attraction and numbers. 
Other studies underlined the importance of social 
capital and networks and have distinguished between 
in-crowd (with strong and weak ties with the found-
ers) and out-crowd investors (no ties), revealing that 
the latter relies more on several types of information 
(financial planning, risks, etc.) (Polzin et  al., 2018). 
Although it did  not emerge from our interviews, a 
number of scholars support the idea that ECF plat-
forms’ feature lead professionals to attract follow-up 
investors (Agrawal et al., 2016; Xiao, 2020), and pub-
lic profiles of investors attract early investors (Vis-
mara, 2018).

Finally, ETs play a key role in improving the 
openness to new experiences and approaches for all 
the members (Slavec et  al., 2017). This represents a 
strength for new ventures and helps them to be more 
open and proactively use new tools like the ECF. ETs 
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disclose a high propensity for novelties and for eval-
uating external opinions or feedback. The latter is a 
crucial aspect for new ventures aiming at growth. At 
the same time, the ET members pay particular atten-
tion at the learning dimension, that is, to learn new 
approaches and leverage new knowledge for their 
own venture.

The campaign phase is the most investigated aspect 
in the literature, although the role of ET was just con-
sidered for its signaling power in terms of human 
capital signals. Our findings confirm previous studies 
that ET positively influences the success of ECF cam-
paigns (Coakley et al., 2022). Specifically, the results 
highlight that the size, education, and previous experi-
ences are particularly important during the campaign 
phase involving crowd investors to commit financial 
resources by signaling a good fit with venture quality 
(Piva & Rossi-Lamastra, 2018; Troise et  al., 2022a). 
These signals reduce uncertainty for equity investors 
related to investing in a new venture and mitigate the 
information asymmetries between the parties.

The ET members proactively manage a high num-
ber of social interactions during the campaigns and 
promote the projects through a multitude of social 
media. Both social network ties and connections are 
particularly useful to get superior ECF performance 
(Lukkarinen et  al., 2016; Polzin et  al., 2018; Troise 
et al., 2020). In this sense, Vismara (2016) has shown 
that an external social capital form like social media 
networks predicts the success of ECF campaigns. 
Our findings are in line with other scholars who have 
argued that entrepreneurs proactively use social media 
to promote their crowdfunding campaigns and mobi-
lize investors from their close networks but also—and 
above all—from the outside (Dorfleitner et al., 2018); 
in line with some evidence in the literature (Vismara, 
2018), early investors engaged by ETs proved to be 
able to increase the funding success. The use by ETs 
of several social media tools and communication chan-
nels, as well as the number of information, comments, 
and updates with an easy language, represents all valu-
able sources to attract different classes of investors 
(Block et  al., 2018b; Estrin et  al., 2018; Kang et  al., 
2016). Interviewees underlined that ET members 
actively try to build new networks in the ECF cam-
paign phase and have direct interactions with inves-
tors (Brown et al., 2019); at the same time, their close 
investors paid attention not only to financial returns but 
also to existing relationships with ET members (Polzin 

et al., 2018) and the trust generated, a typical feature 
of ECF platforms and the related online transactions. 
Also, the communication aspects are managed by ETs 
with great commitment; they, in fact, use (massively) 
a large number of tools, especially videos, pitches, 
and updates. The ET members are active in providing 
quick and precise updates and responses to investor’s 
comments and requests; this is perceived as a valu-
able aspect by investors, better than the actions of other 
employees given the more important role of found-
ers. Put simply, they prefer direct interaction with ET 
members. Finally, ET members are more able to attract 
reputable investors, which in turn has a signaling effect 
on other investors. At the same time, the more the indi-
vidual or venture certifications, the more the interest 
from third parties. The number of external certifica-
tions—such as awards, press, opinions, and recommen-
dations—is positively evaluated by investors (Ahlers 
et al., 2015; Lukkarinen et al., 2016).

As regards the last phase, namely, the post-cam-
paign one, significant aspects emerged from the analy-
sis. The post campaign phase represents a new start-
ing point of the ECF journey and not only the end, in 
fact, often this phase includes second rounds of financ-
ing (e.g., from professional investors) and additional 
operations such as internationalization and product 
co-creation processes (Troise et  al., 2023a). The first 
aspect that has emerged is the crowd involvement and 
management, which represents a key activity of the 
ET. The ET is committed to managing relations with 
new investors and actively involves the investors in 
the venture’s life and activities. The second aspect is 
closely linked to the previous one and is the exploita-
tion of crowd knowledge and networks. Previous stud-
ies highlighted that many entrepreneurs approached 
ECF strategically to get further additional resources 
such as knowledge and relationships and not only 
financial resources (Di Pietro et  al., 2018; Troise & 
Tani, 2021). Our research suggests that team members 
have a greater ability to manage crowds, which gener-
ally risk being an underutilized asset (Di Pietro et al., 
2018), and maximize these relationships. In fact, they 
efficiently exploit the inputs coming from the crowd 
both in terms of knowledge and network. The ET pro-
actively adopts the best strategies to further develop 
the venture and evaluate as well judge the feedback 
from the investors. Prior studies have showed that ETs 
are more capable and willing to scale up their ventures 
compared to solo founder (Barringer et  al., 2005; Ye 
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et al., 2023); our research confirms this point of view 
and, in our case, the ETs benefit from  crowd exploita-
tion to further scale their ventures. In line with prior 
studies (Brown et  al., 2019; Di Pietro et  al., 2018), 
exploitation of crowd networks—and especially the 
development of relationships with key stakehold-
ers—is crucial for the survival rates and performance 
of ventures. In this vein, Di Pietro et al. (2018) high-
lighted that these equity-crowdfunded ventures exhib-
ited higher performance two years later, while Brown 
et  al. (2019) suggested that weak ties formed in the 
ECF campaigns can be transferred to business connec-
tions for entrepreneurs and represent a valuable oppor-
tunity for them for future cooperation.

The third aspect that emerged is resource mobili-
zation, a key activity for ventures (Bhagavatula et al., 
2010; Troise et al., 2022b). After the ECF campaign, 
the ET is active in searching for new—often missing—
resources, such as specific human resources (with high 
skills) and tacit knowledge. Similarly, the ET members 
disclose easier access to other sources of finance such 
as BAs, VCs, or other crowdfunding rounds. These 
aspects are related to the increased relationships of ET 
members with crowd investors and the capability to 
engage in conversations with other key stakeholders of 
the ecosystem. As suggested by Di Pietro et al., (2018, 
p. 57), in fact, crowd investors allow ventures to “bring 
the conversation to the next level of engagement.”

The last aspect that emerges from the study is the 
increased capability of the venture to resist or react to 
catastrophic events (Blečić & Cecchini, 2019; Munoz 
et  al., 2022) like the current COVID-19 pandemic 
thanks to the engagement of ET members. The latter 
plays a vital role thanks to their commitment to create 
a new organizational equilibrium to face the challeng-
ing scenario and to rapidly change several objectives of 
the venture, such as long-term plans, product, or mar-
ket strategies. Apart from the resistance to the chang-
ing environment, the ET allows the venture to cultivate 
and nurture an organizational resilience, useful to face 
future potential catastrophic events. These findings 
confirm the idea that ETs are more likely to have the 
necessary resources and conditions (e.g., skills, capa-
bilities, knowledge, and expertise) to be ready to adapt 
and to navigate environments characterized by dyna-
micity, intense competition, changing market condi-
tions, uncertainty, and complexity (Delmar & Shane, 
2006; Eisenhardt & Schoonhoven, 1996).

Interestingly, it is possible to note that social 
capital represents a common parameter for the three 
phases, confirming its dynamic effect on ECF activi-
ties over time (Cai et al., 2021).

6 � Conclusion

Our study improves our knowledge of the roles of 
ETs in entrepreneurship and specifically in the phases 
of the ECF journey. Studies exploring ETs in this 
specific context are still lacking in the literature, call-
ing for additional studies. The research advances our 
understanding of ETs in ECF contexts and extends 
the current literature. In this sense, we aim to expand 
current literature mainly focused on the campaign 
phase and provide new evidence on the importance 
of ET in influencing the motivations/decisions to use 
ECF, its role during the campaign and after the cam-
paign, especially in managing the venture growth in 
the follow-up scenarios.

Results of this research highlight that ETs play a 
crucial role in the entire ECF journey, and it has impli-
cations for studies of ET as well as those of ECF. ETs 
could have strategic roles for new ventures’ develop-
ment, and their exploration in the ECF context repre-
sents a crucial opportunity to provide new insights 
in this field of research. Particularly, it is possible to 
underline the presence of three different phases in the 
ECF contexts, namely, pre-campaign, during the cam-
paign, and post-campaign phases (Cai et al., 2021; Di 
Pietro et al., 2018; Signori & Vismara, 2018; Stevenson 
et al., 2022; Troise et al., 2021; Troise & Tani, 2021). 
Understanding the role of ETs is highly relevant for new 
ventures, and it will have several implications for many 
stakeholders involved in the development of ECF and in 
supporting entrepreneurial initiatives by ETs.

The study contributes to the entrepreneurship lit-
erature by showing the importance and actions by ET 
members in a context not yet fully investigated and the 
three phases of the ECF journey. Scholars have argued 
that the study of ETs is of more theoretical interest than 
solo-founder and allows to explore the social processes 
influencing new ventures (Brüderyl & Preisendörfer, 
1998; Eesley et  al., 2014). ETs are groups of people 
acting as a social force of change and adopting a col-
lective endeavor, confirming that the ET dynamics are 
becoming increasingly relevant in the entrepreneurship 
literature. The investigated ETs contribute actively to 
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some key actions of the entrepreneurial process, such as 
opportunity recognition and resource mobilization. The 
importance of ETs in ECF phases is perhaps mainly 
due to their characteristics, size, cohesion, and hetero-
geneity; as reported by many interviewees, the presence 
of an ET has multiplied the opportunities for ventures 
and the possibility of managing both the campaign and 
the subsequent relationships after it more efficiently. 
In addition to the entrepreneurship literature focused 
on the ET, the study contributes to the crowdfund-
ing research field, and specifically, the research stream 
focused on ECF. In this field, the main stream explored 
the campaign phase, with a particular attention to the 
successful drivers of campaigns, while several sub-
streams recently emerged, such as the post-campaign 
phase and pre-campaign phase (the latter focused on 
the entrepreneurial decision-making process activated 
before the launch of the campaigns). Our research con-
tributes to the three streams and provides new insights 
into the ETs in this context, where the only results are 
related to the signaling role played by the ET in opposi-
tion to solo founders or, only recently, the likelihood of 
surviving or failing (Coakley et al., 2022).

The study has interesting implications for differ-
ent types of stakeholders. First, entrepreneurs and ETs 
aimed at engaging a new system like ECF. The sig-
nificant findings highlight that ET is crucial to increase 
venture openness, the probability of having success-
ful campaigns and better managing the post-campaign 
phase. Thus, it represents a valuable option for entre-
preneurs who aim to run their venture as an ET and to 
try ECF for the first time. Our research suggests that 
a team approach to their ventures could be a valuable 
opportunity for entrepreneurs to increase the future ben-
efits and, at the same time, reduce the potential nega-
tive effects related to the solo-founder approach (e.g., 
Coakley et  al., 2022; Lim & Busenitz, 2020). A rich 
and consolidated line of research has demonstrated that 
the decision to find a new venture alone (solo founders) 
or in a team has crucial effects on the survival, develop-
ment, and strategies of organizations and has persistent 
effects throughout their life (Beckman, 2006; Fern et al., 
2012); therefore, the initial approach takes on funda-
mental importance. Although our study explores a lim-
ited number of ventures and does not compare directly 
through  empirical investigation the ECF phases—espe-
cially the post-campaign one—of ventures composed 
by ETs with those composed by solo-founders, our 
results seem in line with the few presented in literature. 

In this vein, Coakley et al. (2022) showed that ventures 
with ETs are more likely to succeed in raising funds 
through ECF campaigns and less likely to fail after such 
campaigns than those with solo founders.

Our results are also useful for platform managers in 
identifying new ventures by decoding quality signals 
(Kleinert et al., 2022) and in helping ventures to achieve 
superior performance during the campaigns, thus trying 
to highlight the team characteristics through online sec-
tions of ECF campaigns. At the same time, prospective 
investors can consider the importance of ETs for their 
ventures’ development and growth opportunities and, 
therefore, may be more interested in being involved in 
these businesses and having direct engagement; inves-
tors, in fact, can perceive these ventures as less risky 
(potentially able to outperform solo-founders) and hope-
fully able to have high performance in the future thanks 
to the high levels of benefits deriving from ET members 
(e.g., skills, knowledge, experiences, network, and social 
capital) that show an additive and synergistic value.

Finally, authorities/regulators, governments, pol-
icy-makers, incubators/accelerators, and other actors 
of the entrepreneurial finance ecosystem (Block et al., 
2018a) could propose specific programs are aimed at 
achieving actions by ETs and promoting the collec-
tive entrepreneurial decision-making process; these 
actors pay particular attention to the new venture 
creation and the use of ECF to support their develop-
ment; as a consequence, their actions and incentives 
could be centered on facilitating the creation of new 
collective enterprises leveraging the team approach.

The study has some limitations that hopefully 
represent opportunities for future research. First, the 
study explores equity-crowdfunded ventures with ETs 
and not also those with solo founders; thus, we nei-
ther compare them  directly  in the three phases nor 
empirically or theoretically discuss the differences. 
Second, although Italy represents an interesting coun-
try to explore given the characteristics described in 
the research design, future studies could consider the 
use of countries with higher numbers of ECF cam-
paigns, such as the UK and Germany. This represents 
an interesting opportunity to replicate the study in 
other countries and compare the findings. Similarly, 
the number of cases is limited in this study, given the 
nature of the research; however, the growth in the 
numbers of ECF market in Italy will offer new oppor-
tunities to further extend the number of cases.
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