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Abstract

Modern international business calls for competencies that enable entrepreneurs to be creative, innova-
tive, effective and capable of networking. Competencies in forming and developing networks are parti-
cularly valuable for organizations and companies in countries with small economies, such as Finland,
that are dependent on export and profitable international business. The aim of this research is to build
understanding of what kind of interpersonal communication competence (ICC) entrepreneurs need in
networking.

Since the classic work of Granovetter (1982) and others (see e.g. Hakansson, 1982; Hakansson & Sne-
hota, 2000), network theory and network analysis have become popular when trying to understand the
behavior of organizations as well as of individuals in multiple contexts. The importance of networking
has been recognized in international business and entrepreneurship research (e.g. Newman et al., 2006;
Rauch et al,, 2015).

In the field of communication, there is a long tradition of studying interpersonal communication compe-
tence. Yet little attention has been given to entrepreneurs’ interpersonal communication competence in
networking. To date, networking has been mainly studied in the research field of network analysis. Thus,
it makes sense to focus on previous research in these fields.

The data consist of thematic interviews (N = 14) carried out with entrepreneurs representing different
companies from various industries. The data were analyzed with abductive logic by applying thematic
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analysis. The results show that in networking entrepreneurs’ ICC has four crucial dimensions: (1) be-

havioral communication competence (relational communication skills), (2) cognitive communication

competence (knowledge on communication, meta-cognition), (3) affective dimension (motivation, at-

titude, ethical mindset), and (4) business-related competence and resources (business expertise, resour-

ces). We also discuss a way for other researchers to continue studying context-specific meanings related

to interpersonal communication competence, and how the results can be applied when planning and

executing entrepreneurs’ communication training.

KEYWORDS: Interpersonal communication competence, entrepreneurship, networks

Introduction

Modern international business calls for com-
petencies that enable entrepreneurs to be
creative, innovative, effective and capable of
networking. Competencies in forming and de-
veloping networks are particularly valuable for
organizations and companies in countries with
small economies that are dependent on export
and profitable international business, such as
Finland. For example, one of the participants
in the study, Juhani, owns a business operating
in the biochemistry field, which is his expertise.
Yet, as he stated in the interview, there are only
5 million Finns that are possible users of his
company’s products. Because one of the com-
pany goals is sustainability, the demand will
eventually drop as the products are built to last.
The only way of creating and maintaining busi-
ness is to network, find new markets and iden-
tify growth opportunities. For this, one needs
competence, and just being a professional in the
field is, as the interviewed entrepreneur pointed
out, not enough.

In this study, we examine entrepreneurs’ in-
terpersonal communication competence in
networking. We define an entrepreneur as “one

who owns, launches, manages, and assumes
the risks of an economic venture” (Greve &
Salaff, 2003, p. 1). The focus is on entrepreneurs
who are responsible for running their own bu-
siness, meaning the existence of their SMEs is
dependent on their ability to network, form
and maintain business relationships. We base
our definition of interpersonal communication
competence on Spitzberg (2013, p. 126), who
states that ICC refers to “an impression of ap-
propriateness and effectiveness, which is func-
tionally related to individual motivation, kno-
wledge, skills, and contextual facilitators and
constraints.”

The content of network relationships, go-
vernance, and structure (Hoang & Anton-
cic, 2003), as well as the benefit of vast social
networks to firms and individuals alike have
been extensively documented and discussed in
the literature (e.g. Rauch et al., 2015; Stam et al,,
2014). Network theory and network analysis
have become popular when trying to unders-
tand the behavior of organizations as well as of
individuals in a range of contexts. The network
approach and network theory span a broad ran-
ge of disciplines, including computer sciences
and communication (see Newman et al., 2006).
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It has been stated that social connections within
entrepreneurial social networks are critical ele-
ments of the entrepreneurial role and a crucial
part of innovation and learning (e.g. Faroque
et al,, 2017; Gielen et al., 2003), growing (An-
derson et al., 2010) and managing uncertainty
(Engel et al., 2017).

Despite the broad spectrum of studies conduct-
ed on social networks and prior understanding
of entrepreneurs social networks, empirical
research on networking competencies seems
to be rare. The requirements for building and
maintaining extensive and effective networks in
different contexts have gained some attention
(e.g. Anderson & Li, 2014; Engel et al., 2017).
Yet what kinds of interpersonal communicati-
on competence are required in entrepreneurs’
networking has not been studied previously.

Communication competence needed in work
contexts and in different professions is studied
to some extent. Studies have shed light on the
communication competence of engineers (Dar-
ling & Dannels, 2003), teachers’ (Daly & Van-
gelisti, 2003), leaders’ (Rouhiainen-Neunhi-
userer, 2009), politicians and medical doctors
(Mo6nkkonen & Finstad, 2007), political lea-
ders (Almonkari & Isotalus, 2010), researchers
(Laajalahti, 2014), and lawyers (Boccaccini,
Boothby & Brodsky, 2002). The focus has been
on understanding communication competence
as part of or as one element within professional
competence (e.g. Kostiainen, 2003).

Indeed, in many studies, the communication
skills needed in contemporary working life are
being listed. However, as Kostiainen (2003, p.
111) points out, the challenge is that these lis-
tings result in seeing communication skills and
competencies as superficial and fragmented re-
quirements on top of, or in addition to, profes-
sional competence. To change this, Kostiainen

(2003) suggests that instead of always listing
new skills and requirements, communication
research could focus on studying already estab-
lished elements of competency, as well as the
meaning of communication competence in va-
rious work-related contexts.

Regardless of what is being said about the es-
tablished dimensions of communication com-
petence (affective, cognitive, and metacogniti-
ve and behavioral dimensions; e.g. Kostiainen
(2003), we would like to challenge the estab-
lished dimensions and the ICC as something
external and separate from one’s professional
expertise. For example, Koponen, Julkinen and
Asai (2019) investigated the ICC of salespeople
in the context of international B2B solution
sales, and suggested a new dimension of sales
acumen to be a fundamental part of their ICC.
According to their study, competent communi-
cation in the field of B2B solution sales requires
strong professional competence and that the
two are inseparable. Thus, according to Kopo-
nen et al. (2019), ICC in this context includes
four dimensions: behavioral communication,
affective communication competence, cogniti-
ve communication competence, and sales acu-
men.

Here we follow the idea that it is important to
examine discipline-specific interpersonal com-
munication competence because in each dis-
cipline people have different values, norms and
expectations for effective and appropriate com-
munication behavior (Dannels, 2001). We were
not able to capture the essence of entrepreneurs’
ICC in networking with quantitative measures,
as existing scales or measures rely on a more
general understanding of communication com-
petence. Indeed, as Purhonen (2008; 2012) has
suggested, in addition to studies trying to de-
termine or explain factors influencing an indi-
vidual’s learning of networking competencies,
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qualitative research that offers in-depth un-
derstanding on interpersonal communication
competence in networking is still needed.

In this research, we apply a qualitative research
approach in order to create in-depth under-
standing of the phenomena, and investigate
whether there are possibly any discipline-spe-
cific elements to entrepreneurs’ interpersonal
communication competence.
question is as follows: What kind of interper-
sonal communication competence do entrepre-
neurs require for networking?

Our research

Theoretical background

Social networks as interpersonal
relationships

Social networks can be seen as method, me-
taphor, and form (e.g. Knox et al., 2006) and the
network approach, along with network theory,
includes a broad range of disciplines (see New-
man et al., 2006). Instead of focusing on firm-
to-firm networking (company level), the focus
in this research is on the individual and the re-
lationship (person-to-person) level. From this
micro-level approach, social networks are seen
as “interconnected individuals who are linked
by patterned communication flows” (Rogers
& Kincaid, 1981, p. 82). This approach also
stresses interaction and carries the underlying
assumption that interpersonal communicati-
on relationships are initiated and maintained
through reciprocal communication between
individuals (Littlejohn, 2002).

In this research, interpersonal relationships
refer to relations between individuals who are
aware of the other person, and of the relation-
ship (Wilmot, 1996). Interpersonal relation-
ships are formed, maintained and developed
over a period of time and meanings are cons-

tantly negotiated between partners in relation
to their shared history, current status and anti-
cipated future (Littlejohn, 2002). Given the in-
terpersonal perspective selected for this study,
networking is seen as initiating, maintaining
and developing interpersonal relationships
(Kokkonen & Almonkari, 2015).

Entrepreneurs’ social networks and
networking

In the field of international business research,
the industrial marketing and purchasing (IMP)
group has long investigated inter-organizatio-
nal networks and demonstrated the important
roles networks have in international business
(Hakansson & Snehota, 2000; Welsh & Wil-
kinson, 2004). Networks enable entrepreneurs
to recognize business opportunities, enhance
their credibility and possibly help them coope-
rate with strategic alliances (Anderson et al,
2010; Engel et al., 2017; Oviatt & McDougall,
2005). Entrepreneurs seem to understand that
they cannot rely only on in-house resources
and capabilities in their innovation processes
(Anderson & Li, 2014; Bughin et al., 2008; del
Vecchio et al.,, 2018), and learning (Gielen et
al., 2003). Social networks are important, not
only when businesses are growing, but also in
different phases of growth, like when compa-
nies are becoming international (Musteen et
al.,, 2014). Furthermore, entrepreneurs’ social
networks provide social support from other
entrepreneurs along with new business oppor-
tunities and channels (Leskinen, 2011). Overall,
networking is considered fundamental for ent-
repreneurs (e.g. Faroque et al., 2017), and it has
even been stated that the “key to entrepreneu-
rial success is the ability of the entrepreneur to
exploit social networks” (Leyden et al., 2014, p.
1160).

11
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Previous studies have investigated networking
competence on a macro level, and defined the
skills, characteristics or talents that entrep-
reneurs and their firms need for networking
(Thornton et al., 2013; Ritter & Geminden,
2003). Some studies (Anderson et al., 2010; Les-
kinen, 2011) have looked into entrepreneurial
networking from the individual’s perspective
by outlining important factors that may affect
the success or failure of the networking process.
These studies provide a broad understanding of
entrepreneurs’ social networks and networking.
However, what remains unclear to, for example,
Juhani, a new business owner, is what kind of
communication competence is expected and
required from him as he sets out to initiate and
manage his social networks.

Interpersonal communication competence

The field of communication contains a wide
body of research on ICC (Kostiainen, 2003;
Laajalahti, 2014; Rubin, 1990; Spitzberg, 2000,
2013; Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009; Spitzberg
& Cupach, 1984, 2002; Wilson & Sabee, 2003).
According to Spitzberg (2013, p. 126), ICC re-
fers to “an impression of appropriateness and
effectiveness, which is functionally related to
individual motivation, knowledge, skills, and
contextual facilitators and constraints” ICC is
often defined as a construction with cognitive,
behavioral and affective dimensions, relying on
the foundation by Spitzberg and Cupach (1984).
In addition, researchers see meta-cognition
as an important part of ICC (Koponen, 2012;
Laajalahti, 2014).

Here three widely accepted criteria for ICC
apply (see Deardorff, 2006; Spitzberg & Chang-
non, 2009): appropriateness, meaning a percei-
ved fitness or the legitimacy of an interaction
partner’s behavior in a given social context and
relationship (Spitzberg & Cupach, 2002); effec-

tiveness, referring to how interaction partners
are able to achieve preferred or desired outco-
mes of social interaction (Spitzberg & Cupach,
2002); and ethicality, meaning the communica-
tor’s ability and willingness to take moral res-
ponsibility and behave in a way which does not
insult others or create distrust (Spitzberg & Cu-
pach, 2002; Wilson & Sabee, 2003). More preci-
se definitions of the key dimensions of ICC are
presented in Table 1.

Despite numerous studies exploring ICC (see
reviews from Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009;
Wilson & Sabee, 2003), researchers have defin-
ed the concepts in different ways. For example,
in this study the behavioral dimension (skills)
is seen as one dimension of ICC, but interper-
sonal communication skills, skilled behavior or
skilled interpersonal communication have been
used in parallel with ICC (Hargie, 2010; Purho-
nen, 2012). Furthermore, ICC has been defined
as a synonym to communication competence,
communicative competence, and relational
competence (Purhonen, 2012). Therefore, it is
important to note that in this study, the core di-
mensions of ICC shown in Table 1 are interre-
lated, and the basic assumption is that all these
dimensions are required in order to communi-
cate in a competent manner.

Purhonen (2008) as well as Purhonen and Val-
konen (2013) have looked at ICC in collabora-
tion with an SME during an internationalizati-
on process. Based on the literature, Purhonen
(2008) lists management of diversity, informa-
tion sharing, the ability to adjust and adapt, and
integrative negotiation as well as the ability to
create and manage relationships as focal areas
of communication competence within the gi-
ven context. Broadly, these findings could be
considered to be relational communication
skills (see also Hardy et al., 2003; Hargie & Tou-
rish, 1997).
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As Laajalahti (2007, p. 335) concludes, there
have been many attempts to “define the inter-
personal communication competence needed
in current working life or in specific profes-
sions, but many of these result in fragmented
lists of requirements.” Yet other studies investi-
gating ICC in professional settings have shown
that ICC is much more than just interpersonal
communication skills or a list of requirements
(see Knight & Yorke, 2003; Koponen et al.,
2019; Purhonen, 2012). For example, in rec-
ruitment settings, employability is more than
just skills, and communication skills as well as
subject-specific understanding and skills are
needed (Knight & Yorke, 2003). Overall, there
is an extensive body of literature on the com-
munication competence needed in different

Table 1. Defining the dimensions of ICC

Dimension of

contexts, and there is broad understanding of
entrepreneurs’ social networks. However, Kok-
konen and Almonkari (2015), who looked at
social networks from an interpersonal perspe-
ctive, concluded that we are still missing empi-
rical evidence on what kind of ICC is needed
in specific fields or among certain occupations.
Indeed, there is a need for more empirical re-
search on the ICC entrepreneurs require for
networking, which is the question we attempt
to answer in this study.

This refers to interpersonal communication skills (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984). Ha-

ving good interpersonal communication skills refers to the person’ ability to show
appropriate and effective verbal and nonverbal communication behavior in a certain
context (Rubin, 1990; Valkonen, 2003). Hargie (2010) sees that communication skills
are processes that can be observed in behavior. However, skills are also related to

This refers to the motivation to engage in interpersonal interaction. Moreover, it re-

fers to a person’s feelings and attitudes towards communication and interaction with
other people (Spitzberg & Cupach, 2002; Valkonen, 2003). Motivation is a crucial
part of ICC (Valkonen, 2003), since even a highly skillful person might not be an

IcC Definition
Behavioral
cognitive and affective processes (Hargie, 2010).
Affective
effective communicator if he/she is not willing to participate in interaction.
Cognitive

This dimension is associated with knowledge and understanding of effective and

appropriate interpersonal communication (Rubin, 1990; Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984).
Spitzberg and Cupach (2002) state that interactants need to know and understand
the nature, rules, and norms of different communication situations and relationships
between people (content knowledge). Furthermore, interactants need knowledge of
different processes, such as knowledge of problem-solving procedures (procedural

knowledge).

Meta-cognitive communication skills (Koponen, 2012; Laajalahti, 2014, Valkonen,
2003) refer to an individual’s knowledge of his/her own cognitive and emotional
processes. This may refer to a person’ ability to evaluate his/her own communication

behavior (Valkonen, 2003).
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Methodology

Data Collection

Due to limited prior knowledge on what type of
interpersonal communication competence Fin-
nish entrepreneurs need in order to be effective
in networking, we apply a qualitative approach
in this study (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Thema-
tic interviews were used to question experts in
the field who have the best knowledge of the to-
pic (Croucher & Cronn-Mills, 2015). Data col-
lection was continued until effective saturation
of categories was achieved (Morse et al., 2002).

Table 2. Participants
E:E{;i‘;w Pseudonym Gender
1 Kimmo male
2 Matti male
3 Jouni male
4 Emma female
6 Petra female
7 Kalle male
8 Anthony male
9 Timo male
10 Pekka male
11 Juhani male
12 Silvia female
13 Petteri male
14 Natalie female

The respondents were from a Finnish business
context, all having domestic and international
experience of networking. The interviews are
a part of a larger longitudinal research project
on social networks and networking. For this ar-
ticle, interview data consisted of 14 people, of
which four were interviewed more than once.
The second interviews were conducted to cla-
rify and gain some additional information on
topics covered in the original interviews. The
thematic interviews were carried out between
2011 and 2019.

Participants were selected using snowball
sampling, which is considered particularly re-

Age group Line of business
30-40 Information technology
60-70 Consulting / Exports
20-30 Wellbeing / Sports
30-40 Communications
40-50 Training / Education
30-40 Wellbeing / Sports
50-60 Communications
40-50 Consulting

40-50 Financing

40-50 Biochemistry

60-70 Wellbeing / Sports
40-50 Consulting

40-50 Training / Education
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levant to interview data (Croucher & Cronn-
Mills, 2015). This means that the sampling
grows by participants suggesting new inter-
viewees to the study. Interviews were expert in-
terviews (Croucher & Cronn-Mills, 2015) and
therefore specific criteria for final participant
selection was established. Participants were se-
lected so that they would (1) have domestic and
international experience, 2) have at least three
years experience of being an entrepreneur, and
3) that they would represent various industries.
Five of the participants were women and nine
were men. Entrepreneurs represented various
fields of business including education, consul-
ting, wellbeing and sports, communication,
IT, engineering, housing and real estate, and
biochemistry.

Participants’ firms were in different develop-
ment phases, from start-up ventures to well
established international businesses. The inter-
views lasted between 45 and 118 minutes. In
order to gain in-depth understanding from the
perspective of the participants, semi-structured
and open-ended questions were used during
the thematic interviews (Croucher & Cronn-
Mills, 2015).

Analysis

The analysis represents an abductive approach
(Dubois & Gabbe, 2002). A tight but evolving
theoretical framework was based on a previous
conceptualization of ICC (Spitzberg & Chang-
non, 2009; Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984; 2002)
later evolved through empirical observations
(Dubois & Gabbe, 2002). By relying on the
theoretical dimensions of ICC, the transcri-
bed interview data were analyzed to see if the
existing dimensions could be expanded. First,
a thematic analysis was conducted (Braun &
Clarke, 2006), and then initial codes were ge-
nerated from the data along with a theoretical

framework (cognitive, metacognitive, beha-
vioral, and affective dimensions of ICC). Next,
all relevant data were connected to each code.
Thereafter, potential themes were searched for
and codes were gathered into themes (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). The four main themes (cogni-
tive, metacognitive, behavioral, and affective
dimensions of ICC) were similar to the selected
theoretical framework, and two more themes
(business-related competence and resources as
well as ethical mindset) were derived through
observations from the data. The ethical mind-
set was later included as part of the affective di-
mension of ICC.

One researcher analyzed the data and the se-
cond researcher verified the analysis by chec-
king the codes and the themes. Reliability was
achieved through careful data collection and by
having the interviewees review the transcribed
data (Croucher & Cronn-Mills, 2015). Inter-
views were conducted in Finnish and the quo-
tes were translated by a language expert. Parti-
cipants had an opportunity to comment on the
translations and interpretations made of their
interviews. In addition, when clarification was
needed, a few follow-up questions were asked
via email to increase the reliability and validity
of the research. Relevant excerpts from the data
were selected to demonstrate the themes. In the
excerpts, pseudonyms are used to ensure the
anonymity of the participants.

Findings

Interpersonal communication competence
required in networking

Table 3 presents the main themes and their
subcategories. The four main themes are be-
havioral communication dimension (inclu-
ding relational communication skills), cogni-
tive communication dimension (knowledge

15
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Table 3. The main themes, subcategories and meanings in the data

Theme

Behavioral
communication
dimension

Cognitive
communication
dimension

Affective
communication
dimension

Business-related
competence and
resources

Subcategory

Relational
communication

skills

Knowledge on
communication

Meta-cognition

Motivation

Attitude

Ethical mindset

Business
expertise

Resources

Meaning in the data

Ability to establish contact and rapport
Ability to show interest

Ability to initiate and engage in interaction
Ability to keep the discussion alive

Ability to reduce tension and small talk skills
Ability to create trust

Active listening skills

Argumentation skills

Ability to manage uncertainty

Language skills

Ability to be flexible and adaptive

Ability to manage social networks

Ability to terminate/end unwanted relationships

Ability to distinguish personal and professional relationships / networks

Knowledge about relational development
Knowledge of how to create and maintain trust

Knowledge about different cultural contexts
Thinking and reflecting on one’s networking behavior / relationship

Positive attitude towards people
Motivation to interact with different people
Intrinsic motivation to learn from or with others

Being aware of the benefits of networking

Respect for differences and diversity

Openness and positive attitude and curiosity toward others and other cultures

Reciprocity
Integrity

Understanding field-specific knowledge / expertise
Ability to find relevant, industry-specific knowledge
Strong knowhow from one’s own field

Good reputation

Knowledge and understanding of competitive products and services

Resources (time, money, existing relationships) to establish and maintain
relationships
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on communication, meta-cognition), affective
communication dimension (motivation, atti-
tudes, ethical mindset), and business-related
competence and resources (business expertise,
resources). When reviewing the results, one
should keep in mind that the behavioral, cogni-
tive and affective communication dimensions
as well as business competence and an ethical
mindset are all part of effective and appropriate
networking, intertwined and affecting each ot-
her. The following quote from one of the inter-
viewees illustrates this interconnectedness:

I do see [networking] as a skill. But, then it is also
important how you are motivated to network and
what is your approach towards networking. I mean
there are people who would have the skills, but
who see it [networking] as something very nega-

tive and who hate networking. (Emma)

Behavioral communication dimension

As Table 3 shows, the communication skills
needed in networking include the ability to
show interest, initiate and engage in interac-
tion, and skills to keep the discussion alive. One
particular skill that was associated with all of
the abilities mentioned above was active liste-
ning, as the following example from Emma’s
interview illustrates. To a question about what
one should do to engage a contact and initiate
a relationship, Emma replied: "After a meeting,
you should remember the other person. This to
me is being present, being able to say in your
own words what that person has said. Active
listening!”

The results show that one needs to be able to
show interest in a reciprocal relationship, and
this is often considered to be possible through
active listening. Furthermore, listening skills,
or more specifically the lack of listening skills,
was seen to discourage people from engaging

in interactions, as one of the participants stat-
ed: “If you just talk about yourself, you will end
up boring people” Another participant pointed
out the following: “The best way to make others
interested in you is to ask them to talk about
themselves. There is nothing people love more
than talking about themselves.” This is also lin-
ked to an ability to show interest in possible
partners.

Another aspect mentioned in several inter-
views was the ability to maintain a discussion
with a complete stranger (also known as small
talk skills). In addition to small talk, partici-
pants discussed the ability to tolerate or manage
uncertainty when meeting new people. Mana-
ging uncertainty was thought to be important,
especially at the beginning of one’s career, be-
cause then it is vital to be able to “just go out
there, and get to know people” Jouni, another
participant said: “If you are constantly within
your own comfort zone, you cannot learn and
develop, nor achieve any of your dreams. So
you have to have the courage to jump into some
scary things.”

Another skill mentioned in the interviews was
the ability to be flexible and adaptive, as the next
example from Pekka illustrates: “It is important
that you can be flexible and discuss things. You
should always talk about things first and seek
alternative views. You cannot make the best so-
lutions by yourself. Instead, you should be able
to seek second opinions.”

The results indicate that managing one’s
networks also include skills such as being able
to terminate negative relationships. The inter-
viewees suggested that limiting one’s network
is just as important as expanding it. Many par-
ticipants also stated that it is important to be
able to distinguish between one’s personal and
professional networks. This view was shared by

17
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most of the participants regardless of how much
their own personal and professional networks
actually overlapped.

It is a skill to distinguish between personal rela-
tionships and work-related relationships. It is also
a skill to get a rid of a person who does not deliver
at work even if he or she is your friend in private
life. It is also a skill to terminate those relationships

that are difficult or counterproductive. (Juhani)

One aspect of managing social networks was
related to the quality of relationships. As one
participant mentioned, “quantity does not
equal quality; meaning that one should not
only aim at extending one’s social network in
sheer numbers, but also think about the quality
of the relationships.

All of the participants had international expe-
rience of networking and all of them stressed
the importance of language skills. To what ex-
tent one should know other languages varied
according to the industry and the length of in-
ternational experience. Many pointed out that
knowing English is not enough, and that one
should know, at least, the language of one’s tar-
get country. Anthony pointed out the following:
“If you want to be involved in politics or in any
other activity, and if you wish to establish an
extensive social network in [your target count-
ry], you need to be able to speak the language of
that country”

Many of the behavioral elements were linked
to the ability to create trust and argumentation
skills. Especially later in relationships it is, ac-
cording to the interviewees, important to “not
only leave a good impression at first, but real-
ly create trust in the long run” Argumentation
skills were seen to be important in situations
where negotiations and innovation were requi-
red to maintain interpersonal relationships.

In regards to the behavioral communication
dimension as a whole, the participants focu-
sed mostly on relational aspects of communi-
cation when thinking about their ICC needs in
networking. This finding confirms our previous
understanding of what networking is. In essen-
ce, networking is initiating, forming, develo-
ping and maintaining interpersonal relation-
ships between business partners (see Kokkonen
& Almonkari, 2015).

Cognitive communication dimension

The kind of knowledge needed in appropriate
and effective networking included knowledge
of intercultural communication and different
cultures, along with knowledge of interpersonal
relationships, their development and mainte-
nance, as the next examples from the data show.

In international business one needs to have the
information of how people behave in a given tar-
get culture. For example, in Brazil people do not
expect you to hang out with them after working
hours. Instead, privacy is highly respected and ap-
preciated. (Matti)

Kalle, antoher participant, also pointed out the
following: “You need to be able to build trust
between people. Yet that is not enough, as you
also have to have information and knowledge
about how to maintain that trust. That is im-
portant”

One should also master metacognitive elements
of communication to be effective and appropri-
ate in networking. Being able to reflect and ana-
lyze one’s relationships and social networks is,
according to the participants, a requirement for
developing and managing one’s social networks
and relationships. As Silvia, a female partici-
pant stated, “You have to be aware of the nega-
tive relationships in order to get rid of them.”
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Affective communication dimension

Affective communication dimension, that is,
the elements of motivation and attitudes, were
seen as a fundamental part of the ICC needed
in networking. In many cases, it was conside-
red the most important dimension. Regarding
motivation, many participants stated that one
needs to be interested in meeting new people in
order to be effective in networking. To be mo-
tivated often results from seeing the benefits of
relationships and networks:

I am motivated [to network] by the efficiency. [---]
One goal of a network is to be able to react and do
certain things. And, on the other hand [the idea
is to have] the most extensive know-how for the

given tasks. (Simo)

Especially intercultural contexts demand entre-
preneurs to be open and have a positive attitude
toward different people and cultural contexts.
Moreover, respect of differences and diversity
in general was emphasized.

Many participants noted that regardless of
being highly motivated to develop and main-
tain relationships, it is sometime also hard
work. For example, building networks through
social media was not something that came na-
turally to all of the interviewees. Establishing
contacts through social media or the telepho-
ne can be demanding and requires persistence,
as Jouni points out: “I know that one should
be on Instagram, Twitter and Facebook and
all the other social media. But I just don't have
the energy for it all” Kimmo also discussed the
same phenomena: “These new connections
have been hard work. I called about thirty times
to this one guy before I got hold of him”

The data also included references to the diffe-
rent approaches to building and maintaining
social networks. Many participants saw networ-

king as an enjoyable and rewarding activity with
its own intrinsic value. These individuals often
stated that they enjoy meeting new people, and
do not necessarily think of doing so as a means
to enhancing their own social networks per se.
Some participants considered networking part
of their work, but did not seem to place any
special value or emotional attachment on this
activity. There were also some participants who
in the interviews described networking as a re-
quired activity that was unpleasant to engage
in. The negative outlook on networking was in
some cases associated with unethical utilization
of human relationships. The attitudes toward
networking varied from statements such as “I
only do this because I have to” to “I just love
meeting new people”

The results show that an ethical mindset is
also an important part of entrepreneurs’ ICC.
As Table 2 shows, reciprocity and integrity
were both mentioned in several interviews as
a fundamental element in relationships that
constitute social networks. Relationships that
offer reward and that are reciprocal will persist
and develop. Yet the concept and idea of social
exchange (see Stafford, 2008) as an element
in relationships and networking brings about
ethical discussions of networking and social
relationships in general, as the next quotation
from Emma reveals: “Those who do not have
a good reputation are those who are known for
not being authentic. They are often people who
only approach you because they want some-
thing from you and their adulation is so visible.”
Kalle, another participant also discussed how
“some might feel that networking is something
very manipulative and calculated. This is why
they do not even want to talk about networ-
king” As these excerpts show, participants were
concerned that networking, as a term, had a ne-
gative, almost exploitative connotation toward
interpersonal relationships.
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Business related competence and resources

As Table 2 illustrates, building networks seems
to require business-related competence and
resources. Such competence is seen to be a core
element in networking: decisions about future
partners are made through the interpretations
and experiences based on one’s expertise and
professionalism, as the next quotation from
Kimmo shows: “You also have to have profes-
sional competence. You have to know what you
are talking about. That is also earning trust.

Business-related competence seems to be rele-
vant both when planning networking, but also
when establishing and maintaining interperso-
nal relationships. What was evident from the
interviews was to network with relevant part-
ners one really needs field-specific knowledge,
as the following excerpt illustrates:

You learn where the experts in your field are lo-
cated. And then you learn to make a map in you
mind. For example, there is exceptionally good re-
search on international law in the Netherlands. So,
I will turn my eyes to the Netherlands. The kind
of field-specific skills and knowledge that helps
you to retrieve information on possible partners.
(Petra)

Furthermore, in order to create trust and main-
tain relationships, content-specific competence
is required, as one of the interviewees pointed
out:

If you do not master the field-specific language,
vocabulary, and content, it is almost impossible
to network among other professionals in the field.
You have to have the high-quality product and the
expertise that goes with it. People will

not network with you just because you are a nice
person. You need that hard core content to convin-
ce them. (Petteri)

Participants also noted the importance of buil-
ding networks at the initial phase to acquire
knowledge of possible partners, competitors
and markets. Even though many participants
stressed the non-strategic approach to building
and maintaining networks, many still pointed
out that one needs skills to find the industry
and market-specific relevant information:

Usually when I plan to connect with someone, I
first do a five-day investigation on the possible
partner. Then I make a strategic plan to travel and
carefully meet targeted individuals. And you have
to prepare for expenses, you can't just run around
since travelling is expensive. [---] For example, in

Turkey, we made 50 visits all together. (Matti)

Networking takes time and other resources.
Especially when SMEs are planning to go in-
ternational, the resources are essential, as Mat-
ti’s excerpt above illustrated. In the words of
a highly experienced entrepreneur, “One ele-
ment of being a professional is to understand
that you need to allocate resources for building
networks.”

Discussion and conclusions

The aim of this study was to investigate what
ICC entrepreneurs need in networking. The re-
sults contribute to the existing literature on ent-
repreneurs networking competence (Ritter &
Gemiinden, 2003; Thornton et al., 2013) becau-
se our focus was on the individual instead of on
the company level. This study provides a new
theoretical understanding on what dimensions
of entrepreneurs’ interpersonal communication
competence are essential in networking. Our
findings indicate that, in networking, entrepre-
neurs’ ICC has four dimensions: (1) behavioral
communication (relational
skills), (2) cognitive communication (knowled-
ge on communication, metacognition), (3) af-

communication
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fective dimension (motivation, attitude, ethical
mindset), and (4) business-related competence
and resources (business expertise, resources).

The study increases existing understanding in
the field of interpersonal communication stu-
dies, as we propose a new conceptualization
of the ICC entrepreneurs need in networking.
Previous studies on ICC have usually inclu-
ded three to four dimensions (Rubin, 1990;
Spitzberg, 2000; 2013; Spitzberg & Changnon,
2009; Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984; 2002; Wilson
& Sabee, 2003), all of which have focused on
communication only. However, already Kosti-
ainen (2003) and Hyvérinen (2011) investigat-
ed the connections between communication
competence and vocational competence. In
addition, Koponen et al. (2019) found that ICC
is a crucial part of a person’s professional com-
petence, and so they included sales acumen as
a new, context-specific dimension for ICC in
sales. As our new conceptualization of ICC in
networking shows, the dimensions related to
communication are not enough to fully unders-
tand the phenomena. Entrepreneurs also requi-
re business-related competence for successful
and appropriate networking.

This study showed that professional compe-
tence is needed not only when planning and
initiating interpersonal relationships that are
part of entrepreneurs’ social networks, but also
to create trust and maintain the relationships.
Along the same lines, Airila et al. (2018) have
pointed out that cooperation between possible
partners often fail because actors do not have
a clear understanding of whom they should or
could build cooperation with.

Since interaction, as well as interpersonal com-
munication competence, always takes place in
a certain culture, time, relationship, situation
and function, it is therefore understood as a

contextual phenomenon (Laajalahti, 2014). For
example, the behavioral dimension (interper-
sonal communication skills) is evaluated dif-
ferently in different contexts (Spitzberg, 2013).
Moreover, the participants’ and observers’ per-
ception of the context determines the expecta-
tions for ICC (Spitzberg, 2000; 2013). We hope
that results from this study are scientifically
relevant and useful (Corley & Gioia, 2011), as
they suggest further paths for other researchers
to continue studying context-specific mea-
nings related to ICC. With the results, the stu-
dy confirms that the requirements for entrep-
reneurs’ ICC in networking are different than,
for example, the requirements for sales people’s
and sales managers’ ICC in an international sa-
les context (see Koponen et al., 2019).

The findings of this study can be used in entrep-
reneurs communication competence training.
Hyvérinen (2011) has already suggested that
discipline-specific communication education
should consider the elements of communicati-
on competence to be interwoven with profes-
sional competencies (Hyvérinen, 2011, p. 40).
This study shows that business-related compe-
tence and resources are inseparable elements in
entrepreneurs ICC in networking. Thus, trai-
ning should be designed in ways that enable
participants to develop their competence as a
whole. In practice, this could mean teamwork
with communication experts and professionals
in the field. Furthermore, as Kokkonen and Al-
monkari (2015, 45) have pointed out, “the focus
of teaching and learning interpersonal com-
munication has shifted from situation-specific
behaviour and skills to broader dimensions. In
particular, the importance of knowledge has
increased” Therefore, when planning and car-
rying out entrepreneurs’ communication skills
training, the content of the training should in-
clude an exploration of the behavioral, cogniti-
ve and affective dimensions of communication
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including the ethical mindset, as well as looking
at entrepreneurs’ business-related competence
and resources.

Limitations and suggestions for future
research

This study has a number of limitations. A quali-
tative approach was chosen to gain an in-depth
understanding of the ICC that entrepreneurs
need in networking. The sample size was small
(14 interviewees), so the results cannot be ge-
neralized. Moreover, the study focuses only on
Finnish entrepreneurs. Future research could
focus on collecting more cross-cultural data in
order to make cultural comparisons. The in-
terviews conducted were with entrepreneurs,
meaning ICC was considered from their pers-
pective only. In addition, observations of actual
interaction between different partners would
highlight a more relational approach to ICC
(Purhonen, 2012). A deeper understanding of
how different communication is interpreted
as being competent or not, for example from
authentic communication situations or at least
data collected from the relational partners,
would enhance the existing understanding of
interpersonal communication taking place
within the framework of networking.

Taking into consideration the situational and
contextual nature of ICC, it would be reaso-
nable for other researchers to investigate con-
text-specific meanings related to ICC in diffe-
rent professional disciplines (see e.g. Dannels,
2001; Koponen et al., 2019) and contexts (see
e.g. Rauch et al, 2015). Furthermore, in the
field of international business and entrepre-
neurship, researchers could continue investiga-
ting entrepreneurs’ ICC in different phases of
a company’s internationalization and growth
(Musteen et al., 2014). For example, it could be
studied how entrepreneurs’ ICC can facilitate
SME internationalization and whether some

dimensions of the entrepreneurs’ ICC are more
crucial in different stages of the internationa-
lization process.

Moreover, our findings highlighted the rela-
tional aspects of the behavioral dimension and
showed how an ethical mindset is important
part of entrepreneurs’ ICC in networking. The
findings indicated, that some entrepreneurs
were concerned that networking, as a term,
had a negative, almost exploitative connotati-
on toward interpersonal relationships. Yet, at
the same time networking and building social
relationships is crucial for entrepreneurs in
order to survive in competitive markets. The-
refore, it can be seen that entrepreneurs need to
consider ethical aspects in networking and in
forming and maintaining social relationships.
Networking has both negative and positive con-
notations for entrepreneurs and therefore futu-
re research could further investigate relational
tensions (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996) in ent-
repreneurs’ network relationships.

To advance our understanding of entrepre-
neurs competencies in the future, it would
be highly interesting to look at how a growth
mindset (Burnette et al., 2020) or resilience
(Ayala & Manzano, 2014) are connected with
entrepreneurs ICC and eventually with entre-
preneurial success. Furthermore, our current
understanding of networking is challenged due
to changes in how people interact during the
COVID-19 pandemic, with the vast majority
of communication occurring online. Thus, it
would be relevant to study how digitalization
influences networking and shapes further re-
quirements and needs in entrepreneurs’ ICC. In
effect, further research on this may expand the
ICC conceptualization presented in this article.
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