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extent to which the use of different linguistic styles is 
associated with website traffic.

Plain English Summary Using the Semantic 
Brand Score and other innovative methods and tools 
of text  mining and social network analysis, we ana-
lyzed the website communication of 195  social 
impact venture capitalists (SIVCs). We investigate 
what language reveals  about their identity byintro-
ducing two dimensions that measure the strength 
of their  social positioning and the distinctiveness of 
their language. These two factors are  particularly 
relevant as they can reduce uncertainty and equivo-
cality in the  audience’s information processing. Our 
results reveal four types of investors: Smart  Heroes 
(with high linguistic distinctiveness and a solid social 
positioning), Naïve  Dreamers (with a strong social 
positioning but a language similar to the mass), Illu-
sionists (showing distinctive language but poor social 
identity), and Blabbers  (with low scores on both 
dimensions). In addition, we use network topic mod-
eling to identify  the main discourse themes and dis-
cuss the differences among the four groups. Commu-
nicating impact  investing is most relevant for Smart 
Heroes and Naïve Dreamers. Illusionists dedicate 
more attention to  the characteristics of their target 
ventures, management teams, and the environmental 
impact of their  investments, whilesustainable solu-
tions are the main focus of Blabbers. Lastly, we show 
that the websites  of Smart Heroes have more web 

Abstract Impact investing is gaining momentum as 
an investment practice that optimizes both financial 
and social outcomes. However, the market is still in 
its emerging stage, and there is ambiguity regarding 
the definition of players and practices. In this paper, 
we adopt an investor identity perspective and use a 
linguistic approach to explore how social impact ven-
ture capitalists (SIVCs) communicate their identities 
and actions to their external stakeholders. Through a 
text mining analysis of the websites of 195 investors 
worldwide, our results reveal four types of investors 
who differ in terms of their social linguistic position-
ing and linguistic distinctiveness. Finally, by training 
a tree boosting machine learning model, we assess the 
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traffic than the other three groups. Our study presents 
a new approach for analyzing the (online) communi-
cation of SIVCs and demonstrates that social enter-
prises must wisely  choose the language with which 
they communicate their identity. We maintain that 
managers should be aware of the power of language 
and carefully elucidate the social impact they seek to 
achieve. 

Keywords Social impact venture capital · Investor 
identity · Linguistic style · Text mining · Semantic 
brand score · Semantic network analysis

1  Introduction 

Impact investors support social enterprises (Agrawal 
& Hockerts, 2019; Austin et  al., 2006; Barber et  al., 
2021; Chen & Harrison, 2020; M. Lee et  al., 2020; 
Pache & Santos, 2010)1 “with the intention to gener-
ate positive, measurable social and environmental 
impact alongside a financial return” (Global Impact 
Investing Network).2 Like social enterprises, impact 
investors have been recognized as hybrid organiza-
tions (Cetindamar & Ozkazanc-Pan, 2017; Chen & 
Harrison, 2020; M. Lee et  al., 2020), as they incor-
porate competing institutional logics (financial versus 
social-oriented). Given this dual nature, their identity 
is hard to both define and understand, resulting in 
mistaken perceptions by external stakeholders (Clegg 
et al., 2007; Durand & Paolella, 2013). Moreover, the 
field of impact investing exists at an early stage of 
development (Calderini et  al., 2018; Ormiston et  al., 
2015), where the definitions of players, practices, and 
standards remain uncertain and ambiguous. These 
characteristics have opened a space for the diffusion 
of “impact washing” occurrences (Harji & Jackson, 
2012; Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015), which are delete-
rious to the field’s long-term legitimacy.

The management literature suggests that, under 
conditions of ambiguity in identity, organizations 
should engage in extensive communication efforts 
to improve perceptions of their key attributes among 
external audiences (Bishop et al., 2019). In this regard, 
scholars have focused on the use of language as a pow-
erful communication tool that can help organizations 
“give a sense” of their identity and “make sense” of 
others’ communicated identity (Clarke & Cornelissen, 
2011; Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Maitlis & Christian-
son, 2014; Petkova et al., 2013).3 By combining iden-
tity theory and language theory, we investigate what 
language reveals about the identity of social hybrid 
investors operating in an emerging market category. 
We contribute to a recent stream of research that has 
started to investigate the relevance of investors’ iden-
tity (Fisher, 2012; Pontikes, 2012; Smith & Bergman, 
2020) and the motives that drive their investments 
(Allison et al., 2015; Barber et al., 2021; Block et al., 
2021; Fisch et al., 2021; Geczy et al., 2021; Vismara, 
2016). To our knowledge, prior literature fails to show 
the role of language as a sensegiving practice for the 
identity construction of social hybrid investors. In the 
field of social financing, extant research is confined 
to the analysis of sensegiving practices adopted by 
social hybrid ventures (Moss et al., 2018; Parhankan-
gas & Renko, 2017) and the consequent sensemaking 
endeavors by investors (M. Lee et al., 2020; Miller & 
Wesley II, 2010; Moss et al., 2018).

Our work contributes in several ways to the extant lit-
erature, suggesting that resource exchange dynamics are 
bidirectional (L. Huang & Knight, 2017) and that “both 
sides of the coin” (investors and investees) are impor-
tant for an understanding of resource provision (Smith 
& Bergman, 2020). First, adopting a view of investors 
as active players in sensegiving practices allows us to 
better understand the generation of strong identity rela-
tionships between the parties based on mutual meaning, 
understanding, and a common feeling of belonging, 
which provide the necessary governance for resource 
exchange. Second, an investor perspective allows us to 
unveil the complex nature of the impact investing field 

1 Social ventures deviate from conventional organizational 
forms focused on the maximization of either financial gain or 
social welfare and represent valuable vehicles for addressing 
societal problems (Battilana et  al., 2017; Fosfuri et  al., 2016; 
Luo & Kaul, 2019). They face difficulties in attracting funding 
due to a mismatch between their hybrid nature and the prac-
tices of conventional investors who provide capital with the 
goal of maximizing either financial returns (traditional inves-
tors) or social impact (philanthropic investors).
2 https:// thegi in. org/ impact- inves ting/ need- to- know/# what- is- 
impact- inves ting

3 Sensemaking is the “process through which people work to 
understand issues or events that are novel, ambiguous, confus-
ing […]” (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014), while sensegiving 
refers to “[attempts] to influence the sensemaking and meaning 
construction of others toward a preferred redefinition of organ-
izational reality” (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, p. 442).
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in its nascent stages, which may undermine the above-
mentioned mutual understanding among actors. Indeed, 
the collective identity of a market comprises principles 
and practices that reflect the identities of the organiza-
tions that belong to the industry (Stigliani & Elsbach, 
2018). During the critical phase of industry emergence, 
organizations act on behalf of the market and thus play 
a key role in shaping not only their own identities but 
also the identity and trajectory of the whole industry 
(Gustafsson et al., 2016).

We focus our investigation on social impact ven-
ture capitalists (SIVCs), a particular type of impact 
investing funding source that is transforming the way 
social entrepreneurs gain resources (Miller & Wesley 
II, 2010; Randjelovic et  al., 2003). SIVCs represent 
an optimal setting for our study: The impact investing 
field is populated by several actors with different insti-
tutional arrangements. It is, thus, important to focus 
on one type of impact investor as “each form’s logic 
will vary rather than reflect a unitary set of logics 
and practices” (Cetindamar & Ozkazanc-Pan, 2017, 
p. 258). In particular, SIVCs—which adopt the tradi-
tional practice of for-profit VCs to finance mission-
driven companies—perfectly represent the hybrid 
nature at the base of our theorizing that in other types 
of impact investors (e.g., foundations, charities, or 
governmental funds) is less pronounced or absent.

Applying text mining techniques4, we analyze the 
linguistic style5 of 195 SIVCs’ active websites in order 
to depict the nature of these social hybrid investors 
through their use of language. Through an exploratory 
inductive approach, we identify four types of linguistic 
styles that distinguish SIVCs in terms of their social lin-
guistic positioning and linguistic distinctiveness. These 
two measures are particularly relevant for the study of 
social hybrid organizations’ identity, as they respectively 

capture how SIVCs “fit in” the category (i.e., by dem-
onstrating a strong commitment toward the core social 
mission characterizing the market) and “stand out” in 
the category (i.e., using a language to frame their iden-
tity in a way that differs from one of their peers) (Cao 
et  al., 2017; Navis & Glynn, 2011). We propose that 
both the content of the text (i.e., focus on the social 
domain) and the style used (i.e., the distinctiveness of 
the language) jointly contribute to the definition of the 
social hybrid investor’s identity. Finally, as additional 
analysis, by training a tree boosting machine learning 
model, we assess the extent to which the use of differ-
ent linguistic styles is associated with website traffic as 
a proxy of impact on the external audience’s attention.

Our results reveal four types of investors who differ 
in terms of their social linguistic positioning and lin-
guistic distinctiveness: Smart Heroes (with high levels 
of both social identity and linguistic distinctiveness), 
Naïve Dreamers (with a strong social identity and 
a language similar to the mass), Illusionists (show-
ing distinctive language but poor social identity), and 
Blabbers (with low levels of both social identity and 
linguistic distinctiveness). We analyze differences in 
terms of language style, sentiment, readability, and 
communication intensity among the four groups, 
finding significant differences for the dimension of 
sentiment, but not for the others. Moreover, we iden-
tify the main discourse topics that emerge on SIVCs’ 
websites, showing differences among the four groups: 
communicating impact investing is most relevant 
for Smart Heroes and Naïve Dreamers; Illusionists 
dedicate more attention to the characteristics of their 
target ventures, management team, and the environ-
mental impact of their investments; while sustainable 
solutions are the main focus of Blabbers. Finally, we 
assess the impact of different linguistic styles on web 
traffic, showing that Smart Heroes have significantly 
more page views than the other three groups.

Our study makes an important contribution to entre-
preneurial finance and impact investing in particular. 
First, we build on the emerging view of investor iden-
tity as a precious perspective in resource exchange pro-
cesses to better understand the nature of an emerging 
context characterized by high uncertainty and defini-
tional ambiguity, whose dynamics differ from tradi-
tional financial contexts. In the consolidated traditional 
financial domain, rules and practices are well known, 
and players are well informed. Meanwhile, investors—
who are driven by a single goal (i.e., obtaining financial 

4 Text mining techniques have led to empirical breakthroughs 
when dealing with qualitative information, such as what 
appears on websites (Archak et al., 2011; Das & Chen, 2007; 
D. Lee et al., 2018; Netzer et al., 2012). In fact, recent editori-
als in the field of management have endorsed such empirical 
methods to advance the study of strategy and managerial deci-
sion-making (Arts et al., 2018; Bettis et al., 2015; Choudhury 
et al., 2019; Kaplan & Vakili, 2015).
5 Please note that stylistics as a linguistic discipline pays atten-
tion to lexicon and other language attributes, such as grammar, 
semantics, phonology, or syntax (Bradac et  al., 1979; Wales, 
2006). In this work, we focus exclusively on the lexical compo-
nent of the linguistic style. Thus, linguistic style is used only to 
refer to the lexical profiles of the SIVCs’ websites.
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returns)—are likely to be homogeneous in their com-
munication style, as they conform to the clear prototype 
of their market category (Czarniawska & Wolff, 1998). 
Instead, the emerging domain of social impact invest-
ing is characterized by high uncertainty and ambiguity 
in members’ identities; thus, there is a greater variety 
in communication approaches that deserves deeper 
investigation. Moreover, we suggest that the analysis 
of investors’ sensegiving practices provides research-
ers with a different perspective regarding the traditional 
view of sensegiving for new ventures. In the case of 
new ventures, the goal of sensegiving has generally 
been linked to the organization’s ability to obtain valu-
able resources for its growth. In the case of investors, 
sensegiving is associated with the formation of the 
entire industry’s identity, which comes to reflect the 
identity of the organizations that belong to the market. 
In addition, in impact investing, investors’ engagement 
in sensegiving practices becomes a key success factor 
for the effective generation of social value.

Second, our study builds on the importance of lan-
guage for studying topics of management science. In 
particular, we are inspired by previous contributions 
incorporating language in entrepreneurial finance. The 
majority of existing works on the role of language in 
new ventures have mainly focused on narratives and sto-
ries (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; Allison et al., 2015; Down-
ing, 2005; Lounsbury & Glynn, 2001; Manning & Beja-
rano, 2017; Martens et al., 2007; O’Connor, 2002; Wry 
et al., 2011), or metaphors and linguistic frames (Ben-
ford & Snow, 2000; Glaser et al., 2011; Hsu & Hannan, 
2005; Navis & Glynn, 2010; Pan et al., 2020), with few 
exceptions on linguistic style (Moss et al., 2018; Parhan-
kangas & Renko, 2017). Our work departs from these 
studies and introduces more micro-level linguistic ele-
ments related to linguistic styles that are based on “con-
tent words”—words with semantic content contributing 
to the meaning of the message. In doing so, we respond 
to calls for more research on the nature of organizations 
through their language, rather than on language through 
organizations (Boje et al., 2004).

2  The role of organizational identity

2.1  The concept of organizational identity

Organizational identity has become a burgeoning 
domain of investigation in organization studies (see 

Gioia et al. (2013) for a review). By moving the con-
cept of identity from an individual level (Baumeister, 
1998) to an organizational one (Albert & Whetten, 
1985), research has responded to the question: “who 
are we as an organization?.” The foundational paper 
by Albert and Whetten (1985, p. 265) suggests that 
organizational identity reflects an organization’s self-
referential claims with respect to its “central character, 
distinctiveness, and temporal continuity.” Concretely, 
organizational identity represents the pool of features 
of an organization that, in the eyes of its members, 
are relevant and core to describing the organization’s 
“self-image” and  making it distinctive from other 
organizations, and are viewed as having continuity 
over time (Albert & Whetten, 1985). Scholars largely 
agree that establishing an organization’s identity is 
critical to building a viable organization because it 
affects internal self-perceptions and how an organiza-
tion presents itself to the external environment (Gioia 
et al., 2013). Accordingly, the organizational identity 
reflects how the organization views itself (Navis & 
Glynn, 2011), which results from a set of consensual 
and collective self-referential claims by the organiza-
tion’s members (Nag et al., 2007) about what they see 
as their organization’s central, enduring, and distinc-
tive elements (e.g., Albert & Whetten, 1985; Corley 
et  al., 2006; Livengood & Reger, 2010; Whetten, 
2006). Strategically, identity becomes a valuable sign-
aling device, providing a means for positioning the 
organization in the minds of external stakeholders 
such as customers, suppliers, job seekers, and partners, 
and enabling the organization to acquire resources. 
This body of literature views organizational identity 
as founded upon institutionalized routines and binding 
organizational commitments (T. J. Brown, 2006).

Intrigued by the study of organizational identity, 
researchers have developed the original construct to 
account for its multiple facets (Gioia et al., 2013). How-
ever, there is currently no universal way to operational-
ize, conceptualize, and theorize organizational identity 
(Corley & Gioia, 2004; Khor, 2020). Instead, disparate 
disciplines (e.g., organization, strategy, sociolinguistic) 
have applied their precise angles to uncover and define 
the distinctive characteristics of organizational identity.

Organizational identity has been explored under 
different labels, ranging from organization-centric to 
audience-centric perspectives. Indeed, it includes both 
inwardly and externally oriented facets: as such, it has 
been defined as the identity perceived by the insiders, 
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the one that insiders want the outsiders to perceive, the 
one communicated to outsiders, and the one perceived by 
outsiders (T. J. Brown, 2006). Going a step further, schol-
ars have suggested that organizations maintain multiple 
co-existing identities (Balmer & Greyser, 2002; Pratt 
& Foreman, 2000). According to Balmer and Greyser 
(2002), “actual, conceived, ideal, desired and communi-
cated” identities define an organization.6 In this paper, 
we adhere to the definition of communicated identity as 
the one “clearly revealed through ‘controllable’ corporate 
communication” (Balmer & Greyser, 2002, p. 74).

Starting from the paper by Corley et  al. (2006), 
much of the literature on organizational identity has 
been devoted to studying identity dynamics (Hatch & 
Schultz, 2002), using multiple quantitative and quali-
tative approaches. Theory and research have depicted 
the processes that underlie the formation and changes 
in organizational identity. Regardless of how organi-
zational identity is conceived, there is a certain agree-
ment that it is not static, even if there is a tendency 
toward resilience to change (Chreim, 2005; Fiol, 
2002). This body of literature recognizes that organi-
zational identity can also change (in its meaning) over 
relatively short time horizons, but insiders tend to 
perceive it as stable and, as a consequence, act as if it 
was enduring (Gioia et al., 2010).

A relatively smaller and more recent stream of litera-
ture has focused on the processes underlying organiza-
tional identity formation (Ashforth et  al., 2011; Glynn 
& Watkiss, 2012; Scott & Lane, 2000). Identity forma-
tion is a complex process that is affected by a number 
of factors, which are both internal and external to the 
organization (Gioia et al., 2010). These studies have also 
pointed out that the building of an organization’s identity 
is pivotal to providing sensemaking in organizations in 
order to obtain and maintain acceptance and legitimacy 
in the environment (Clegg et al., 2007).

2.2  The role of investor identity in resource exchange 
processes

The literature on entrepreneurship has widely recog-
nized the importance of creating an identity for new 

ventures, as this impacts the organization’s ability 
to secure resources, recruit talent from the job mar-
ket, and create networks with customers, suppliers, 
investors, and potential partners (Burns et  al., 2016; 
Younger & Fisher, 2020). While the extant focus on 
identity for new ventures has been useful, it has also 
created a disproportional emphasis on “one side of 
the coin” in resource exchange processes (i.e., new 
ventures searching for funding) while disregarding 
“the other side” (i.e., capital providers) (Smith & 
Bergman, 2020). However, resource exchange is a 
complex and bidirectional process, where entrepre-
neurs acquire resources and investors provide them to 
valuable businesses (L. Huang & Knight, 2017).

Moved by the need to understand the identity 
process in resource exchange dynamics, a nascent 
stream of research has recently started to analyze 
the role of investor identity in mobilizing resources 
(Pontikes, 2012; Smith & Bergman, 2020). These 
studies complement the view of investors as passive 
actors, mainly engaged in sensemaking practices 
(Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Navis & Glynn, 2010), 
with an active view where investors adopt practices 
of sensegiving to define who they are and what they 
do. The “investor identity work” (Smith & Bergman, 
2020, p. 5), used to elaborate a sensegiving process, 
encompasses investors’ directive organizational iden-
tity claims and actions towards both external actors 
(i.e., entrepreneurs and other investors) and internal 
actors (i.e., employees, management, boards), which 
serve to initiate and sustain resource provision.

Understanding the role played by organizational 
identity—from both the demand and supply side of the 
funding process—is fundamental for supporting the 
alignment between the two sides of the coin and facili-
tating resource exchange (Smith & Bergman, 2020). If 
the identity of the new venture is well understood, inves-
tors are more able to select “cherry-picking” instead of 
“frog-kissing” investments (Bertoni et al., 2016). Like-
wise, new ventures may actively seek those investors 
with clear-cut identities that overlap with  that of the 
organization (Fisher, 2012). In this way, ventures can 
better grasp how to meet investors’ expectations and 
potentially be considered for financing (Parhankangas 
& Renko, 2017). These two interrelated steps (Eckhardt 
et  al., 2006) generate a process of mutual “identifica-
tion”, such that organizations identify themselves more 
strongly with another organization when their “self-
concept contains the same attributes as those in the 

6 Often, the constructs of organizational identity include com-
ponents of image, reputation, and branding (Balmer & Grey-
ser, 2002). An attempt to propose a consistent terminology is 
provided by Brown (2006), who illustrates a framework that 
distinguishes between identity, intended image, and construed 
image.
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perceived organizational identity” (Dutton et  al., 1994, 
p. 239).

This matching process was originally articulated 
in psychology through the “similarity-attraction par-
adigm” (Byrne, 1971) and in sociology through the 
“homophily principle” (Mcpherson et  al., 2001). In 
the literature on entrepreneurial finance, it is known 
as “positive sorting” (Sørensen, 2007): Reputable 
investors tend to match with the best companies in 
the market, moved by a reciprocal search for quality. 
Even if the matching depends on a different driving 
factor (quality rather than identity), research implies 
that, when faced with multiple options, investors and 
ventures both care about the attributes of their respec-
tive partners (Sørensen, 2007). Taken together, these 
studies provide initial evidence that investor identity 
is relevant to resource exchange processes. However, 
there is still limited work on the topic and, in particu-
lar, on hybrid investors’ identities in emerging mar-
ket categories. In such cases, the process of resource 
exchange is likely to face additional challenges due to 
the lack of a definitive and widespread consensus on 
the organizational identity of market members.

2.3  The identity of social hybrid investors in 
emerging market categories

Defining a clear identity for members of an emerging 
category is not a straightforward task (Clegg et  al., 
2007; Durand & Khaire, 2017; Durand & Paolella, 
2013) and deserves particular attention. In well-estab-
lished fields, identity formation is easier to achieve 
(Czarniawska & Wolff, 1998), but in newly formed 
domains, the rules guiding behaviors are prelimi-
nary and unclear (Durand & Khaire, 2017; Durand & 
Paolella, 2013). Secondly, during the critical phase of 
industry emergence, low barriers to entry translate to 
a heterogeneous pool of actors with different interpre-
tations of the organizational identity (Jensen, 2010; 
Lamont & Molnár, 2002; Nicholls, 2010). Finally, 
organizational identity formation is pivotal not only 
for single organizations obtaining and maintaining 
acceptance in the market (Clegg et al., 2007) but also 
in defining the identity of the whole industry, which 
ultimately reflects the identities of the member organ-
izations (Gustafsson et al., 2016; Stigliani & Elsbach, 
2018). Indeed, “the formation of a new market cate-
gory is an active, social project that likely involves the 
interpretations and actions of [market actors]” (Navis 

& Glynn, 2010, p. 441) and originates as “unstable, 
incomplete, and disjoined conceptual systems held by 
market actors” (Rosa et al., 1999, p. 64).

The lack of clear boundaries and a precise definition 
of the impact investor prototype has created space in 
the market for opportunistic behaviors (Busch et  al., 
2021; Findlay & Moran, 2019). Some actors, moved by 
the goal of maintaining their level of competitiveness 
by leveraging the trend towards sustainability (Findlay 
& Moran, 2019; Freireich & Fulton, 2009), deviated 
from the social and transformative mission that should 
be the vital goal of these investments (Harji & Jackson, 
2012; Hehenberger et al., 2019; Höchstädter & Scheck, 
2015). Thus, the interpretation of investors’ social-ori-
ented identity may be driven either by the perception of 
the investor’s genuine concern about generating social 
impact or the investor’s attempt to “window dress” to 
seize a new market opportunity. Previous studies have 
tried to capture such a controversial nature and dual 
identities by analyzing the criteria used in evaluat-
ing potential investment opportunities, distinguishing 
between “social sector criteria” and “traditional entre-
preneurial sector criteria” (Miller & Wesley II, 2010). 
As hybrid organizations systematically integrate civil 
society and markets, they possess different conceptu-
alizations of their identity (i.e., regarding what is cen-
tral, distinctive, and enduring about their organization) 
and borrow distinctive elements from both the social 
and commercial sectors (Pharoah et al., 2004; Pratt & 
Foreman, 2000). For these organizations, the use of 
language in describing their nature becomes even more 
relevant to capture the emphasis given to one sphere 
(society) with respect to the other (market). In light of 
these considerations, social hybrid investors need to 
communicate their identity in a clear and precise man-
ner to activate the proper stakeholder perceptions about 
“what the organization is” and “what the market is.”

3  Communicating the organizational identity

3.1  The use of language to communicate the 
organizational identity

One of the most important decisions that organiza-
tional managers can make is how the organization’s 
position and identity are communicated to external 
stakeholders (Pan et  al., 2018). This clearly affects 
inter-organizational relationships—between firms, 
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investors, and other stakeholders. Managers typically 
concentrate on a limited set of attributes they would 
like to convey to external stakeholders (T. J. Brown, 
2006) and then take actions to strategically communi-
cate this organizational identity—what we refer to as a 
“communicated identity” (Balmer & Greyser, 2002).

This effort can involve different channels that are 
more (e.g., advertising, marketing materials, press 
releases, or websites) or less (e.g., word of mouth, 
media commentaries) controllable by the organization 
(Botero et al., 2013). When adopting controllable com-
munication means, such as official websites, managers 
have to strategically decide what and how to communi-
cate to clearly define the organization’s attributes while 
simultaneously differentiating it from others in the eyes 
of external stakeholders (Scott & Lane, 2000). In these 
contexts, language plays a relevant role (Packard & 
Berger, 2017; Riley & Luippold, 2015; Thibodeau & 
Boroditsky, 2013; Younger & Fisher, 2020).

In the past decades, language scholars have scruti-
nized the role of language in constructing and defining 
identities (and identity types) using different approaches 
(e.g., spanning corpus linguistics, sociolinguistics, or 
psycholinguistics) (De Fina, 2019; Edwards, 2012; 
Zenker, 2018). Despite the wide range of perspectives 
adopted, there is an overall agreement that language is 
inextricably linked with identity (De Fina, 2019; Khor, 
2020). Language, broadly understood, has the power 
to shape how organizations identify and present them-
selves (Eckert, 2000; O’Connor, 2002), which, in turn, 
affects the different inferences that audiences make 
about an organization’s identity (Cutolo et  al., 2020; 
Lounsbury & Glynn, 2001; Martens et al., 2007). Said 
differently, the narrative of organizational identity is 
similar to the one adopted by a writer who may describe 
an event using different options—with colorful words 
and unusual syntax or with a more formal language. 
As a consequence, the same story can emphasize dif-
ferent perspectives and features with different stylistic 
nuances, representing distinctive identity footprints.

Much of the work done in sociolinguistic and psy-
cholinguistic research depends on the recognition that 
language is a critical strategic asset in the formation 
and dispersion of an organization’s identity among the 
social and psychological spheres of a target audience 
(Graffin et  al., 2011; Tannen, 1995; Tausczik & Pen-
nebaker, 2010; Toma & D’Angelo, 2015). An organi-
zation can communicate its values, beliefs, missions, 
goals, and knowledge by adopting different perspectives 

of self-representation. For example, the subsidiaries of 
a multinational corporation can use multiple languages 
and linguistic styles in their lines of communication, 
thus showing different identity types (Iwashita, 2022).

However, the use of communication strategies to 
inform a target audience of an organization’s identity 
has neither the same relevance nor the same impact 
across different organization types. Communicating a 
comprehensible organizational identity is especially 
crucial when organizations do not conform to extant 
categories with a high degree of institutionalization 
(Navis & Glynn, 2011).

3.2  Content and style components of language

Any communication includes both content and style. 
Content refers to the meaning, while style mainly 
refers to how something is said. The relationship 
between content and style in identity formation has 
been a topic of interest for language scholars for sev-
eral decades. Consequently, the field now features a 
variety of theoretical and methodological methods 
focused on whether content matters more than style 
(or vice versa) in identity formation. Subfields have 
also emerged that provide even more nuanced per-
spectives (De Fina, 2019).

Taking inspiration from the communication and 
linguistic literature, organizational and management 
research has incorporated a language into its groundwork 
to emphasize the relevance of both content and style in 
the communication of an organization’s identity (Larri-
more et al., 2011; C. H. Miller et al., 2007). Thus, some 
research has devised conscious strategies that managers 
can use to convey precise communication content to a 
target audience (Bolino et al., 2008). Other studies have 
suggested that, above and beyond content, communica-
tion embeds language attributes (e.g., language diversity, 
intensity, and concreteness) that shape audience impres-
sions about an organization’s identity (Pan et al., 2018; 
Pennebaker, 2011; Pennebaker et al., 2003). For exam-
ple, research has found that concrete language—referred 
to as the degree to which the words in a message pro-
vide context-specific and detailed information (Hansen 
& Wänke, 2010; ter Doest et al., 2002)—is a powerful 
means of informing the audience, especially in risky situ-
ations (Larrimore et al., 2011; Pan et al., 2018) marked 
by high uncertainty and informational voids.

However, the linguistic turn has only recently found 
its way into entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial 

The identity of social impact venture capitalists: exploring social linguistic positioning… 1255



1 3
Vol:. (1234567890)

finance research (Clarke & Cornelissen, 2011; Cutolo 
et al., 2020; Martens et al., 2007). A stream of studies 
in entrepreneurship has focused on the role played by 
narratives, stories, metaphors, and linguistic frames in 
conveying a comprehensible identity to entrepreneurial 
ventures when raising capital (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; 
Benford & Snow, 2000; Hsu & Hannan, 2005; Louns-
bury & Glynn, 2001; Martens et  al., 2007; Navis & 
Glynn, 2010; Wry et al., 2011). A number of works have 
also explored to what extent entrepreneurs’ linguistic 
styles (e.g., the way they describe their project in a busi-
ness plan, during an elevator pitch, or in a crowdfunding 
campaign) can affect the fundamental, yet challenging, 
task of attracting external resources (Allison et al., 2015; 
Clarke & Cornelissen, 2011; Manning & Bejarano, 
2017; Parhankangas & Renko, 2017). All these studies 
provide strong evidence of the crucial role that language 
plays in the management sciences and its potential to 
explain dynamics in the field of entrepreneurial finance.

3.3  Linguistic styles of social hybrid investor’s 
identity in an emerging market

3.3.1  Social linguistic positioning

Several academics and practitioners stress that impact 
investors must be characterized by “intentionality” in 
their actions, as the generation of social value can-
not be an “incidental side-effect of a commercial 
deal” (A. Brown & Swersky, 2012, p. 3). While the 
goal of generating social value should be central to an 
organization in the field of impact investing (Miller & 
Wesley II, 2010), the market shows a fragmented sce-
nario where categories vary in terms of their social 
orientation (Freireich & Fulton, 2009; Höchstädter & 
Scheck, 2015; Moore et al., 2012).

Investigating the notion of social linguistic position-
ing—which we define as investors’ linguistic intensity 
in presenting their social orientation—is extremely rel-
evant to capturing these investors’ social intentional-
ity. Linguistic positioning is the conscious and planned 
strategy used to convey the most relevant signs of an 
organization’s identity (Bolino et  al., 2008). In short, 
it is the quick and concise communication of who an 
organization is and what it does (Bart et al., 2001; Ire-
land & Hirc, 1992). Since actions are influenced by the 
aims communicated to stakeholders (Bart et  al., 2001; 
O’Gorman & Doran, 1999), a communicated iden-
tity directed towards social impact is interpreted as the 

organization’s driving force and a reflection of its under-
lying social purpose. Thus, how social hybrid investors 
linguistically emphasize and communicate their social 
orientation to external stakeholders may be useful for 
capturing their public declaration of social intentionality.

3.3.2  Linguistic distinctiveness

One way for organizations to be recognized within 
a market category is by distinguishing themselves 
from their peers (Brickson, 2005; Gioia et al., 2010). 
Organizational studies have defined the concept of 
distinctiveness as the level to which an organization is 
perceived as different from, rather than interchange-
able with, other category members (Brickson, 2005; 
Gioia et al., 2010; Navis & Glynn, 2011; Younger & 
Fisher, 2020; Zhao et al., 2017).7

Language can play an important role here, not only 
by conveying more salient information (Rindova et al., 
2007) but also by creating new and informative content 
with respect to what has been communicated by others, 
thereby increasing the perceived comprehensibility and 
credibility of identity (Guo et al., 2020). Thus, linguis-
tic distinctiveness refers to the use of language to frame 
identity in a way that separates one from their peers 
(Cao et al., 2017; Navis & Glynn, 2011). In the context 
of impact investing, language may shape the relation-
ship between investor and investee and, therefore, may 
be a major factor in a market’s effectiveness.

It is worth highlighting that the paradigm of impact 
investing implies a radical change from investors’ tra-
ditional approach, which is exclusively motivated by 
the generation of financial returns (Pache & Santos, 
2010). In the entrepreneurial finance literature, several 
works have recently explored the motives that guide 
investments in specific assets or new instruments (Alli-
son et al., 2015; Barber et al., 2021; Block et al., 2021; 
Fisch et al., 2021; Geczy et al., 2021; Vismara, 2016).

Impact investors seek to serve society through 
a form of governance where decisions are moti-
vated by the investor’s personal commitment to 
specific social challenges. The introduction of 
the social dimension has, thus, foregrounded 

7 The idea that organizations need to not only fit in with, but 
also differentiate from, peers of the same market category 
has recently been endorsed by management and organiza-
tion scholars in studies on entrepreneurship (Fisher, 2012; 
Haans, 2019; Taeuscher et al., 2021; Taeuscher & Rothe, 2021; 
Younger & Fisher, 2020).
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investor-investee relationships based on collabora-
tion, mutual understanding, and reciprocal engage-
ment, which are fundamental drivers of market 
effectiveness (Agrawal & Hockerts, 2019). Dis-
tinctive language can help foster these inter-rela-
tionships by emphasizing key and unique attributes 
of the organization’s value (Bishop et  al., 2019). 
Indeed, scholars broadly recognize that salient 
and novel information, rather than old and famil-
iar, produces a more comprehensive understanding 
(Boswijk & Coler, 2020; Ellis, 2016, 2017; Giora, 
2003; Tomlin & Myachykov, 2015).

4  The context of social impact venture capitalists

Impact investing consists of a broad range of finan-
cial institutions that use a heterogeneous pool of 
financial tools (Boni et  al., 2021; M. Lee et  al., 
2020; Revelli & Viviani, 2015).8 Given its breadth, 
social impact finance has been recognized as a 
potential new financial paradigm (Nicholls, 2010) 
and has recently received significant attention from 
financial bodies, private and public companies, and 
the press (Fink, 2020, 2018; The Economist, 2017; 
Zingales, 2018). This growing interest has accom-
panied the rapid evolution of the market for social 
impact investments. According to the Global Impact 
Investing Network (GIIN), nearly 10,000 social 
impact investments worth more than 46 billion dol-
lars were financed in 2019 (Hand et al., 2020).

Despite these numbers, several observers believe 
that the social impact market has evolved into the 
“market building” stage (Ormiston et  al., 2015) 
and that it is still far from reaching efficient global 
functioning (Lehner & Nicholls, 2014). One of 
the major issues affecting its aftermath is the lack 
of definitional and conceptual clarity (Nicholls 
& Daggers, 2016), which can lead to the concept 
becoming diluted: the so-called impact washing 
risk (Harji & Jackson, 2012; Hehenberger et  al., 
2019; Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015). Some global 
networks, such as the aforementioned GIIN and the 

Impact Investing Policy Collaborative (IIPC), have 
emerged in an attempt to provide the field with pre-
cise boundaries.9 For the field to maintain its origi-
nal transformative power, scholars have highlighted 
the need to intentionally generate social and envi-
ronmental impact into practices (Höchstädter & 
Scheck, 2015; Truong & Nagy, 2021). Recently, 
scholars have suggested that definitions of impact 
investing need also to consider “additionality”—to 
guarantee that the social or environmental outcome 
generated goes beyond what would otherwise have 
occurred (Hebb, 2013; So & Staskevicius, 2015).10 
However, there is still no definitive consensus on 
what “social impact” means. Research in this field 
thus remains hobbled by the lack of clear bounda-
ries and a unifying paradigm around social impact.

Considering the existence of multiple types of 
investors in the social impact field, we focus on 
financial organizations that invest equity capital to 
become partners of their invested companies (Miller 
& Wesley II, 2010): SIVCs. SIVCs operate in a mar-
ket largely characterized by uncertainty, informa-
tion asymmetries, and blurred boundaries. Contrary 
to the burgeoning literature on socially responsible 
investments (Arjaliès & Durand, 2019; Cheng et al., 
2014; Hawn et al., 2018; Ioannou & Serafeim, 2015; 
Yan et  al., 2019), studies on SIVCs are still in their 
infancy. The early study by Miller and Wesley II 
(2010) opened the door to a growing area that inves-
tigates how financial organizations might not only 
generate financial value, but also advance broader 
societal goals (Nicholls, 2010). Miller and Wes-
ley II (2010) narrowly focus on the decision rules 
of funds in the sphere of venture philanthropy. Only 
recently has research started to explore the emerging 
category of SIVCs. These works have analyzed sev-
eral aspects, ranging from SIVCs’ intentional will-
ingness to pay for impact (Barber et  al., 2021), to 
their contracting practices toward both investors and 

8 Social impact finance utilizes several financing instruments, 
ranging from alternative currencies, community investment, 
crowdfunding, ethical banking, microfinance to social impact 
bonds, social impact investing, social responsible investment, 
social entrepreneurship, and venture philanthropy (Allison 
et al., 2015; Howard, 2012; Périlleux, 2015; Rizzi et al., 2018).

9 These networks aim to match the supply and demand of 
capital in social impact finance, as well as set new standards 
and metrics to evaluate social impact investments (e.g., Impact 
Reporting and Investment Standards (IRIS) and the Global 
Impact Investing Rating System (GIIRS)) (Ormiston et  al., 
2015).
10 Lee et al. (2020) ran experiments to demonstrate that impact 
investors must transcend their “categorical cognition” to real-
ize the full potential of their investments.
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portfolio companies (Geczy et al., 2021), to the crite-
ria adopted when screening social enterprises (Block 
et al., 2021) and when making capital allocation deci-
sions (M. Lee et al., 2020).

In their governance structures and invest-
ment modes, SIVCs align with the dictates of 
the VC industry (Cetindamar & Ozkazanc-Pan, 
2017), except that they aim to generate a posi-
tive and measurable social and environmental 
impact alongside a financial return. They have 
been labeled “pragmatic idealists” (Bocken, 2015) 
because, while rigorously implementing invest-
ment practices that are common knowledge in the 
VC industry, they tend to be more patient in their 
exit strategy and target a range of returns that can 
be below or equal to the market rate, depending on 
the investors’ strategic goals. They typically invest 
in businesses that are expected to tackle domes-
tic or global social problems, operating in sec-
tors such as education, microfinance, energy, and 
accessible basic services (e.g., housing, water pro-
curement, and healthcare). To operate in line with 
social mandates, SIVCs’ social returns must be a 
priori defined and ex-postevaluated (Calderini 
et al., 2018). Thus, SIVCs embody a new practice 
in the investing arena that exemplifies the hybrid 
logic of combining financial sustainability with 
social welfare goals (Battilana et  al., 2017; Batti-
lana & Lee, 2014). In short, they represent an ideal 
context for our work.

5  Methodology

To identify SIVCs that are active worldwide, we 
extrapolated information from ImpactBase, an 
online database managed by the GIIN.11 Of the 445 
active investors reported as social impact in the 
database, social impact in the data we only selected 
those included in the “private equity” and “ven-
ture capital” categories. Subsequently, we comple-
mented the information using a second commer-
cial database, Thomson One Banker, managed by 

Thomson Financial. We obtained a final sample of 
195 SIVCs. We evaluated investors’ communica-
tion by collecting all the text on their official web-
sites (excluding external links and attachments) and 
manually crawling their content. We limited our 
analysis to the content of homepages, “about us” 
sections, and the pages describing the fund activi-
ties and investments. This allows us to obtain a cor-
pus of comparable documents, focus on the most 
featured information provided to stakeholders, and 
limit the analysis to the language used by SIVCs 
(and not, for example, by media outlets). All web-
sites had English as a common language. Official 
websites are “controllable” channels that organiza-
tions use to communicate their identity (Acs et al., 
2021; Balmer & Greyser, 2002; Tietze et al., 2003). 
With the rapid spread and growing popularity of the 
Internet, organizational and management research 
has emphasized the role of website language (i.e., 
as text, narrative, story, and discourse) as a tool 
for delivering useful information to the public and 
ensuring that the intended messages are interpreted 
correctly (Botero et  al., 2013; Gatti, 2011; Kent 
& Taylor, 1998; Taylor et al., 2001; Wirtz & Zim-
bres, 2018). In our context, websites occupy a rel-
evant position for SIVCs’ communication strategy, 
as they are designed to convey the investor’s social 
impact identity and capture the different degrees 
of language distinctiveness (Aral & Van Alstyne, 
2011; Gloor, 2017).

5.1  Evaluating social linguistic positioning

To measure SIVCs’ social linguistic positioning, 
we used a metric of text mining and social net-
work analysis—the Semantic Brand Score (SBS) 
(Fronzetti Colladon, 2018)—which is specifically 
designed to evaluate a concept’s textual impor-
tance. The SBS is a novel measure of semantic 
importance inspired by well-known brand equity 
models (e.g., Keller, 1993).12 In this research, 
we used it to measure the importance of themati-
cally relevant terms such as “social,” “impact,” 
and their synonyms. Indeed, these words were 

11 The GIIN is globally recognized as a network that provides 
an “official certification” to social impact investors. Data were 
extracted from ImpactBase in 2019. Later on, the dataset was 
closed by GIIN and replaced by other data sources, such as 
Impact Space or Impact Assets. We carefully checked that ana-
lyzed SIVCs were reported in one of the two datasets.

12 Although the measure was originally used to analyze the 
strength of a brand, it can be applied to any word or set of 
words, as it is calculated with textual data.
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often used on SIVCs’ websites to emphasize the 
social impact part of the investment. We call this 
set of words “Social Impact Words” (SIWs). To 
determine the best set of words, we used a dou-
ble approach. Firstly, we referred to words related 
to the social impact of a SIVC’s activity by look-
ing at words used in past research (Barber et  al., 
2021). Secondly, we used an automated approach 
to extract keywords from our corpus. In particular, 
we employed the TF-IDF metric (Jurafsky & Mar-
tin, 2008).13 Following this double approach, we 
derived a list of keywords that were subsequently 
evaluated by two experts in social impact invest-
ing. The two experts first worked independently to 
select the final SIWs and then met to find agree-
ment on a few discordant cases. The final list of 
SIWs used for this study includes the following: 
community invest, disadvantaged, ethical invest, 
ethical objectives, ethically conscious, ethically 
motivated, impact, impact investing, impover-
ished, invest ethical, investing ethically, minority 
community, mission driven, mission investing, 
mission oriented, mission related, poverty, S.R.I, 
socially responsible, social objectives, socially, 
social finance, social good, social impact, socially 
motivated, socially responsible, socially con-
scious, sustainable, sustainable development, sus-
tainable economic development, and sustainable 
investment.

Accordingly, a high score indicates a website 
communication that highly emphasizes the social 
impact side of investments. We looked at the dis-
tribution of the scores by plotting the quantiles 
and breaking them down into quarters. Since quan-
tile plots get steeper above the upper quartile, we 
took the 75th percentile as a threshold for high 
values of the metric. In other words, the points 
above, which lie one-quarter of the data, indicate 
that website communication largely emphasizes 
social impact.

The SBS is calculated based on three dimensions: 
prevalence, diversity, and connectivity, which respec-
tively account for how often a concept is mentioned, 

how rich its textual associations are, and how strongly 
it can bridge connections across different topics in the 
discourse. Prevalence measures the frequency with 
which SIWs appear on each SIVC website: the more 
frequently they are mentioned, the higher their preva-
lence. The idea is that the frequency of a word in a 
text could increase its potential for activation.14 Web-
site visitors will be aware of words representing the 
social theme when they read them, which is reflected 
in SIVCs’ use of these words when they communi-
cate. The second dimension, diversity, measures the 
heterogeneity of the words co-occurring with SIWs; 
a richer discourse entails higher diversity. A con-
cept/keyword could be “mentioned frequently in a 
discourse, thus having a high prevalence, but always 
used in conjunction with the same words, being lim-
ited to a very specific context” (Fronzetti Colladon, 
2018, p. 152). This measure is higher when textual 
associations are more diverse. Notably, previous 
research has shown that a higher number of associa-
tions has a positive effect on brand strength (Grohs 
et  al., 2016). The third component, connectivity, 
expresses how often a word serves as an indirect link 
between all the other pairs of words while construct-
ing a co-occurrence network. It reflects the embed-
dedness of the words related to the social impact 
theme in a SIVC website and can be considered an 
expression of their connective power (i.e., their abil-
ity to indirectly link different topics). While the social 
impact theme could be frequently mentioned (high 
prevalence) and might have heterogeneous associa-
tions with other concepts (high diversity), SIWs could 
still be peripheral and disconnected from the core of 
online communication.

To assess the measure, we first needed to process 
textual data to remove stop-words (i.e., those words that 
usually provide a little contribution to the meaning of 
a sentence, such as the word “and”), punctuation, and 
special characters. We changed every word to lowercase 
and extracted stems by removing word affixes (Jivani, 
2011) using the NLTK Snowball Stemmer algorithm 
(Perkins, 2014). The next step was to transform text 

13 We also tested other approaches for determining the initial 
set of keywords—such as the TextRank algorithm (Mihalcea & 
Tarau, 2004)—but these did not yield better results.

14 This effect could depend on factors other than term fre-
quency. For example, rare terms, or terms that surprise, seem 
to have greater priming power—that is, the power to positively 
influence the probability that the same type of term will be 
found subsequently (Ellis, 2017; Hilpert, 2017; Rosemeyer & 
Schwenter, 2019).
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documents into social networks where nodes are words 
that appear in the text. An arc exists between a pair of 
nodes if their corresponding words co-occur at least 
once; the frequency of co-occurrence determines arc 
weights. Following this procedure, we obtained 195 
networks—one for each website. We adopted a five-
word window for determining the maximum co-occur-
rence range and filtered out negligible co-occurrences. 
Nodes representing SIWs were merged into a single 
node in order to calculate their aggregated level of 
importance. Figure 1 provides an example representing 
the co-occurrence network generated by the following 
sentence (after removing stop-words, while skipping 
stemming for the sake of readability): “We invest in 
innovative technology to solve problems and sustain 
growth in agriculture and animal health.”

Prevalence was measured as the frequency with 
which SIWs were mentioned on each SIVC website. 
Diversity was operationalized through a measure of 
network centrality (distinctiveness centrality) that takes 
into account the number of textual associations, which 
corresponds to the degree of the SIWs’ nodes, rescaled 
based on their degree of uniqueness (Fronzetti Colladon 
& Naldi, 2020). If we take the example of Fig. 1 and 
consider the node “health,” diversity would attribute 
more importance to the connection of this node with 
the word “animal” than with the word “sustain.” This 
happens because the word “sustain” is connected to all 
other words in the network, whereas the word “animal” 
is not, thus making this association less common. Con-
nectivity reflects the “brokerage power” of SIWs on 
each website, calculated using weighted betweenness 
centrality. Specifically, we considered the inverse of arc 

weights in determining the shortest network paths and 
then calculated weighted betweenness centrality using 
the algorithm proposed by Brandes (2001). In particu-
lar, we considered the network paths that interconnect 
the different words in the co-occurrence network. For 
example, in Fig. 1, we notice that the words “animal” 
and “invest” are not directly connected. Therefore, it is 
necessary to go through other words to connect these 
two words. Accordingly, connectivity is high when 
a word (node) frequently lies in the shortest network 
paths that interconnect the other words in the corpus.

To compare measures derived from different net-
works (i.e., one network per website), we stand-
ardized the values of prevalence, diversity, and 
connectivity. For each measure, we conducted stand-
ardization by considering the mean and standard 
deviation of scores obtained by all the words on the 
website. The SBS was subsequently calculated as the 
sum of the standardized values of its components. 
According to this standardization procedure, SBS can 
either be positive or negative based on the importance 
of the social impact words have on each website.

5.2  Measuring linguistic distinctiveness

The second part of the analysis involved measuring the 
distinctiveness of each website, which considers how 
much of a website’s content is not already available on 
the majority of other SIVCs’ websites. The distinctive-
ness indicator thus measures the extent to which a website 
uses rare (or new) words and introduces non-redundant 
information. While some websites only featured a single 
page with little information, others had multiple pages 
and were rich in content. However, the length of the text 
included in each website is not a good proxy of its dis-
tinctiveness, especially when considering that the major-
ity of web users only read a reduced portion of content 
and sometimes stop on homepages. How much of a page 
is read can vary based on many factors, such as the availa-
bility of an abstract or the structure and design of websites 
(Nielsen, 1997, 2008; Nielsen & Loranger, 2006).

More precisely, we calculated the distinctiveness 
indicator based on the term frequency-inverse docu-
ment frequency (TF-IDF) information retrieval met-
ric (Jurafsky & Martin, 2008). Websites present new 
information only if they contain words that do not 
commonly appear on all other websites and if the mes-
sage they convey is not lost in uninformative text blobs. 
Therefore, the frequency of each word’s occurrence is Fig. 1  Co-occurrence network 
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multiplied by the logarithmically scaled inverse frac-
tion of the documents that contain that word. Distinc-
tiveness for a specific website is calculated as:

where N is the total number of documents in the 
corpus (i.e., the number of websites); n is the total 
number of words that appear on a website, and V  is 
their set; fw is the frequency of word w , and nw is 
the number of websites where the word w appears. 
We pre-processed the texts the same way as the SBS 
calculation (stemming, removal of stop-words, etc.). 
Similar to the case of the SBS, we looked at the distri-
bution of the values of the metric and took the upper 
quartile to identify high values of distinctiveness.

6  Results

6.1  Four different ways to communicate a social 
hybrid investor identity

Thanks to the methodology presented in the previ-
ous section, we were able to classify SIVCs into four 
categories based on the intensity (low versus high) of 
the social impact theme (our measure of social linguis-
tic positioning) and the distinctiveness of the language 
used on their websites. Clearly, neither of these two 
dimensions is an either-or proposition: Most SIVCs will 
fall somewhere along the spectrum of possible values 
between the two extremes of each pair of language char-
acteristics. Still, we are confident that overlaying the 
two dimensions creates a useful map for understanding 
the nuances and complexity of the phenomenon. Our 
results show that, from the organizational identity per-
spective, the market is characterized by a high heteroge-
neity of linguistic style, which resembles characteristics 
of ambiguous and emerging market categories.

We found 16 SIVCs with high values for both 
social linguistic positioning and linguistic distinctive-
ness, 33 SIVCs that were only high in social linguis-
tic positioning, and another 34 that were only high in 
linguistic distinctiveness. The remaining 112 SIVCs 
had a website communication that neither particularly 
emphasized the social impact theme nor provided 
new and non-redundant information with respect 
to competitors. We labeled the first group as Smart 

Distinctiveness =
1

n

∑

w∈V

fwlog
N

nw

Heroes: “Smart” because the SIVC is able to com-
municate in a distinctive way (compared to others) 
and “Hero” because it has a strong social orientation 
and thus is more likely perceived as a champion in 
addressing social challenges. This category of SIVC 
strongly emphasizes its social conscience and does 
so by framing and proposing information to external 
stakeholders in a distinctive way. The second group, 
the Naïve Dreamers, has a strong social identity, simi-
lar to the Smart Heroes, but its communication differs 
little from the mass. By explicitly endorsing the social 
cause without being able to communicate its identity 
in a distinctive way, this SIVC appears to have organi-
zational “dreams” regarding social issues but remains 
“naïve” about how to translate its focus into a distinct 
social identity. The third group is labeled Illusion-
ists. This type of SIVC adopts a linguistic style that 
distinguishes it from others but without the social 
content that should characterize the declared identity 
of a social impact VC. Just as “illusionists” seek to 
enchant the audience with a range of tricks that mask 
reality, this type of SIVC tries to attract the external 
audience by adopting distinctiveness in its communi-
cation without ever showing a true social conscience. 
Finally, the Blabbers represent SIVCs that neither 
center on the social theme nor distinguish themselves 
from the masses in their communication. Figure  2 
illustrates these four SIVC categories, while Table 1 

Fig. 2  A typology of SIVC’s linguistic style

The identity of social impact venture capitalists: exploring social linguistic positioning… 1261



1 3
Vol:. (1234567890)

shows some examples of sentences used by SIVCs in 
their websites for each linguistic style.

In our analysis, we considered multiple key-
words to represent the social intensity dimen-
sion (see Section  5.1). We find no particular dif-
ferences in the use of these words across groups, 
apart from the fact that Smart Heroes and Naïve 
Dreamers use them more and in more central posi-
tions in the semantic network. We also find that the 
most used term is referred to the social impact of 
the investment. Lastly, we observe that Illusionists 
are those who refer more to their goal of supporting 
minorities.

Blabbers represent the largest group in our analy-
sis. To discuss within-group heterogeneity, we better 
explored the Blabbers category with respect to the 
dimensions of distinctiveness and social intensity. 
Results are presented in Fig. 3.

As Fig. 3 shows, Blabbers scores are rather homo-
geneously distributed with respect to the social 
intensity dimension—with some websites present-
ing a zero score (indicating that little importance 
was attributed to the communication of the “social 
side” of the investment). The same is true for the 
distinctiveness dimension, for which we provide 
a visual differentiation of low, high, and average 
scores. In general, we can neither recognize clear 
clusters nor group these observations with respect to 
other characteristics of SIVCs—such as their impact 
theme, geography, target geography, or stage of 
development.

6.2  Toward a better understanding of SIVCs’ types

Table 2 presents the main characteristics of the SIVCs 
in our sample. In particular, we considered: their age 
(measured in years starting from their inception); the 
committed capital (measured in US$); the geographical 
area in which they operate; their geographical speciali-
zation (i.e., the target geographical area for capital allo-
cation); and their impact agenda, codified according to 
the social area of intervention. With “theme,” we denote 
the societal area that SIVCs intend to address. We dis-
tinguish between basic services (i.e., investments in 
companies whose mission is to improve people’s access 
to food, water, and education), energy and environment 
(i.e., investments related to interventions to fight climate 
change and global warming), finance (i.e., investments 
in companies facilitating people’s access to microcredit 
initiatives), and multiple impact (i.e., investments in 
companies targeting more than one societal challenge). 
Lastly, we considered the stated stage focus of SIVCs 
that can be: early stage (i.e., when SIVCs target ven-
tures in their seed and early stages of entrepreneurial 
firm development), multi-stage (i.e., when SIVCs focus 
on both seed/early and growth/later stages of develop-
ment ventures), or other (i.e., the stated focus includes 
mezzanine finance, PIPE/recap, or buyout).

As the table shows, most of the investors’ target 
ventures are in their seed and early stages of entrepre-
neurial firm development. In terms of impact theme, 
the Blabbers and the Illusionists have the more diver-
sified investments, with the latter having a larger focus 

Table 1  Example of sentences for each SIVC’s linguistic style

SIVC type Social linguistic 
positioning

Linguistic distinc-
tiveness

Representative sentences

Smart Heroes High High “As early stage investors, we appreciate the importance of being strategically and operationally 
present with Founders on their journeys. […] While they [founders] follow their visions and 
chase individual dreams of impacting lives in their own unique ways, we aim to be there as 
facilitators, enablers, problem solvers, mediators and cheerleaders - always with an intent to 
catalyze progress.”

Naïve Dreamers High Low “We look for companies with a strong social orientation coupled with innovative business models. 
We invest in high quality entrepreneurs who demonstrate the intent to provide social returns to 
investors along with a healthy financial return.”

Illusionists Low High We are prepared to work hard to deliver what we promise and to add value that goes beyond what 
is expected. We always use our energy, skills and resources to deliver the best results. [...] Our 
approach is defined by “inspired ownership” and we strive to act as a meaningful strategic 
partner and not just as a financial sponsor.

Blabbers Low Low “The fund provides private equity to entrepreneurial micro-finance organisations. […] Its goal is to 
increase the outreach of commercial micro-finance organisations and to provide a market rate of 
return to the investors. […] It has the ability to identify and invest in promising enterprises in the 
micro-finance sector.”
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on the energy and environment theme. Naïve Dream-
ers are those with the largest focus on finance. In gen-
eral, the majority of SIVCs invest in companies tar-
geting more than one societal challenge. Most SIVCs 
are located in North America and Europe, followed 
by Africa and Asia. These percentages are aligned 
with the target geographies, with some exceptions. 
For example, Naïve Dreamers are mostly located in 
Europe and have Asia as an important target geogra-
phy. Many of these same SIVCs also target multiple 
geographical areas. Blabbers are primarily focused on 
Africa, whereas Smart Heroes are not. Lastly, we find 
no significant differences in terms of age and com-
mitted capital as the averages across groups are quite 
similar, also considering their standard errors. This is 
confirmed by the results of the Welch’s robust test of 
equality of means (p = 0.728 for age and p = 0.530 for 
committed capital).

Figure 4 presents the results of a further analysis we 
carried out to study language similarity between SIVCs’ 
websites. We wanted to understand if the four groups of 
Fig. 2 were using the same language or not. In particu-
lar, we used a bag-of-words approach and—after text 
pre-processing—represented each website as the bag of 
its words, disregarding order but preserving multiplic-
ity. Accordingly, we constructed a document per term 
matrix, where each row represented a website, while col-
umns represented the terms that appeared at least once 

in the corpus. Matrix cells were populated with term fre-
quencies. To study websites’ language similarity, we cal-
culated a document per document distance matrix, using 
the cosine similarity metric that is typically employed in 
text mining (A. Huang, 2008). We subsequently plotted 
similarities in the two dimensions using the multidimen-
sional scaling technique (Mead, 1992).15 As the figure 
shows, Smart Heroes and Naïve Dreamers are much 
more clustered than Blabbers and Illusionists. The two 
former groups also have some degree of overlap, proba-
bly attributable to the importance they give to the social 
impact theme. Blabbers and Illusionists, on the other 
hand, spread across the entire graph without showing a 
consistent communication style.

Moreover, we calculated other well-known metrics 
of text analysis: sentiment, readability, and numerical 
intensity. Sentiment represents the positivity or nega-
tivity of the language used in communication, with 
values varying from −1 to +1—where −1 indicates 
a very negative valence of the text and +1 is a very 
positive one. Like the other metrics considered in 
this paper, sentiment was calculated through the SBS 
BI software (Fronzetti Colladon & Grippa, 2020), 

Fig. 3  Distinctiveness and 
social intensity of blabbers

15 The picture shows a smaller number of points in respect to 
the size of our sample, as some are in perfect overlap, meaning 
that a few sites are a replication of each other.
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which uses the VADER lexicon for the English lan-
guage (Hutto & Gilbert, 2014). Readability was cal-
culated using the Gunning-Fog index, which proved 
useful, for example, in the analysis of crowdfund-
ing campaigns (Du et  al., 2015). Lastly, the dimen-
sion of numerical intensity was calculated to take 
into account the amount of quantitative information 
provided in SIVCs communication—i.e., counting 
numerical terms (including integers, numbers in lexi-
cal format, and terms referring to numerical opera-
tions) and dividing this number by the total word 
count (Hart, 2000; Henry, 2008; Short & Palmer, 
2008). We compared the mean values of these indi-
cators across groups and tested significant differences 
by the Welch’s robust test of equality of means and 
the Games-Howell post hoc tests. The results of this 
additional analysis are presented in Table 3.

Not surprisingly, we notice that sentiment is 
very positive across all categories. However, the 
communication of Blabbers significantly differs 
from that of all the other groups, showing a lower 
positivity of the language used. The message sent 
by Smart Heroes is the most positive and signifi-
cantly differs from all other categories, except for 
Illusionists, which also use a very positive lan-
guage. On the other hand, differences are not sig-
nificant in terms of readability and numerical 
intensity. In general, the communication of SIVCs 
is rather complex, with readability scores all indi-
cating that a high level of education is required to 
properly understand the content of their websites.

As a final step, we complemented our analysis by 
exploring the main discourse topics that emerged on 
the SIVCs’ websites. Topic modeling is increasingly 
used in management research to reveal constructs 
and conceptual relationships in textual data. This 
procedure can be used, for instance, to detect nov-
elty and emergence or make sense of online audi-
ences (Hannigan et  al., 2019). In our context, we 
wanted to understand if there were prominent com-
munication themes and how they were distributed 
across the four SIVC categories. Further, we inves-
tigated the differences in their use of language and 
the messages conveyed by their websites. We used 
a network approach to extract topics (e.g., Gerlach 
et al., 2018; Lancichinetti et al., 2015). Consistently 
with our previous analysis, we worked on the word 
co-occurrence network and found meaningful word 
clusters through the Louvain algorithm (Blondel 
et al., 2008).16 Subsequently, we extracted the most 
representative words of each cluster by considering 
the weight of their connections and the proportion 
of internal and external links (Fronzetti Colladon & 
Grippa, 2020). Topics were manually labeled based 
on their keywords, as presented in Table 4.

Ten topics emerged from the analysis, with the 
most prominent (25%) being related to the profitabil-
ity and positive social impact of investments (Impact 
investing). The sustainable solutions supported by 

Fig. 4  Language similarity between SIVC’s types

16 We tested alternative approaches for network clustering, but 
did not achieve significantly different or better results.
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the SIVCs and the characteristics of the target ven-
tures are also significantly discussed, accounting for 
17.5% (Sustainable solutions) and 16.2% (Target 
ventures) of the discourse, respectively. All websites 
have sections meant to inform investors and promote 
contact (Investor relations). These sections present 
short news, contact information, and newsletters and 
roughly account for 17% of the communication. The 
social impact of the investments is also discussed in 
more detail, with a particular focus on the Environ-
mental impact (10.4%) and the Community well-being 
(3.4%); notably, the former receives twice the atten-
tion. Some websites are more informative than oth-
ers with respect to their Management team (3.7%) and 
the Geographical focus of their investments (4.9%)—
even if these two topics are less relevant in the over-
all communication. Two minor topics concern phil-
anthropic initiatives (0.6%) and specific Financial 
instruments (1.2%). Figure 5 shows the topic distribu-
tion across the different SIVCs categories, i.e., how 
much each topic is relevant in the communication of 
each group, on average.

We see that communicating impact investing is 
most relevant for Smart Heroes and Naïve Dream-
ers. This evidence is in line with the strong social 
identity of these two categories. Impact investing is 
an important topic for the other two categories but is 
less prominent. Illusionists, for example, devote much 
attention to the characteristics of their target ventures 

and management teams but very little to sustainable 
solutions. On the other hand, sustainable solutions 
are one of the main focuses of Blabbers. More than 
the other categories, Illusionists and Blabbers use 
their websites to promote news and general contact 
information. Naïve Dreamers are those with the most 
diversified communication skills but not the most dis-
tinctive—probably because the message sometimes 
remains general and covers too many topics. Smart 
Heroes dig deeper into the social benefits of the 
investments, putting much attention on the theme of 
community well-being—which is much less relevant 
in the communication of the other groups. This cat-
egory and the Illusionists are the only ones that sig-
nificantly promote the positive environmental impact 
of their investments.

7  Additional analysis: website traffic 
and linguistic styles

As an additional analysis, we assessed whether and 
to what extent the use of different linguistic styles 
is majorly effective at attracting the attention of 
external audiences by exploiting data on website 
traffic. We used the Amazon Alexa Global Ranking 
to estimate the differences in global website traffic 
for each SIVC (https:// www. alexa. com/ sitei nfo), 
treating this as a proxy for SIVCs’ ability to attract 

Table 4  Topic modeling

Topic Relevance Top keywords

Impact investing 25.0% investment, impact, returns, social, investors, financial, profit, risk, value, results, financing, 
economic, fund, responsible, positive

Sustainable solutions 17.5% sustainable, technology, services, products, development, innovation, solutions, ecosmart, 
platform

Investor relations 17.0% US, news, contact, newsletter, subscribe, information, email, send, updates, connect, LinkedIn
Target ventures 16.2% entrepreneurs, small, medium, business, SMEs, micro, enterprises, beneficiary, venture, seeds, 

portfolio
Environmental impact 10.4% forest, earth, land, conservation, sea, reforestation, world, WWC, water, Kyoto, solar, power, 

energy, renewable, electric, hydro, waste, recycling, clean, planet, deforestation, carbon, pro-
tection, nature, gas, fossil, glaciers

Geographical focus 4.9% Africa, Nairobi, south, north, east, India, Bangalore, Saharan
Management team 3.7% director, founder, CEO, associate, experience, partners, years, management, dr, board, advisory, 

chairman, committee
Community well-being 3.4% ethnic, minority, women, education, urban, happy, youth, livelihoods, gender, housing, family
Financial instruments 1.2% microfinance, microcredit, bank, debt, equity
Philanthropy 0.6% donations, charitable, sponsors, campaigns, foundation

The identity of social impact venture capitalists: exploring social linguistic positioning… 1267
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attention through their website communication 
strategies. Alexa, which provides a global ranking 
of more than 30,000,000 websites, is the most pop-
ular website traffic measurement system (Thakur 
et  al., 2011). It is focused on traffic rather than on 
incoming links. A lower ranking is indicative of a 
higher ability to generate traffic, reflected in more 
page views and awareness of a SIVC. The Alexa 
database has been used in many studies, including 
the evaluation of page views for new venture com-
panies’ URLs (Goldfarb et  al., 2007; Nuscheler 
et  al., 2019; Reijden & Koppius, 2010; Winkler 
et al., 2019). The Alexa ranking was also used as a 
measure of venture capital customer traction (Hal-
len et al., 2014) or as one measure of performance 
for new ventures (Kerr et  al., 2014). We manually 
crawled the Alexa database at the time of data col-
lection. This analysis was restricted to 108 SIVCs 
that had a website with traffic data available.

Results suggest that Smart Heroes have signifi-
cantly more page views for their URLs than the other 

three groups. Figure  6 shows the results of compar-
ing the means of Alexa rankings for the four groups 
and comparing Smart Heroes with all others. Accord-
ing to the Welch’s robust test of equality of means, 
the differences are statistically significant (p =0.045). 
Similarly, a t-test (with equal variances not assumed) 
comparing the websites of Smart Heroes with those 
of the other groups also produced a significant result 
(p = 0.010). We additionally carried out a non-para-
metric Mann-Whitney U test, obtaining a significant 
result at the 10% level (p = 0.065). Lower scores indi-
cate higher rankings (i.e., more traffic).

In order to better evaluate the impact that linguis-
tic styles could have on website traffic, we trained a 
tree boosting machine learning model designed for 
unbiased boosting with categorical features, namely 
CatBoost (Prokhorenkova et  al., 2018). CatBoost is 
a computer-based machine learning method for deal-
ing with “big data,” such as large textual archives 
and repositories of images that enables the automatic 
extraction of knowledge and the implementation 

Fig. 5  Topic distribution by SIVC category
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of optimization tasks (Choudhury et  al., 2019; Cui 
et al., 2006). We chose this methodology over tradi-
tional OLS models as the relationships between our 
dependent variable and predictors do not necessar-
ily follow regular curves. In addition, we wanted to 
use a nonparametric approach that is usually more 
powerful than OLS while making predictions17. Con-
sistently, we did not evaluate model fitting on the in-
sample, but we considered the out-of-sample model 
accuracy. Many fields (e.g., business, finance, and, 
more recently, strategy) have adopted machine learn-
ing methods as effective data mining instruments for 
extrapolating new and indistinct patterns of knowl-
edge within a dataset, which can be used to improve 
predictive techniques and managerial decisions (Cui 
et al., 2006; Kleinberg et al., 2018).

With machine learning, we wanted to understand 
whether the variables of social linguistic positioning 
and linguistic distinctiveness could effectively sup-
port the prediction of SIVCs in the upper quartile of 
Alexa rankings (in our sample). In addition, we con-
sidered several other measures that could characterize 
SIVCs (e.g., age, geographical area and specializa-
tion, committed capital).

We validated the model results through Monte 
Carlo cross-validation (Dubitzky et  al., 2007), with 

500 random datasets split into training and test data. 
On average, the accuracy of predictions was 76%, 
and the area under the ROC curve was 0.7. Figure 7 
shows the importance of each predictor, calculated as 
the average of its absolute Shapley values (Lundberg 
& Lee, 2017): The higher the score reported in the 
table, the more relevant the predictor. We considered 
the average model resulting from Monte Carlo cross-
validation. SHapley Additive exPlanations (SHAP) is 
a well-known approach for determining feature impor-
tance, applicable to the output of different machine 
learning models. This method showed better consist-
ency than previous approaches (Lundberg et al., 2020; 
Lundberg & Lee, 2017) and proved to be particularly 
appropriate for tree ensembles (Lundberg et al., 2018, 
2019). These last analyses were carried out using the 
Python programming language, specifically the pack-
ages SHAP (Lundberg & Lee, 2017) and CatBoost 
(Prokhorenkova et al., 2018).

As the figure shows, SIVCs’ geographical area 
and age are important determinants of website traf-
fic. The third- and fourth-most important predictors 
are communication style and target geography. Mean-
while, committed capital, stage, and impact theme 
have a smaller effect on model predictions. The plots 
of Fig. 7 and Fig. 8 offer more detailed insights into 
the impact of each variable on model predictions and 
the contribution of each observation. For instance, 
for the first eight years of a SIVC’s life, age has a 

Fig. 6  Comparison of website traffic ranks

17 Indeed, we tested OLS models without getting better results.
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negative impact on the probability of being classified 
as a high-traffic website. After this threshold, SHAP 
values become positive with higher age values (i.e., 
for older funds). The older the fund, the higher the 
probability of having a high-traffic website, probably 
due to the time necessary to garner backlinks and bet-
ter indexing from search engines. The effect of com-
mitted capital is mixed and has a smaller impact on 
model predictions, as does the impact on theme and 
stage of development. Being focused on terms of 
impact theme does not seem to improve predictions 
of website traffic, with SIVCs devoted to the finance 
theme having the lowest SHAP values. SIVCs located 
in Africa and Europe are also penalized, whereas 
those in North America have a higher probability of 
having more page views. This result could be par-
tially explained by the higher experience of webmas-
ters in designing websites and optimizing them for 
search engines or by the greater resources available 
to North America SIVCs to spend on digital market-
ing and website optimization. However, the websites 
of SIVCs that target North America are more likely 
to fall outside of the top rank. This may be because 
funds addressing social issues in developed countries 
are less remarkable than funds targeting geographi-
cal areas requiring greater urgency to resolve social 
issues. Finally, our classification of SIVCs in terms 
of communication strategies proved important for 
predictions. Being a Blabber has a strong impact and 
is indicative of a website with fewer visitors; by con-
trast, being a Smart Hero increases the probability of 
being in the top rank, as does being a Naïve Dreamer. 
This is a signal that social themes are attractive.

8  Conclusion

In recent decades, social enterprises and impact 
investors have emerged as an interesting market cat-
egory—one that combines multiple organizational 
forms and institutional logics to create social value 
while generating economic returns. The hybrid nature 
of these actors is rooted in the concept of “blended 
value” (Battilana & Dorado, 2010; Battilana & Lee, 
2014), which captures the idea that value is an indi-
visible integration of economic, social, and environ-
mental returns from investments (Bugg-Levine & 
Emerson, 2011; Emerson, 2003).

In the domain of venture capital, these 
enterprises—known as SIVCs—resemble traditional 
VC investors in their governance structures and 
investment strategies but look for investments that 
emphasize social value with the aim of optimizing 
both financial and social outcomes (Barber et  al., 
2021; Hong & Kostovetsky, 2012). Unfortunately, 
research in this field has been dogged by the early-
stage nature of the phenomenon, coupled with the 
difficulties in correctly defining and conceptualizing 
social impact. Indeed, the lack of universally 
accepted boundaries for the social impact concept 
has limited research mostly to the practitioner and 
press level. It is now time to call for new studies that 
leverage interdisciplinary approaches to explore the 
dynamics, complexities, and heterogeneity of the 
landscape inhabited by these new financial players.

In the present work, we have drawn from research 
on organizational identity, communication, and 

Fig. 7  Feature importance is measured through Shapley values
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Fig. 8  Feature contribution to model predictions
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language to speculate on how SIVCs use language 
to manage the complexity of their hybrid identity. In 
the emergent new field of social impact investing, the 
presence of information asymmetries and the lack of 
definitional and conceptual clarity about the concept 
of impact investing increase the uncertainty surround-
ing this new paradigm in finance.

To minimize stakeholder skepticism and ambigu-
ity, social enterprises need to skillfully use language 
to communicate an identity (Chandra, 2014). Indeed, 
it is widely understood that organizations rely on 
language to convey their identity as well as influ-
ence the perceptions of others (Lounsbury & Glynn, 
2001; Martens et  al., 2007). Thus, we analyzed lan-
guage from the investor perspective to complement 
traditional studies on identity for entrepreneurial ven-
tures. By decreasing the perceived uncertainty about 
their identity, SIVCs may bolster a “positive sorting” 
match with potential investees.

Notably, we introduced two dimensions that 
respectively measure (i) the strength of the social 
positioning and (ii) the distinctiveness of the lan-
guage. These two factors are particularly relevant in 
the context of social hybrid organizations, as they can 
reduce uncertainty and equivocality in the audience’s 
information processing (Daft & Lengel, 1986): the 
former is critical for creating a social identity (Eckert, 
2000), while the latter makes organizations distinc-
tive in respect to their peers (Navis & Glynn, 2011). 
Combining these two linguistic characteristics is 
especially relevant in an emerging field such as social 
finance, where investors can use different emphases 
to shape their social identity and face high competi-
tion due to the low barriers to entry.

Using text mining techniques, we analyzed a sam-
ple of 195 SIVC websites. From this, we proposed 
a categorization of SIVCs according to their lin-
guistic orientation that captures their heterogeneity 
in communication. A clustering of SIVCs revealed 
four different types of investors (Blabbers, Smart 
Heroes, Naïve Dreamers, and Illusionists), catego-
rized according to the communicated intensity of 
their social impact theme and the distinctiveness of 
the language used on their websites. We also pre-
sented a topic modeling analysis to highlight the 
main themes covered by SIVCs on their websites. 
Finally, as an additional analysis, we examined web-
site traffic to ascertain how linguistic distinctiveness 
and the importance attributed to the social impact 

theme could work to attract the attention of external 
audiences.

Despite its merits, the paper is not without limita-
tions and leaves us with several unanswered questions 
that represent open avenues for future research.

The first limitation of our study is that we only 
focus on the distinctiveness of the language used. 
However, other aspects of linguistic style might be 
studied to better capture the nuances of communica-
tion. A further investigation could adopt other met-
rics to explore the interaction between “what” is said 
and “how” it is said. This could produce additional 
insights on how the communication coheres with dif-
ferent impact themes and the investor’s impact mis-
sion. It would be valuable to clarify the development 
of SIVCs’ communication strategies, which reflect 
how investors perceive the riskiness of financial ver-
sus social outcomes and the tension between such 
conflicting goals. Moreover, it would be interest-
ing to explore if alternative communication modes 
supersede or hinder the action of the online commu-
nication tool. Specifically, scholars could explore the 
conditions under which, or the reasons why, specific 
language attributes guide the allocation of attention. 
We also hope that our findings may encourage future 
studies to assess the antecedents of different commu-
nication styles, the contingencies driving the effec-
tiveness of language, and the extent to which these 
elements influence SIVCs’ final goals.

Moreover, we cannot offer any insight into how the 
linguistic style used by SIVCs affects their selection 
process. Do SIVCs’ different communication modes 
allow them to properly select target companies? 
What are the observed outcomes associated with this 
selection? For example, are Smart Heroes better than 
others in selecting higher-quality ventures? To what 
extent does the intensity of the social impact theme and 
the distinctiveness of the language help SIVCs balance 
the tension between social and financial outcomes? 
A future avenue for research could be to explore how 
different modes of communication drive SIVCs’ 
selection process. Future research might address this 
issue by adopting more qualitative methods, case 
study approaches, or experiments. Since decision-
making processes are difficult to observe and measure, 
scholars could leverage randomized control trials, an 
innovative methodology that overcomes the limitations 
of traditional techniques based on surveys and 
instrumental variables.
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Additionally, we focused our study on SIVCs 
and thus disregarded other forms of social impact 
finance vehicles. However, our findings and theoreti-
cal insights might generalize to other organizational 
forms that leverage the power of web communication 
to allocate resources in the social impact arena—
such as non-governmental organizations, charities, or 
philanthropic organizations. We encourage research-
ers to adopt our methods and analytical framework 
for future work that might compare how other inves-
tors in the social impact arena behave and communi-
cate in order to build their own identity.

Lastly, our database is limited in size, as we could only 
gather information on active websites for 195 SIVCs. 
While this number is appropriate to carry out meaningful 
semantic network analysis, we encourage future research 
to broaden the data sources to validate our findings.

Our findings have several practical and managerial 
implications. The results suggest that the social impact 
intensity and the use of a distinctive language are two 
important and interrelated dimensions of language that 
contribute to the construction of identity in emerging 
market categories. Thus, we suggest that practition-
ers carefully manage the intentional use of language. 
Indeed, managers of SIVCs should be aware of the 
power of language and carefully elucidate the social 
impact they seek to achieve from the very beginning.

SIVCs operate in the private equity industry 
with the aim of simultaneously pursuing social and 
financial objectives; therefore, their communica-
tion approach has to be framed in this light. In a 
chaotic, dynamic, and changing context—where 
standards still have to be designed—it is important 
to create a strong social identity: one that conveys 
values, missions, and financing intentions in such 
a way that one is recognized as a member of the 
market category, but distinct from its competitors.

In this study, we wanted to demonstrate that the 
linguistic style is of paramount importance when 
dealing with a context characterized by ambiguous 
stakeholder perceptions, weakly defined bounda-
ries, and difficult-to-measure outcomes. To the best 
of our knowledge, our study is the first to address 
this topic. However, more research is needed to bet-
ter understand the role of communication in build-
ing organizational social impact identity. While we 
show that both the content and style of communi-
cation interact, our research is only a first step in 
uncovering the intricacies of those relationships.
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