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Abstract 

Capitalism and liberal democracy are becoming increasingly common internationally, 

and a central component of these systems is the entrepreneur-venture capitalist relationship. 

Extant literature examining capital acquisition pitch processes focus upon communication 

techniques, demographic variables or business traits. This study, however, 

qualitatively and quantitatively analyzes the pitch as a dynamic exchange of verbal and 

nonverbal communicators that alter the trajectory and content of the discussion. The 

researchers aim to understand how entrepreneurs respond to initial investor reactions, 

outlining a binary path of conversation. Data originate from ABC’s Shark Tank. Researchers 

record various demographic, argumentative (based upon the Aristotelian Rhetorical Triangle) 

and communication variables along with conversation transcripts in order to capture emergent 

trends in the pitches. In this research, we discuss patterns and themes that determine how 

successful or unsuccessful entrepreneurs are with respect to gaining investment.  

 

 

Introduction 

As capitalism becomes the dominant form of many economies, it is important to 

academically understand behaviors within this system. More specifically, this study and 

literature review aim to understand which actions increase the likelihood of investment and 

how entrepreneurs respond to initial investor reactions when pitching a business idea. The 

hypotheses of this study predict that various illustrations of initial investor responses change 

the course of the pitch process for the entrepreneur. Moreover, the researchers hypothesize 
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that logos is the dominant persuasive form of business pitches in which investors initially 

respond positively, while ethos and pathos are dominant when investors initially respond 

apathetically or negatively. 

For clarity, the “pitch” process refers to entrepreneurs’ presentations of their business 

or business ideas to venture capitalists—who use outside sources of money to invest— or angel 

investors—who use their own money to invest. In exchange, the investors receive various 

compensations: equity stake in the companies, outright ownership of the business, royalties or 

some other payment combination.  

While this “pitch mode” of capital investment has grown in popularity around the 

United States and even internationally, academic understandings of these interactions have 

been indirectly applied in most instances. Therefore, this study will join an emerging group of 

researchers who garner managerial, psychological, sociological, communication and game 

theory concepts in order to research entrepreneurship and its interactions directly. 

 

 

Literature Review 

Recently, this field of entrepreneurship has grown tremendously due to various 

incentives; for example, the 2018 Tax Cuts and Jobs Act (TCJA) took effect in December 2017 

and allows sole proprietorships, trusts and some corporations to deduct 20% of certain 

business incomes. The structural system of the US, then, seems to be increasingly incentivizing 

for business startups. Academic reports suggest that women and minorities are responding to 

these more than ever before, with women starting 40% of all new business ventures in 2018. 
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Moreover, 45% of all small business owners from 2018 identify as a minority group member, 

compared to just 15% of entrepreneurs in 2015.  It is surprising then, that recent accounts 

assert that only 0.91% and 0.05% of startups receive angel investor and venture capitalist 

funding. There is ostensibly a barrier between the group of startup owners and funded startup 

owners. The reports, though, do not offer a satisfactory explanation of these infinitesimal 

proportions. When angel investors do choose to offer capital, they typically reward between 

$25,000 and $100,000. These can come from personal relationships with the entrepreneur (a 

more common instance in previous decades), yet more recently there are wide varieties of 

pitch competitions. These organize multiple investors and startups to participate it one event, 

and each entrepreneur in turn pitches the business while potential investors watch. These are 

typically organized by industry and can award up to millions of dollars to winners in one single 

competition. With this burst of entrepreneurial activity and swelling group membership of 

entrepreneurs, there are many research questions that beg examination.  

Parallel to this growing jolt of capitalist activity, more and more studies have begun 

examining the founder-investor relationship. Prior research has found that a number of factors 

predict entrepreneurial success in being awarded funding in order to sustain and grow 

businesses. These include storytelling, nonverbal communication and communication style, 

among others. 

  Foundationally, previous studies find that storytelling is positively related to investment 

outcomes (Martens, Jennings and Jennings, 2007). Entrepreneurial storytelling comprises 

narratives that provide investors a snapshot of the founders’ and organizations’ histories as 

well as their futures. This may include past struggles and current opportunities for profit-
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oriented firms or future corporate shared value projects for social brands. Narrative 

Communication Theories support the relationship between storytelling and investment in 

stating that the process effectively conveys ideas and aids listeners in conceptualizing a topic. 

Research also finds that nonverbal communicators aid investors’ ability to envision 

technological products, thereby increasing the likelihood of success, or investment, in business 

pitch outcomes (Clarke & Healey, 2019). This mode of communication includes any 

transmission of ideas that does not occur through speech or written forms. Some specific 

methods that Clarke and Healey identify include voice pitch, speaking volume, gestures, facial 

expressions, eye contact and gestures. 

Other studies corroborate this scholarship and suggest that not only do entrepreneurial 

factors matter, but differences in investor preferences also play a role in determining how 

successful entrepreneurs are at securing funding. More specifically, studies maintain that the 

match between linguistic style and investor expectation predicts whether investors ultimately 

present offers: investors have preferences. According to Language Expectancy Theory, in any 

situation humans carry certain expectations of communication norms for that context, and 

language outside of that expectation produces a negative reaction. Indeed, the hypotheses of 

the study that at least some industries’ investors respond differently to the same 

communication style are accurate, according to the data (Parhankangas & Renko, 2017). The 

results show that social entrepreneurs—such as social media influencers or opinion leaders—

should embrace linguistic styles that aid understandability, while commercial entrepreneurs—

many of which are the subject of the present study—need not choose any single linguistic style 

in order to match investor preferences.  
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The norms of business pitches are inconsistent across the sexes and biased toward male 

success. While investors ask women prevention questions—such as how to overcome 

unforeseen problems—they ask men promotion questions, which previous findings show are 

positively related to capital investments (Kanze, Huang, Conley, & Higgins, 2018).  Studies also 

suggest that racial and ethnic minority entrepreneurs in the United States face significant 

hurdles to various aspects of successfully scaling a business, most notably in this context the 

process of sourcing capital (Bates & Bradford, 2018). The industry’s acceptance of minority 

founders is rising as growing statistics of minority-owned startups show. To be sure, barriers to 

minority and female entrepreneurship have been significantly contracting since the 1970s. 

  Transitioning into the study of persuasion, the literature show that passion and level of 

preparedness positively relate to investment through the Unimodal Theory of Persuasion 

(Chen, Yao, & Kotha, 2009). The authors’ conclusions posit that “relevant information” such as 

facts and figures, along with “irrelevant information,” are equally important in persuasion. 

Displaying product creativity also persuades investors that the entrepreneur is passionate and 

more capable (Davis et al., 2017). Perhaps the most parallel study to date when compared to 

this new undertaking finds that preparedness behavior by the entrepreneur increases the 

chance of investment through investors’ presumptions of “cognitive legitimacy” or intelligence 

on the television shows Shark Tank and Dragon’s Den (Pollack & Rutherford, 2012).  

While extant research has uncovered many important factors that determine whether 

entrepreneurial pitches are met with success, there is still more to be learned. Building on 

previous studies and the importance of persuasion, the aim of this new project is to understand 

persuasion effectiveness in a broader scope, analyzing ethos, pathos and logos as response 
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mechanisms within certain fund sourcing circumstances. This approach offers new conclusions 

regarding the persuasion techniques entrepreneurs exhibit by better understanding investor 

reaction as predictors of behaviors in later stages of the pitch.  

More specifically, this study sets out to study Shark Tank investment pitches through 

analysis of initial reactions, persuasion strategies and emotion in order to determine whether 

the former informs the characterization of the latter two. Drawing from the knowledge of other 

researchers related to storytelling, modes of linguistic communication, entrepreneur 

preparedness and entrepreneur passion, the goal is to understand how entrepreneurs respond 

to initial Shark reactions with respect to persuasion techniques that the entrepreneurs choose 

to subsequently employ. 

 

 

Theory and Hypotheses 

 The following idea map outlines the reoccurring pattern of pitch interactions that the 

researchers discover. The hypotheses reflect this conceptualization and discuss the variables 

and the relationships among them that lead to pitch outcomes, namely investor response and 

questioning. 
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Figure 1.1 

 

Thus, the first hypothesis, describing the mediating variable, is as follows (denoted by 

orange arrows): 

 

H1a: Entrepreneurs are more likely to employ logical arguments in response to positive 

initial feedback.  

H1b: Potential investors who have initial positive responses to the business pitch are 

more likely to pose objective questions. 
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of the interaction. The Sharks, or other potential investors, do not simply respond to the speech 

of the entrepreneurs; while they may listen in silence in the first few minutes, the power 

dynamic immediately shifts away from the presenters. Thus, the types of information that the 

entrepreneurs even have the chance to include are regulated—after the initial monologue—to 

the scope of probing that investors allow, unless the entrepreneurs openly acknowledge that 

there is “one more thing” they would like to share, similar to the end of a job interview. 

 

H2a: Entrepreneurs are more likely to employ emotional and ethical arguments in 

response to negative or indifferent initial feedback.  

H2b: Investors who have initial negative or indifferent responses to the business idea 

are more likely to pose personal or emotional questions. 

 

Hypothesis 2b specifically reaps credibility from Narrative Communication Theories. This 

family of communication models suggest that alternative forms of elaborating upon the 

business idea—even outside of the product or service itself—can convince VCs to invest. In 

other words, when potential investors are unsure about what the business idea even is or how 

successful the business will be storytelling modes may be of better service to inform and 

persuade. Thus, the paradigm of this study suggests that entrepreneurs, knowingly or 

subconsciously, employ the NCTs by elaborating upon how they came up with the idea, how 

hard they work at the business’ success, the point to which they see the business growing and 

many other personal, largely unrelated (to the product or service itself) matters. These 
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argumentative persuasion techniques by entrepreneurs are classified as pathos and ethos, 

according to the Aristotelian Rhetorical Triangle. 

The Affective Events Theory (AET) also provides a theoretical support for this 

framework. The main contention of AET is that emotions—whether consciously or 

subconsciously—drive workplace behavior. In this sense, the theory lends credibility to the 

prediction that the emotions an entrepreneur displays will increase the likelihood of an investor 

being affected emotionally and choosing to invest. This relationship, however, is moderated by 

the personality orientation of the investor. If the personalities match, the emotions drive a 

predilection for the business venture. Otherwise, the emotional content may serve to alienate 

the investor. 

Furthermore, Language Expectancy Theory supports the mediating aspect of this 

hypothesis: investors expect and reward communication that matches their personality, be it 

emotional or objective. The importance of this emotional effectiveness upon investors is more 

pronounced in certain contexts, elaborated below. 

More generally, Hypotheses 1 and 2 receive academic support from the work of Kanze, 

Huang, Conley & Higgins as well as numerous other studies in the presumption that venture 

capitalists do not treat pitchers consistently. VCs may respond to different forms of 

communication from distinctive industry groups or pose diverse questions depending upon the 

context.  The Unimodal Theory of Persuasion extends this theoretical idea in highlighting that 

certain factors, which may seem extraneous, are persuasive in pitch presentations. These 

hypotheses draw upon this idea and suggest that when investors are unsure about the success 

of a venture, the person and brand behind the idea become increasingly salient. Persuasion 
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focusing upon entrepreneurial passion, motivation and emotional commitment may prove 

more useful in these situations; however, purely objective, logical arguments related to the 

product or service—independent of the entrepreneur that pitches it—serve increasingly 

effectively when investors have piqued interests from the onset. In some sense, one may argue 

that pathos and ethos persuasion techniques allow an entrepreneur to “win back” the favor of 

potential investors who are not initially convinced that investing is a good idea (when the 

investor has a personality that responds to emotion). 

 Broadly, the hypotheses denote a binary path for the course of the persuasion 

techniques in the subsequent investment pitch process. If initial response is positive, 

persuasion techniques are logical and factual. If initial response is negative or apathetic, 

persuasion techniques are ethical and emotional. 

 

 

Quantitative Methods 

In viewing episodes of Shark Tank, the researchers recorded various basic data such as 

sex of presenter, number of presenters, valuation of company and other criteria. Moreover, the 

data include ratings upon the initial positivity or negativity of shark responses, degree of 

persuasion and type of persuasion—according to Aristotle’s three rhetorical appeals—that the 

entrepreneurs employ throughout the pitch. Each of these metrics is recorded based upon a 1 

to 10 scale with 1 being the lowest degree of each variable and 10 being the highest. The 

degree of emotion is also rated for each pitch, with 0 being purely negative emotions such as 

anger or pure sorrow, 5 being purely objective and 10 being purely positive emotions such as 
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laughter or glee. The ratings of each of these variables are based largely upon the verbal and 

nonverbal communication of the pitcher as well as the shark responses, and the researchers 

viewed and rated each pitch independently and produced common ratings in each category in 

order to avoid subjectivity. Final ratings upon the degree of emotional content of the pitch 

derive from cross-comparisons between pitches upon, for example, duration of crying (if any at 

all), elaboration upon a painful or positive memory that produced the business idea, number of 

times the pitcher(s) specifically mention individuals that he or she is honoring by endeavoring 

into the business and even the veracity of the speaker’s voice. Again, these ratings were not 

independent of one another: the final implications of the ratings used within the quantitative , 

statistical modeling are standardized against one another throughout the n=40 sample size. 

After the comparisons, the emotional content evaluations were transformed into a -4 to 5 

scale. Negative numbers represent negative emotional content such as depression (and a 

medical treatment for chronic sadness) or the loss of a loved one (and the launch of a car safety 

product) before starting the business. Alternatively, positive numbers signify positive emotional 

content such as toy inventions (after taking care of a newborn child and discovering a new 

product) or bringing to market an old family barbecue sauce recipe (after receiving 

encouragement from parents or grandparents to extend the idea into a business venture). As 

the absolute value of the ratings increases in either direction numerically, the degree of either 

positive or negative emotion increases. Thus, a pitch with a “5” standardized rating is more 

positively emotional than a “3” standardized rating. Qualitative data in the form of direct 

quotes from the show reinforce and corroborate these ratings. 
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To ensure consistency in rating the degree of particular persuasion techniques, the 

researchers use a scale based upon illustrations of the persuasion strategies. For example, logos 

is rated to be dominant only when the vast majority of the pitchers’ answers contain numbers, 

statistics or mathematical projections. Ethos and pathos only receive high scores on the scale 

when the pitchers, for example, say, “You can believe in me; I will build this business from the 

ground up”, “this rape whistle solves this safety problem so no one will ever have to face what 

my daughter did” or other clear patterns. While the background for the numerical scales are 

qualitative in the form of quotes from the dialogue, the consistency in the patterns and clearly 

defined modes of persuasion according to Aristotle allow the type and degree of persuasion to 

be efficiently and accurately converted into a quantitative scale. 

Lastly, it is important to discuss the categorical, dummy variable “positive response.” 

Based upon the number of smiles between Sharks and to the investor; initial remarks such as 

“you remind me of me” or “wow,” among others; number of bites taken of a food product; and 

time spent discussing amongst the Sharks themselves, in some instances, joint deals to offer 

together as soon as the investors finish the initial monologue, the researchers produce a 1 to 10 

initial scale of positive receptiveness. Afterward, a dummy variable used in statistical analysis 

placed ratings 1 to 5 into a bin “Positive Response? = 0” and ratings 6 to 10 into a bin named 

“Positive Response? = 1.” In this manner, the data can reflect the binary path suggestion of the 

hypotheses, exhibited above in table 1.1. If initial response is positive, interactions 

subsequently follow the path of product-related, logos discussions. If initial response is 

negative, interactions then follow the track of entrepreneur-related, pathos and ethos 

arguments. 
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Qualitative Methods 

 Along with creating a coded system of descriptions and ratings for the pitches within the 

quantitative analysis of this undertaking, the research team also records various qualitative 

information. These include particularly salient quotes from Sharks or the entrepreneurs 

themselves; background and source of the emotional drive of the pitcher, if any; and finally the 

persuasion technique along with a description of its specific categorization (i.e. facts and 

figures, stories, personal accounts of overcoming struggles, etc.). 

 The purpose of this approach is to more fully understand the situational dynamics. For 

instance, the data may only show that a person received investment and the degree of various 

pitch content variables within the process, but qualitatively the researchers can analyze the 

specific direct quotations of the conversations that were particularly impactful. 

 By way of demonstration, consider pitch number 1, Mr. Tod’s Pie Factory. The data 

simply show that Tod did not encounter particularly positive responses initially but was able to 

reach an investment deal with Barbara Corcoran and Daymond John in the end. Within this 

interaction, however, Wilson convinced the Sharks of his credibility. The discussion veered into 

the realm of his personal credibility and troubling past but also his hopes for a better future. In 

short, the qualitative methods of this research allow for deeper contextual understandings, 

while the quantitative methods symbiotically function to capture broad patterns. 

 After compiling the data and organizing it into a cohesive manner for academic analysis, 

the researchers discuss and record comment transcripts of the Sharks in light of the investment 
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outcomes to discover patterns. These “signal phrases” and other conversational aspects are 

discussed below in order to grasp verbal communications that bode well in regards to the 

eventual investment outcome. 

 

 

Discussion of Results 

 The first endeavor is to understand the results of the study from a qualitative viewpoint. 

From this perspective, the sample begins to support the hypotheses of the study in meaningful 

and impactful patterns. It is particularly helpful, at this stage, to examine individual instances of 

evoked sets (groups that gain initial positive responses as well as groups that do not) in order to 

draw meaningful conclusions. Understanding the individual nuances of pitches based upon 

their similarities within the larger sample can help provide keen insights into the dynamic 

process. 

For instance, in pitch four Tiffany Krumins receives positive initial responses for her 

elephant toy that administers oral medicine to children. Herjavec specifically tells her “you did a 

great job here [with the initial monologue].” O’Leary, then, as the hypotheses would predict 

says, “It warms my heart to see that you care so much, but how do I make money with it?” The 

course of the pitch’s content dramatically changes from emotional to factual discourse. The 

Sharks’ questions are factual, numerical and impartial in nature, driving the conversation away 

from any emotional or ethical perspectives. In this case, the positive initial receptivity of the 

idea based upon its objective merits lead the Sharks to discuss matters other than the 
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emotional draw of the industry and the entrepreneur’s childcare career. Past the initial starting 

point, the conversation becomes much more serious. 

Other examples from the data continue to support hypothesis one. In pitch eight, the 

entrepreneur uses business statistics and marketing analytics exclusively in convincing the 

Sharks to invest after receiving an initial positive response. In pitch 10, the Sharks respond so 

positively that they attempt to buy the business outright and divest the entrepreneur from it. In 

pitch 11, Sharks offer positive responses and remain obdurate to focus on factual data to 

convince them of the product viability, Herjavec even outright telling the pitcher that “being 

nice goes a long way… [but] I’ve gotta know the numbers.” 

Separating the data into investment pitches that did not receive initial positive 

responses but did attain investment is helpful to explore hypothesis two. In pitch 21, 

entrepreneur Cactus Jack tells the investors, “I don’t just want you to invest in [the business]; I 

want you to invest in [me]!” In fact, the Sharks seem keen to explore him, not the business 

itself. O’Leary immediately asks him if he has been successful in past entrepreneurial ventures, 

and Daymond John goes so far as to shout “I want to be in the Cactus Jack business.” The 

Sharks are so enamored with the entrepreneur that even the successful investment deal by 

Corcoran reflects the pervasive importance of the character behind the business. In order to get 

the capital, Jack must lose 30 pounds using his own fitness product. 

Other instances also corroborate hypothesis two. Alexis and Rodolfo Saccoman find 

success for their online psychotherapy business after O’Leary “thought it was just another 

online bird-brain idea” using pathos. The Sharks do not produce an initial positive response and 

risk “going out,” effectively removing themselves from all negotiations, but respond quite well 
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to emotional pleas that this business is the entrepreneurs’ chance to make their immigrant 

father proud and live out the American Dream. Notably, Robert Herjavec shares his opinion that 

“to this point you’ve had an insignificant [pitch], but now we’re onto something.” It is also 

worth remarking that Herjavec himself is the son of an immigrant, so this emotional (pathos) 

argument likely resonates with him. 

 Pitch 26 also lends credence to hypothesis two. The entrepreneur outright declares, 

“you’re buying into not only the business but into me” after receiving negative initial feedback 

on the business venture’s potential for success long-term. Daymond John seems to understand 

the importance of the character behind the business because he comments to the other Sharks 

that “the best thing this guy has sold is himself!” Herjavec takes this idea further: “Forget the 

business; come work for me.” The data endorse both hypotheses one and two repeatedly. The 

conclusions are parallel to other previous studies that entrepreneurs should tailor 

differentiated argumentation and communication strategies to the specific situation. 

 For academics, this study has powerful implications in understanding that entrepreneurs 

are dominated by and must adapt to potential investors’ actions within the pitch process. The 

data’s corroboration of the two hypotheses demonstrate vital inferences within the existing 

body of research upon entrepreneurship. Studies have previously explored entrepreneurs’ 

demographic variables and communication strategies with respect to final pitch outcomes but 

have yet to comment upon the importance, or lack thereof, that initial investor responses pose 

in relation to subsequent behavior within the pitch. While some studies intimate that venture 

capitalists dominate the pitch process, this study proves it.  
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The intuitive assumption is that entrepreneurs, who are doing the speaking and 

presenting, control the pitch situation; however, this is simply not true. Entrepreneurs respond 

to signals and comments from investors, and the process is a dynamic exchange in which initial 

responses from potential investors powerfully affect the outcomes.  

The next stage of the data analysis is quantitative. Specifically, regression and chi-

squared tests offer meaningful strategies to test the hypotheses. Unfortunately, the regression 

results dictate that no relationship exists between initial positive response and the type of 

argument used by the entrepreneur. In short, it seems that no matter the beginning turn of 

events, pitchers hold rigidly to the persuasion techniques and presentation that they had 

planned.  

 

Figure 1.2 

 

No matter the initial effectiveness or ineptitude of the entrepreneurs’ ability to capture 

the investors within the beginning stages, they invariably finish the pitch without changing their 

behavior to any degree of statistically significant detectability. 
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Further chi-squared testing of the data support this notion, albeit antithetical to the 

original hypotheses of the study. The output below demonstrates the lack of evidence that 

entrepreneurs change their behavior based upon initial responses from potential investors. 

 

Figure 1.3 

 

Other tests reveal interesting relationships between the variables. Particularly,  there is 

a statistically significant relationship between the positivity dummy variable and the final 

investment decision. In practical terms, this significance means that investors also do not tend 

to change their course or minds throughout the pitch. They formulate an initial opinion of the 

viability of an entrepreneur, product or service and do not change their minds. 

 

Figure 1.4 
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final investment outcome. Once investors formulate an initial opinion, they stick with those 

positions and base investment decisions upon those, not subsequent persuasion during the 

pitch. 

 

Figure 1.5 

 

In order to apply the results of this study to the practical world, it is important to 

interpret the results in light of pitch processes more generally. To be clear, the findings of the 

research do not support the original hypotheses. Though qualitative analysis of the 

conversations seems to offer support that behaviors change during the pitch and that 

entrepreneurs can sway the opinions of investors even after making first impressions, 

quantitative analysis reveals that these phenomena do not take place. It seems that 

entrepreneurs plan to either appeal emotionally and ethically or factually and tend not to 

dynamically respond. It is equally as evident that investors form initial opinions and final 

investment decisions that are parallel. If they initially like the idea, they will invest; if they do 

not initially form a positive response, they are unlikely to invest. There are powerful 

implications for understanding these results. 
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Entrepreneurs, for their part, should tediously plan the opening statements of their 

pitch in order to maximize the positive response of the potential investors. Just as the positivity 

scale rating captures, entrepreneurs should pay attention to whether the investors smile, take 

notes or laugh, as these are all indicative of initial positivity. The latter stages of the pitch, 

according to this study, are not nearly as important and do not powerfully inform the final 

investment outcomes. 

The results of this study align with the findings of Huang’s 2018 publication “The Role of 

Investor Gut Feel in Managing Complexity and Extreme Risk” which concludes the investment 

process is an “intuiting” procedure in which expert investors rely on their own “expertise-based 

emotion-cognitions" to formulate investment decisions. While historically studies seem to 

analyze the pitch process as an active and fluctuating pursuit, both Huang’s conclusions and 

those of this study suggest that this may not in fact be the case. The data corroborate the 

position that planning by the entrepreneurs, experiences of the investors and early interactions 

within the conversation largely shape investment outcomes. 
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