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[bookmark: _Toc236046134] Introduction
Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) play a fundamental role in driving economic growth, fostering innovation, generating employment, and enhancing national competitiveness across developed and emerging economies. According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), SMEs account for approximately 90% of businesses worldwide and contribute significantly to employment and gross domestic product (GDP). Within this sector, women entrepreneurs have become increasingly important contributors to economic development, social innovation, and sustainable business growth. Over the past two decades, the number of women establishing and managing SMEs has steadily increased, reflecting broader societal changes, improved access to education, and growing support for female entrepreneurship. Nevertheless, despite this progress, women entrepreneurs continue to encounter structural, institutional, and socio-cultural barriers that hinder the establishment, growth, and sustainability of their ventures (Hasan & Almubarak, 2016; Jha & Alam, 2022; Nazam et al., 2026).
Research consistently shows that women entrepreneurs face greater obstacles than their male counterparts in accessing finance, building professional networks, gaining legitimacy, attracting investment, and balancing entrepreneurial responsibilities with gendered social expectations (Stead, 2017; Nazam et al., 2026). These challenges are particularly pronounced during the start-up phase, when entrepreneurs must simultaneously establish business credibility, gain market visibility, build customer trust, and secure essential financial and social resources. Traditional entrepreneurial success factors, such as access to capital and managerial competence, remain important; however, contemporary research increasingly recognises that intangible resources, including reputation, identity, credibility, and social capital, play a critical role in entrepreneurial success.
Among these intangible resources, personal branding has emerged as a strategic capability that enables entrepreneurs to communicate their expertise, values, identity, and unique value proposition to diverse stakeholder groups. Initially developed within marketing and career management, personal branding has evolved into a multidimensional concept encompassing reputation and impression management, authenticity, storytelling, and digital self-presentation (Bonsu & Anim-Wright, 2024). For entrepreneurs, personal branding extends beyond self-promotion, serving as a mechanism through which founders establish trust, enhance legitimacy, differentiate themselves from competitors, and strengthen relationships with investors, customers, employees, and strategic partners (Thompson-Whiteside et al., 2018; Fluhrer, 2026). In an increasingly digital business environment, where founders frequently represent the public face of their ventures, personal branding has become closely intertwined with entrepreneurial performance and business development.
Recent scholarship has begun to explore the relationship between personal branding and female entrepreneurship, suggesting that strategic self-presentation may assist women entrepreneurs in overcoming gender-related barriers by increasing visibility, enhancing professional credibility, and expanding social and professional networks (Pasquinelli et al., 2026). Storytelling, authenticity, and digital communication have similarly been identified as valuable mechanisms through which women entrepreneurs can construct distinctive entrepreneurial identities while simultaneously challenging traditional gender stereotypes (Fluhrer, 2026). However, the literature also highlights an important paradox. Women entrepreneurs are often expected to project confidence, competence, and leadership while simultaneously avoiding behaviours that may be perceived as excessive self-promotion due to prevailing gender norms (Stead, 2017). Consequently, personal branding represents not merely a marketing activity but a complex social and strategic process influenced by institutional, cultural, and gendered expectations.
Despite the growing body of research on women’s entrepreneurship and personal branding, these two streams of literature have largely developed independently. Existing studies frequently investigate entrepreneurial barriers without considering branding as a strategic resource, while branding research often focuses on executives, professionals, influencers, or corporate leaders rather than women entrepreneurs operating within SMEs. Furthermore, there remains limited theoretical integration explaining how personal branding functions as an intangible strategic capability capable of enhancing entrepreneurial legitimacy, strengthening social capital, and improving business performance within the specific context of women-owned SMEs. This fragmentation has resulted in an incomplete understanding of the potential role that personal branding may play in addressing persistent entrepreneurial inequalities.
Against this background, the present study undertakes a critical literature review to synthesise and critically evaluate existing research concerning personal branding and the start-up challenges experienced by women entrepreneurs in SMEs. Rather than providing a descriptive summary of previous studies, this review critically examines the conceptualisations, theoretical foundations, methodological approaches, and empirical findings within the existing literature. Specifically, it seeks to explore how personal branding has been positioned as a strategic capability for women entrepreneurs, identify areas of theoretical convergence and divergence, and highlight important gaps requiring further empirical investigation. Accordingly, this review is guided by the following research question:
‘How does the existing literature conceptualise personal branding as a strategic capability for women entrepreneurs in overcoming start-up challenges within SMEs?’
By integrating insights from entrepreneurship, branding, marketing, and organisational studies, this review aims to contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the relationship between founder identity, personal branding, and entrepreneurial success. In doing so, it establishes a theoretical foundation for future empirical research while offering practical insights for entrepreneurship educators, policymakers, business support organisations, and women entrepreneurs seeking to strengthen their competitive position within increasingly dynamic entrepreneurial ecosystems.
[bookmark: _Toc236046135]Background and Theoretical Foundations
[bookmark: _Toc236046136]Women Entrepreneurship and the Importance of SMEs:
Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are widely recognised as the backbone of modern economies, contributing significantly to employment, innovation, regional development, and economic resilience. Across both developed and developing countries, SMEs account for the majority of business establishments and play an essential role in fostering entrepreneurial activity. Within this landscape, women entrepreneurs have emerged as increasingly important contributors to economic growth, creating employment opportunities, introducing innovative products and services, and supporting sustainable development. The growing participation of women in entrepreneurship reflects broader social changes, including greater educational attainment, increased labour market participation, and policies promoting gender equality.
Despite these positive developments, women-owned SMEs continue to represent a smaller proportion of the entrepreneurial ecosystem compared with businesses owned by men. More importantly, women entrepreneurs frequently experience lower business growth rates, reduced access to finance, smaller professional networks, and limited representation within high-growth industries (Hasan & Almubarak, 2016). These disparities are not solely attributable to differences in business capability but are also influenced by structural, institutional, and socio-cultural factors that shape entrepreneurial opportunities.
Entrepreneurship research increasingly recognises that women entrepreneurs operate within business environments characterised by gendered expectations and unequal access to entrepreneurial resources. As Stead (2017) argues, entrepreneurial practice remains embedded within assumptions regarding leadership, authority, and legitimacy that have historically been associated with masculine norms. Consequently, women entrepreneurs often face the dual challenge of establishing successful businesses while simultaneously negotiating societal expectations regarding gender roles and professional identity.
[bookmark: _Toc236046137]Start-up Challenges Faced by Women Entrepreneurs
The literature consistently identifies numerous barriers affecting women during the establishment and development of SMEs. Although many challenges are common to all entrepreneurs, women frequently encounter additional constraints arising from institutional discrimination, social norms, and limited access to entrepreneurial ecosystems.
One of the most widely discussed barriers concerns access to financial capital. Hasan and Almubarak (2016) found that limited financial resources, restricted access to external funding, and difficulties obtaining bank loans significantly influence the performance of women-owned SMEs. Similar findings are reported by Nazam et al. (2026), who argue that financial constraints remain one of the most persistent obstacles to entrepreneurial growth, particularly during the start-up phase when external investment is critical for business survival.
Beyond financial barriers, women entrepreneurs often experience difficulties in developing professional and social networks that facilitate access to information, mentoring, partnerships, and investment opportunities. Social capital has long been recognised as an essential entrepreneurial resource, yet women frequently possess smaller or less influential entrepreneurial networks than their male counterparts. This limitation may reduce opportunities for knowledge exchange, investor engagement, and strategic collaboration.
Institutional and cultural barriers further complicate entrepreneurial development. Jha and Alam (2022) identify regulatory challenges, market uncertainty, limited managerial support, and insufficient entrepreneurial training as factors influencing business performance among women entrepreneurs. Similarly, Nazam et al. (2026) highlight the continuing influence of gender stereotypes, work-life balance responsibilities, and cultural expectations, all of which constrain entrepreneurial decision-making and business expansion.
Collectively, these studies suggest that the challenges faced by women entrepreneurs extend beyond resource scarcity. Rather, they reflect broader issues of legitimacy, visibility, credibility, and access to strategic networks factors that increasingly direct attention towards intangible entrepreneurial capabilities such as personal branding.
[bookmark: _Toc236046138]Understanding Personal Branding
The concept of personal branding has evolved considerably over the past two decades, expanding from its origins in career development and marketing into entrepreneurship, leadership, and strategic management. Personal branding refers to the deliberate process through which individuals develop, communicate, and manage their professional identity, values, expertise, and reputation to influence stakeholder perceptions (Bonsu & Anim-Wright, 2024).
Unlike traditional product branding, personal branding centres on the entrepreneur rather than the organisation. For founders of SMEs, the entrepreneur often becomes synonymous with the business itself, particularly during the early stages of venture creation. Consequently, the entrepreneur's credibility, visibility, authenticity, and reputation frequently influence customer trust, investor confidence, partnership opportunities, and organisational legitimacy.
Bonsu and Anim-Wright (2024) argue that personal branding encompasses several interconnected dimensions, including personal values, communication style, authenticity, strategic positioning, digital presence, and relationship building. Their systematic review demonstrates that personal branding should be understood as a multidimensional strategic process rather than merely an exercise in self-promotion.
Similarly, Thompson-Whiteside et al. (2018) conceptualise personal branding through the lens of impression management, suggesting that entrepreneurs consciously construct and communicate professional identities that resonate with target audiences while remaining authentic. This perspective highlights the tension between strategic self-presentation and authenticity, particularly for women entrepreneurs who must navigate societal expectations surrounding confidence, leadership, and gender norms.
As digital communication platforms continue to shape entrepreneurial ecosystems, personal branding has become increasingly important for founders seeking to establish credibility within competitive markets. Social media platforms, professional networking sites, and digital storytelling now enable entrepreneurs to communicate directly with stakeholders, increasing opportunities for visibility and market differentiation.
[bookmark: _Toc236046139]Methods
[bookmark: _Toc236046140]Research Design
This study adopted a critical literature review (CLR) to examine how personal branding has been conceptualised as a strategic capability for women entrepreneurs in overcoming start-up challenges within small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Unlike a traditional narrative review, which primarily summarises existing knowledge, a critical literature review seeks to evaluate, compare and synthesise theoretical and empirical evidence to develop a deeper conceptual understanding of a research problem (Kesting, 2023). This approach was considered appropriate because research on women entrepreneurship and personal branding remains fragmented across entrepreneurship, marketing, branding and organisational studies, with limited integration between these fields. Consequently, the review aims not only to identify existing knowledge but also to critically evaluate competing perspectives, identify inconsistencies and highlight areas requiring further investigation.
To enhance methodological rigour, the review adopted a structured and transparent process informed by systematic review principles. However, rather than undertaking a full systematic review, the emphasis remained on critical interpretation and conceptual synthesis, consistent with the objectives of a doctoral-level critical literature review.
[bookmark: _Toc236046141]Literature Search Strategy
A comprehensive search of the academic literature was undertaken using the electronic databases Scopus, Web of Science, Business Source Complete (EBSCO),University  library, Emerald Insight, ScienceDirect, Taylor & Francis Online, and Google Scholar. These databases were selected because they provide extensive coverage of peer-reviewed research within entrepreneurship, marketing, strategic management and organisational studies.
Search terms were derived from the research question and combined using Boolean operators (AND/OR). Keywords included personal branding, women entrepreneurs, female entrepreneurship, SMEs, founder branding, entrepreneurial identity, entrepreneurial legitimacy, digital personal branding, storytelling, and social capital. To maximise the identification of relevant studies, backward and forward citation searching was also undertaken by reviewing reference lists and more recent publications citing influential articles.
Priority was given to literature published between 2015 and 2026 to capture contemporary developments in personal branding and women entrepreneurship. Nevertheless, seminal theoretical works underpinning the review, including those relating to the Resource-Based View, Social Capital Theory, Institutional Theory and Impression Management Theory, were retained to provide the conceptual foundations for analysis (Barney, 1991; Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Goffman, 1959; North, 1990).
[bookmark: _Toc236046142]Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Explicit inclusion and exclusion criteria were established before screening the literature to ensure consistency and transparency throughout the review process. Studies were included where they were peer-reviewed journal articles published in English, examined women entrepreneurs or SMEs, and explored personal branding, entrepreneurial identity, legitimacy or related strategic capabilities. Research addressing entrepreneurial challenges, business performance or founder branding was also considered relevant.
Studies were excluded if they focused exclusively on corporate or product branding, examined personal branding solely within employment or career contexts, consisted of conference abstracts or other non-peer-reviewed publications, or lacked sufficient relevance to the research question. Applying these criteria ensured that the final body of literature reflected both methodological quality and conceptual relevance.
[bookmark: _Toc236046143]Study Selection
The study selection process broadly followed the principles of the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) framework to enhance transparency. Following database searches, duplicate records were removed before titles and abstracts were screened against the predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria. Potentially relevant studies subsequently underwent full-text review to assess their theoretical contribution, methodological quality and relevance to the research question.
Although PRISMA informed the identification, screening and eligibility stages, the purpose of the review was not to conduct a quantitative meta-analysis. Instead, the framework was adopted to provide a transparent and reproducible process through which relevant literature could be systematically identified before being subjected to critical evaluation and synthesis (Kesting, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc236046144]Data Analysis and Thematic Synthesis
The selected studies were analysed using thematic synthesis, enabling concepts and patterns to be identified across diverse theoretical and empirical research. Each article was read repeatedly to extract information relating to research objectives, theoretical frameworks, methodology, principal findings and author conclusions. Particular attention was paid to how studies conceptualised personal branding, entrepreneurial identity, legitimacy and the challenges experienced by women entrepreneurs during venture creation.
Analysis involved an iterative coding process in which recurring concepts were first identified before being grouped into broader analytical themes. Interpretation was informed by several theoretical perspectives underpinning the review, including the Resource-Based View (Barney, 1991), Social Capital Theory (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Granovetter, 1973), Institutional Theory (North, 1990; Welter, 2011), and Impression Management Theory (Goffman, 1959; Thompson-Whiteside, Turnbull and Howe-Walsh, 2018). Gender-aware perspectives on entrepreneurship also informed the analysis by recognising the influence of institutional structures and gendered expectations on entrepreneurial experiences (Brush, de Bruin and Welter, 2009; Marlow and McAdam, 2013; Stead, 2017).
The thematic synthesis generated the five principal themes presented within the findings chapter: start-up challenges faced by women entrepreneurs; personal branding as a strategic capability; authenticity and entrepreneurial identity; storytelling and digital personal branding; and gendered dimensions of personal branding. Rather than simply describing previous studies, the analysis critically examined areas of convergence, disagreement and omission within the literature to identify theoretical and methodological gaps that inform future research. This analytical approach supports the study's objective of developing a more integrated understanding of how personal branding may contribute to entrepreneurial legitimacy and business development within women-owned SMEs.
[bookmark: _Toc236046145]Findings
[bookmark: _Toc236046146]Start-up Challenges Faced by Women Entrepreneurs
The literature consistently identifies the start-up phase as one of the most challenging stages of the entrepreneurial journey, particularly for women establishing small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Although many of the challenges encountered during venture creation are common to all entrepreneurs, evidence suggests that women experience additional constraints arising from gendered institutional structures, limited access to strategic resources and societal expectations regarding leadership and entrepreneurship (Brush, de Bruin and Welter, 2009; Marlow and McAdam, 2013; Stead, 2017). Rather than existing as isolated barriers, these constraints frequently interact to influence entrepreneurial legitimacy, resource acquisition and business sustainability.
Access to financial capital remains one of the most extensively discussed barriers within the literature. Hasan and Almubarak (2016) argue that restricted access to finance significantly constrains the growth and performance of women-owned SMEs, particularly during the early stages of business development when external funding is often essential. Similarly, Nazam et al. (2026) identify financial exclusion as one of the most persistent obstacles limiting entrepreneurial success, emphasising that women entrepreneurs frequently encounter greater difficulties securing bank loans and investment than their male counterparts. While both studies recognise finance as a critical determinant of business performance, neither suggests that financial constraints arise solely from economic factors. Instead, limited access to finance is frequently linked to wider institutional arrangements, investor perceptions and gendered assumptions regarding entrepreneurial capability.
From a Resource-Based View (RBV), financial capital represents a strategic resource that enables entrepreneurs to acquire complementary assets necessary for competitive advantage (Barney, 1991). Consequently, restricted access to finance not only limits business growth but may also reduce opportunities to invest in marketing, innovation, digital technologies and capability development. However, an exclusive emphasis on financial resources risks oversimplifying entrepreneurial success. The literature increasingly suggests that intangible resources, including legitimacy, reputation and social capital, are equally important during venture creation, particularly where financial resources are constrained.
Beyond financial barriers, women entrepreneurs frequently experience limited access to professional networks and entrepreneurial ecosystems. Social capital has long been recognised as a critical entrepreneurial resource because it facilitates access to information, mentoring, investment opportunities and strategic partnerships (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Granovetter, 1973). Nevertheless, evidence suggests that women often possess smaller or less influential business networks than their male counterparts, reducing opportunities to develop relationships with investors, experienced entrepreneurs and industry stakeholders (Hasan and Almubarak, 2016; Jha and Alam, 2022). This limitation extends beyond networking itself, influencing the entrepreneur's ability to gain credibility, secure resources and establish market legitimacy.
Institutional Theory provides further insight into these challenges by recognising that entrepreneurial activity is embedded within broader political, economic and social environments (North, 1990; Welter, 2011). Jha and Alam (2022) identify regulatory complexity, inadequate entrepreneurial support and limited access to training as institutional constraints affecting women-owned SMEs. Similarly, Nazam et al. (2026) argue that policy limitations, market uncertainty and unequal access to entrepreneurial support mechanisms continue to inhibit business development. These findings suggest that entrepreneurial performance cannot be understood solely through individual capability but must also be considered within the institutional environments that shape entrepreneurial opportunities.
Gender stereotypes further complicate the entrepreneurial landscape. Stead (2017) argues that entrepreneurship continues to be associated with traditionally masculine characteristics such as assertiveness, authority and risk-taking, requiring women entrepreneurs to negotiate gendered expectations while simultaneously establishing business credibility. Brush, de Bruin and Welter (2009) similarly contend that entrepreneurial ecosystems are inherently gendered, influencing access to resources, legitimacy and opportunities. Marlow and McAdam (2013) extend this argument by challenging the assumption that entrepreneurial markets operate as gender-neutral environments, suggesting instead that structural inequalities continue to shape entrepreneurial experiences.
Collectively, the literature indicates that these barriers are highly interconnected rather than independent. Financial constraints reduce opportunities to participate in entrepreneurial networks, while limited networks may further restrict access to finance, mentoring and strategic partnerships. Institutional environments influence both processes by shaping the availability of resources and the legitimacy afforded to women entrepreneurs. Consequently, many of the challenges identified within the literature ultimately converge around issues of visibility, credibility and stakeholder trust rather than simply resource scarcity.
This synthesis provides an important foundation for the present review. While the literature extensively documents the barriers confronting women entrepreneurs, considerably less attention has been devoted to understanding how entrepreneurs may strategically respond to these constraints. This gap directs attention towards personal branding as a potential intangible capability through which women entrepreneurs may strengthen legitimacy, increase visibility, build stakeholder relationships and enhance access to entrepreneurial resources. The following section therefore examines how personal branding has been conceptualised as a strategic capability within the entrepreneurship literature.
 
The literature increasingly positions personal branding as a strategic capability that extends beyond the traditional notion of self-promotion. Earlier interpretations framed personal branding primarily as a mechanism through which individuals marketed themselves to enhance career opportunities (Peters, 1997; Montoya and Vandehey, 2009). However, more recent scholarship demonstrates a clear conceptual shift, recognising personal branding as a multidimensional process through which entrepreneurs establish professional identity, develop credibility and cultivate relationships with stakeholders (Bonsu and Anim-Wright, 2024). This evolution reflects broader changes within entrepreneurship research, where competitive advantage is increasingly associated with intangible resources rather than solely with financial or physical assets.
Across the reviewed literature, there is broad consensus that personal branding contributes to entrepreneurial success by strengthening the entrepreneur's ability to communicate expertise, values and competence. Nevertheless, considerable variation exists regarding how this capability is conceptualised. Bonsu and Anim-Wright (2024) describe personal branding as an integrated process encompassing authenticity, communication, strategic positioning and relationship building, whereas Thompson-Whiteside, Turnbull and Howe-Walsh (2018) place greater emphasis on impression management and the deliberate construction of professional identity. Although these perspectives differ in emphasis, both acknowledge that personal branding is fundamentally concerned with influencing stakeholder perceptions. This suggests that personal branding should not be regarded as a singular marketing activity but rather as a strategic process through which entrepreneurs develop and sustain professional legitimacy.
The significance of personal branding appears particularly pronounced within SMEs, where organisational identity is frequently inseparable from the identity of the founder. Unlike established corporations that benefit from recognised corporate brands, newly established ventures often rely upon the entrepreneur to represent the organisation to customers, investors and business partners. Consequently, stakeholder evaluations of the founder frequently influence perceptions of organisational competence and trustworthiness. The literature therefore indicates that founder identity functions as an important intangible resource during venture creation, particularly where formal organisational legitimacy has yet to be established.
A recurring theme across the reviewed studies concerns the relationship between personal branding and entrepreneurial credibility. Thompson-Whiteside, Turnbull and Howe-Walsh (2018) argue that credibility develops through authentic and consistent self-presentation, enabling entrepreneurs to reduce uncertainty among stakeholders. Similarly, Bonsu and Anim-Wright (2024) identify authenticity as a central characteristic of successful personal branding, suggesting that credibility is achieved through sustained alignment between communicated values and observed behaviour rather than through promotional activity alone. These findings collectively indicate that personal branding operates as a mechanism for developing trust, an outcome that is particularly important for women entrepreneurs seeking to establish legitimacy within competitive and often gendered entrepreneurial environments.
The reviewed literature also identifies visibility as a significant outcome of personal branding. Digital technologies and social media platforms have transformed entrepreneurial communication by enabling founders to engage directly with customers, investors and wider professional networks (Schultz and Peltier, 2013). Increased visibility is widely presented as enhancing opportunities for market differentiation and stakeholder engagement (Bonsu and Anim-Wright, 2024). However, despite this apparent consensus, relatively few studies critically examine whether increased visibility consistently translates into improved entrepreneurial performance. Much of the existing research implicitly assumes that greater online presence leads to enhanced business outcomes, yet empirical evidence explaining the mechanisms underpinning this relationship remains limited. Consequently, visibility should be viewed as a facilitating condition rather than a guaranteed determinant of entrepreneurial success.
Despite the growing maturity of personal branding research, important conceptual limitations remain. Much of the literature has been developed within marketing, leadership and career management, with comparatively limited attention devoted to entrepreneurial contexts. Even fewer studies explicitly examine women entrepreneurs operating within SMEs, despite recognising that founder visibility, credibility and legitimacy may be particularly significant in environments characterised by structural inequalities and gendered expectations. As a result, existing research provides only a partial understanding of how personal branding functions as a strategic capability for women entrepreneurs during venture creation.
Despite increasing recognition of personal branding within entrepreneurship research, the literature remains theoretically fragmented and offers only limited insight into how women entrepreneurs strategically employ personal branding to navigate the structural constraints associated with SME start-up. This conceptual gap is particularly evident in relation to authenticity and entrepreneurial identity, which have received growing scholarly attention but remain insufficiently integrated within the broader personal branding literature.
[bookmark: _Toc236046147]Authenticity, Impression Management and Entrepreneurial Identity
The literature increasingly recognises that the effectiveness of personal branding is determined not only by visibility or communication strategies but also by the authenticity and credibility of the entrepreneurial identity being presented. As personal branding has evolved beyond self-promotion towards a strategic entrepreneurial capability, greater scholarly attention has been devoted to understanding how entrepreneurs construct identities that resonate with diverse stakeholder groups. Consequently, authenticity, impression management and entrepreneurial identity have become closely interconnected concepts within the contemporary personal branding literature.
A recurring finding concerns the importance of authenticity in establishing trust and legitimacy. Bonsu and Anim-Wright (2024) identify authenticity as a defining characteristic of effective personal branding, arguing that entrepreneurs are more likely to develop sustainable stakeholder relationships when their communicated values, behaviours and professional identities remain consistent. Similarly, Thompson-Whiteside, Turnbull and Howe-Walsh (2018) contend that authenticity should not be interpreted as spontaneous self-expression but rather as the strategic presentation of genuine personal attributes. This perspective suggests that authentic personal branding involves carefully balancing strategic communication with consistency, enabling entrepreneurs to project credibility without compromising perceived integrity.
However, the literature also demonstrates that authenticity alone does not adequately explain successful personal branding. Entrepreneurs actively engage in impression management by shaping how they are perceived by customers, investors and professional networks. Drawing upon Goffman's (1959) theory of self-presentation, Thompson-Whiteside, Turnbull and Howe-Walsh (2018) argue that impression management represents a deliberate process through which individuals communicate competence, expertise and professionalism to influence stakeholder perceptions. Within entrepreneurial contexts, such strategic self-presentation is particularly important during venture creation, where founders frequently rely upon personal reputation to compensate for the absence of established organisational legitimacy.
The relationship between authenticity and impression management has generated considerable debate within the literature. While impression management may appear inconsistent with authentic self-presentation, several scholars argue that these concepts are complementary rather than contradictory. Thompson-Whiteside, Turnbull and Howe-Walsh (2018) suggest that entrepreneurs can strategically manage impressions while remaining authentic, provided that their external communication reflects their underlying values and professional identity. This interpretation challenges the assumption that impression management necessarily involves manipulation, instead positioning it as a legitimate component of entrepreneurial communication.
Entrepreneurial identity provides the broader context through which authenticity and impression management are understood. Personal branding enables entrepreneurs to construct identities that communicate expertise, purpose and distinctive value to stakeholders, thereby influencing perceptions of entrepreneurial capability (Bonsu and Anim-Wright, 2024). Within SMEs, where founders frequently represent the public face of the business, entrepreneurial identity extends beyond the individual to shape organisational reputation. Consequently, identity construction becomes an ongoing strategic process through which entrepreneurs negotiate professional aspirations, stakeholder expectations and market positioning.
Despite increasing scholarly interest in these concepts, the literature remains fragmented regarding the relationships between authenticity, impression management and entrepreneurial identity. Existing studies frequently examine these constructs independently, offering limited explanation of how they interact to influence entrepreneurial outcomes. Furthermore, empirical research focusing specifically on women entrepreneurs remains comparatively limited, despite evidence suggesting that gendered expectations may shape how authenticity, leadership and self-presentation are interpreted. This fragmentation highlights the need for greater theoretical integration, particularly within the context of women-owned SMEs where founder identity frequently constitutes an important strategic resource.
[bookmark: _Toc236046148]Storytelling and Digital Personal Branding
The literature increasingly identifies storytelling and digital communication as central mechanisms through which entrepreneurs communicate and reinforce their personal brands. As entrepreneurship has become progressively embedded within digital ecosystems, personal branding has evolved from a predominantly interpersonal activity towards one that is continuously constructed and maintained through online engagement. Consequently, storytelling and digital platforms are no longer viewed simply as promotional tools but as strategic channels through which entrepreneurs communicate expertise, establish credibility and cultivate relationships with stakeholders.
Storytelling has emerged as a particularly influential dimension of entrepreneurial branding because it enables founders to communicate experiences, values and motivations in ways that extend beyond conventional marketing messages. Fluhrer (2026) argues that storytelling contributes to stronger brand differentiation by creating emotional connections between entrepreneurs and their audiences, allowing founders to present authentic narratives that communicate both professional competence and personal purpose. Within entrepreneurial contexts, storytelling therefore functions as a mechanism through which founders humanise their ventures, enabling stakeholders to understand not only what a business offers but also why it exists. This narrative dimension is particularly relevant for women entrepreneurs, whose entrepreneurial journeys frequently reflect resilience, innovation and the navigation of structural barriers.
The literature further suggests that storytelling contributes to entrepreneurial legitimacy by reinforcing authenticity. As discussed in the previous section, authenticity depends upon consistency between an entrepreneur's values, behaviours and public identity. Narrative communication provides a means through which this consistency can be demonstrated, allowing entrepreneurs to present coherent accounts of their experiences and aspirations. However, relatively few studies critically examine whether storytelling consistently strengthens entrepreneurial outcomes or whether its effectiveness varies according to industry, audience or cultural context. Consequently, although storytelling is widely promoted as an effective branding strategy, empirical evidence explaining the conditions under which it influences entrepreneurial performance remains comparatively limited.
Alongside storytelling, digital platforms have transformed the way entrepreneurs develop and manage personal brands. Social media, professional networking platforms and digital content creation enable founders to engage directly with customers, investors and wider entrepreneurial communities, reducing reliance on traditional marketing channels (Schultz and Peltier, 2013). Bonsu and Anim-Wright (2024) similarly argue that digital technologies have expanded opportunities for entrepreneurs to communicate expertise, demonstrate credibility and increase professional visibility. For women entrepreneurs operating within SMEs, these platforms may provide alternative routes to market visibility and network development, particularly where conventional entrepreneurial networks remain less accessible.
Despite these opportunities, the literature also highlights several limitations associated with digital personal branding. Increased online visibility may enhance stakeholder engagement, yet it also exposes entrepreneurs to greater public scrutiny and requires the continual management of professional identity across multiple platforms. Existing research largely emphasises the benefits of digital branding while devoting comparatively limited attention to its potential challenges, including reputational risk, digital fatigue and the pressures associated with maintaining a consistent online presence. Furthermore, much of the available evidence focuses on digital influencers, executives and corporate leaders rather than entrepreneurs operating within resource-constrained SME environments, limiting the transferability of findings to women-owned businesses.
Across the reviewed literature, digital personal branding is consistently associated with the development of stakeholder relationships. By facilitating regular communication and interaction, digital platforms enable entrepreneurs to strengthen engagement with customers, investors, collaborators and professional networks. These relationships represent an important source of social capital, providing access to information, resources and opportunities that may support venture development (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Granovetter, 1973). However, while the literature acknowledges the importance of stakeholder engagement, relatively little research explains how digital relationship-building contributes to measurable entrepreneurial outcomes within women-owned SMEs.
The reviewed evidence therefore suggests that storytelling and digital personal branding have become integral components of contemporary entrepreneurial practice. Nevertheless, the literature remains largely descriptive, with limited theoretical integration explaining how these mechanisms contribute to entrepreneurial legitimacy and business development. In particular, further research is required to understand how women entrepreneurs strategically employ storytelling and digital communication to navigate the gendered expectations that continue to shape entrepreneurial practice.
[bookmark: _Toc236046149]Gender and Personal Branding
The relationship between gender and personal branding has received increasing scholarly attention, reflecting growing recognition that entrepreneurial branding is shaped not only by individual capabilities but also by wider social and institutional expectations. Although personal branding is frequently presented as a universally applicable strategic capability, the reviewed literature suggests that its development and effectiveness are influenced by gendered norms that shape how entrepreneurial behaviour is perceived and evaluated. Consequently, women entrepreneurs often navigate a more complex branding environment than their male counterparts, balancing the need to establish credibility and visibility while responding to societal expectations regarding leadership, authenticity and self-presentation.
A recurring theme within the literature concerns the influence of gendered expectations on entrepreneurial legitimacy. Stead (2017) argues that entrepreneurship continues to be associated with characteristics traditionally viewed as masculine, including assertiveness, authority and risk-taking. As a result, women entrepreneurs frequently encounter challenges in establishing legitimacy because they are assessed against gendered assumptions regarding entrepreneurial leadership. Similarly, Brush, de Bruin and Welter (2009) contend that entrepreneurial ecosystems are inherently gendered, influencing access to resources, opportunities and professional recognition. These findings suggest that personal branding cannot be understood independently of the institutional and cultural contexts within which entrepreneurial identities are constructed.
The literature further highlights the tensions associated with self-promotion. While personal branding requires entrepreneurs to communicate expertise, achievements and professional competence, women frequently experience conflicting expectations regarding appropriate self-presentation. Thompson-Whiteside, Turnbull and Howe-Walsh (2018) emphasise the importance of impression management in developing credible personal brands, yet Stead (2017) argues that women who engage in overt self-promotion may be judged differently from men exhibiting similar behaviours. Consequently, women entrepreneurs often face the challenge of balancing confidence and visibility with expectations of authenticity and modesty, creating a more constrained environment for strategic self-presentation.
Recent studies suggest that personal branding may also function as a mechanism through which women entrepreneurs actively challenge gender bias. Pasquinelli et al. (2026) demonstrate how female entrepreneurs strategically incorporate aspects of gender identity into brand development, using personal narratives and authentic communication to differentiate themselves within competitive markets. Similarly, Heriberta et al. (2024) argue that personal branding can strengthen professional recognition by enabling women to communicate leadership capabilities and expertise more effectively. These studies indicate that personal branding is not merely a response to existing gendered expectations but may also contribute to reshaping stakeholder perceptions of entrepreneurial leadership.
Despite these developments, the reviewed literature remains comparatively limited in explaining how gender influences the long-term effectiveness of personal branding within women-owned SMEs. Much of the available research has focused on leadership, academia or professional careers rather than entrepreneurial settings, restricting the applicability of existing findings. Furthermore, studies rarely consider how gender intersects with other contextual influences, such as industry, culture or institutional environments, suggesting that current understanding remains incomplete.
The literature therefore demonstrates that gender is not simply a contextual characteristic but an important factor influencing how personal branding is developed, interpreted and evaluated. While personal branding may provide women entrepreneurs with opportunities to strengthen legitimacy, visibility and professional recognition, its effectiveness remains closely linked to the gendered environments within which entrepreneurial identities are constructed. This highlights the need for greater theoretical and empirical integration to understand how personal branding can support women entrepreneurs in overcoming the persistent challenges associated with venture creation and SME development.
[bookmark: _Toc236046150]Critical Synthesis and Research Gaps
The findings presented throughout this review demonstrate that personal branding has become an increasingly important area of entrepreneurship research, particularly within discussions of entrepreneurial legitimacy, stakeholder engagement and venture development. Across the reviewed studies, there is broad agreement that personal branding extends beyond promotional activity and represents a strategic capability through which entrepreneurs communicate expertise, establish credibility and differentiate themselves within competitive markets (Bonsu and Anim-Wright, 2024; Thompson-Whiteside, Turnbull and Howe-Walsh, 2018). Nevertheless, the literature remains conceptually fragmented, with different disciplines emphasising distinct dimensions of personal branding, including identity construction, authenticity, impression management, storytelling and digital communication. As a result, no unified conceptual framework currently exists to explain how these elements collectively contribute to entrepreneurial success within women-owned SMEs.
A further observation concerns the predominance of descriptive research. Much of the existing literature documents the characteristics and perceived benefits of personal branding but provides comparatively limited explanation of the mechanisms through which branding influences entrepreneurial outcomes. While studies frequently associate personal branding with increased visibility, credibility and stakeholder engagement, relatively few investigate how these outcomes contribute to resource acquisition, entrepreneurial legitimacy or business performance. Consequently, important relationships between personal branding and broader entrepreneurial capabilities remain insufficiently theorised.
The review also highlights significant contextual limitations. Although women entrepreneurs are increasingly recognised within entrepreneurship research, relatively few studies explicitly examine personal branding within women-owned SMEs. Existing evidence is frequently drawn from corporate leadership, professional services, higher education or digital influencer contexts, limiting its applicability to entrepreneurial environments characterised by resource constraints, uncertainty and venture creation. Furthermore, research rarely considers how institutional environments, cultural expectations and gendered norms interact to influence the effectiveness of personal branding, despite evidence that these factors shape entrepreneurial opportunities and stakeholder perceptions (Brush, de Bruin and Welter, 2009; Stead, 2017; Welter, 2011).
Methodologically, the literature is characterised by considerable diversity, encompassing qualitative case studies, conceptual papers, systematic reviews and survey-based research. While this diversity has broadened understanding of personal branding, it has also resulted in inconsistent conceptualisations and limited opportunities for cumulative theory development. The absence of common definitions and analytical frameworks makes comparison across studies challenging and contributes to continuing ambiguity regarding the strategic role of personal branding within entrepreneurship.
Collectively, these findings indicate that the literature has established the importance of personal branding but has yet to explain comprehensively how it functions as a strategic capability enabling women entrepreneurs to overcome the barriers associated with SME start-up. This unresolved issue directly informs the research question underpinning the present study and demonstrates the need for greater theoretical integration across entrepreneurship, branding and organisational research. Future research should therefore seek to develop more context-specific explanations of personal branding within women-owned SMEs, paying greater attention to the interaction between entrepreneurial identity, stakeholder legitimacy and the institutional environments in which entrepreneurial activity occurs.
[bookmark: _Toc236046151]Discussion
The purpose of this critical literature review was to examine how existing research conceptualises personal branding as a strategic capability for women entrepreneurs in overcoming start-up challenges within small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). While previous chapters synthesised the findings from the reviewed literature, this chapter interprets those findings in relation to the study's research question and the theoretical perspectives underpinning the review. In doing so, it considers how the collective evidence advances understanding of personal branding within entrepreneurial practice, identifies its theoretical significance and discusses the implications for women entrepreneurs operating within contemporary SME environments.
The findings indicate that personal branding should be understood as considerably more than an individual marketing activity. Although early conceptualisations largely associated personal branding with career development and self-promotion (Peters, 1997; Montoya and Vandehey, 2009), the literature reviewed demonstrates a broader and more strategic interpretation. Contemporary research increasingly positions personal branding as an entrepreneurial capability through which founders establish legitimacy, communicate expertise, strengthen stakeholder relationships and differentiate themselves within competitive markets (Bonsu and Anim-Wright, 2024; Thompson-Whiteside, Turnbull and Howe-Walsh, 2018). This shift reflects a wider movement within entrepreneurship research towards recognising the importance of intangible resources in venture creation and business development.
The synthesis undertaken in this review further demonstrates that personal branding should not be viewed in isolation but as part of a broader entrepreneurial process. Women entrepreneurs encounter a combination of financial, institutional and socio-cultural barriers that extend beyond restricted access to tangible resources. These challenges are closely associated with issues of legitimacy, visibility and stakeholder confidence, suggesting that successful venture creation depends upon the entrepreneur's ability to mobilise both tangible and intangible resources. Within this context, personal branding emerges as a strategic mechanism through which entrepreneurs can communicate credibility, establish trust and strengthen relationships with customers, investors and professional networks.
These findings are consistent with the Resource-Based View (Barney, 1991), which proposes that sustained competitive advantage arises from valuable and difficult-to-replicate resources. While the theory has traditionally been applied to organisational assets, the findings of this review suggest that founder reputation, entrepreneurial identity and personal credibility may also constitute strategic resources during the early stages of SME development. This interpretation extends the application of the Resource-Based View by recognising the entrepreneur as a source of competitive advantage, particularly where organisational reputation has not yet been established. At the same time, the review demonstrates that such resources do not operate independently but are shaped by institutional environments, access to social capital and gendered expectations, reinforcing the relevance of Institutional Theory (North, 1990; Welter, 2011) and Social Capital Theory (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Granovetter, 1973).
Rather than identifying personal branding as a universal solution to entrepreneurial challenges, the findings suggest that its effectiveness depends upon the interaction between entrepreneurial identity, stakeholder perceptions and the broader institutional context within which women entrepreneurs operate. Consequently, personal branding should be understood as a dynamic strategic capability whose value lies not simply in increasing visibility, but in enabling women entrepreneurs to establish legitimacy, access resources and strengthen competitive positioning throughout the venture creation process.
[bookmark: _Toc236046152]Conclusion:
Personal branding has emerged as an increasingly important area of entrepreneurship research, reflecting a broader shift towards recognising the role of intangible resources in venture creation and business development. While women entrepreneurs continue to encounter significant barriers, including restricted access to finance, limited professional networks, institutional constraints and gendered expectations, the literature suggests that entrepreneurial success is influenced not only by access to tangible resources but also by the ability to establish legitimacy, credibility and stakeholder trust. Consequently, personal branding has evolved from a concept traditionally associated with career development into one that is increasingly recognised as a strategic capability within entrepreneurial practice.
The synthesis of the literature indicates that personal branding encompasses a range of interconnected dimensions, including entrepreneurial identity, authenticity, impression management, storytelling and digital engagement. Rather than functioning independently, these elements collectively shape how entrepreneurs communicate expertise, differentiate themselves within competitive markets and develop relationships with customers, investors and professional networks. Within SME contexts, where founders frequently represent the public face of the business, personal branding assumes particular strategic importance because perceptions of the entrepreneur often influence perceptions of the organisation itself. However, despite growing scholarly interest, the literature remains fragmented, with differing conceptualisations and limited integration between entrepreneurship, branding and organisational research.
The review also highlights important gaps within the existing body of knowledge. Although considerable attention has been devoted to the barriers experienced by women entrepreneurs and the growing significance of personal branding, relatively few studies explicitly examine the relationship between these two areas. Existing research is predominantly descriptive and frequently situated within corporate leadership, professional services or digital influencer contexts, providing only limited understanding of how personal branding functions within women-owned SMEs. Furthermore, the interaction between entrepreneurial identity, institutional environments, social capital and gendered expectations remains insufficiently explored, restricting a comprehensive understanding of personal branding as a strategic entrepreneurial capability.
Addressing these gaps requires greater theoretical integration alongside context-specific empirical investigation capable of explaining how personal branding supports women entrepreneurs throughout the start-up process. Developing this understanding has the potential to strengthen entrepreneurship scholarship while providing a more robust evidence base for educators, policymakers and business support organisations seeking to foster more inclusive entrepreneurial ecosystems. As the entrepreneurial landscape continues to evolve, personal branding is likely to remain an increasingly significant strategic capability through which women entrepreneurs establish legitimacy, access opportunities and strengthen the long-term sustainability of their ventures.
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