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Abstract

Objectives: The advancement of new technologies has compelled startups to explore innovative tools to
acquire and sustain competitive advantages. among these tools and strategies, digital branding has emerged
as a critical approach.

Method: This study adopts a mixed-methods approach, applied in purpose and descriptive-analytical in
nature. In the qualitative phase, the participant group included university professors and digital branding
experts. Data were collected through theoretical sampling and 20 semi-structured interviews until
theoretical saturation was achieved and then analyzed using the Glaserian grounded theory method. In the
quantitative phase, active professionals and experts in startup businesses with at least three years of
experience were surveyed. Data were gathered using a researcher-developed questionnaire from a sample
of 142 participants and analyzed using structural equation modeling (SEM) with AMOS software.
Ultimately, the conceptual framework of the study was qualitatively developed and quantitatively validated.

Findings: Through a three-stage coding process, the study identified 296 concepts, 50 basic categories, and
15 subcategories, which were distilled into five core themes: content purposefulness (creating audience-
centric content for attraction and retention), knowledge flow management (systematic data analysis and
application), multi-value creation (delivering diverse and sustainable value), comprehensive brand
commercialization (strategic approaches for financial success and market penetration), and
transformational digital infrastructure (building foundational digital frameworks). These structured findings
comprehensively capture the key dimensions of effective digital branding.

Conclusion: The results indicate that successful digital branding in startups depends on focusing on key
drivers, including contextual antecedents and transformational enablers. These drivers—both endogenous
and exogenous—facilitate knowledge flows and ultimately strengthen digital branding capabilities and
competitive positioning.

Keywords: Digital branding, Startups, Contextual antecedents, Transformational enablers, Brand content
targeting
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Extended Abstract:

Introduction: In today’s dynamic and competitive business landscape—shaped by the rapid emergence of
cutting-edge technologies—digital branding has become an essential tool for startups. A brand, representing
both tangible and emotional aspects of a business (Campos, 2022), enhances product recognition, fosters
differentiation, and enables sustainable profitability by transforming new technologies into innovative
products and services (McAlister & Sinha, 2021). Digital branding has thus emerged as a strategic
capability that can create competitive advantage and contribute to economic growth (Widyanty et al., 2024).
Startups, as temporary organizations established to develop scalable business models (Blank & Dorf, 2020),
have increasingly become drivers of innovation across industries. However, due to their emergent nature
and lack of stable market positioning, they face significant vulnerabilities (Saedi et al., 2023). In such
contexts, identifying the determinants of digital branding and understanding their interrelations are crucial.
This study therefore addresses three key questions: (1) What are the primary factors and stakeholders
influencing digital branding in startups? (2) How are these factors interrelated? and (3) What framework
best supports the implementation of digital branding strategies in startup ecosystems?

Methods: This study adopts a mixed-methods (qualitative—quantitative) approach, applied in purpose and
descriptive-analytical in nature. In the qualitative phase, data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 20 experts, entrepreneurs, startup managers, and digital branding professionals—selected
via theoretical sampling until data saturation was reached. The qualitative data were analyzed using
Glaserian grounded theory. In the quantitative phase, data were gathered from 142 startup practitioners,
managers, and specialists in IT, e-commerce, and digital services through a researcher-developed
questionnaire. Structural equation modeling (SEM) using AMOS software was then applied to validate the
proposed conceptual model.

Result: Open coding of the qualitative data yielded 296 initial concepts, refined into 50 preliminary codes,
15 sub-categories, and 5 main categories. The five key dimensions identified were content purposefulness,
knowledge flow management, multi-value creation, comprehensive brand commercialization, and
transformational digital infrastructure. The final framework revealed that contextual antecedents influence
branding success primarily through transformational enablers, underscoring the mediating role of digital
transformation drivers. Specifically, “brand storytelling” emerged as a vital strategy for shaping authentic
and emotionally resonant brand experiences, while “multi-stakeholder value creation” expanded the notion
of value beyond customers to include partners and society. The study further highlights the importance of
digital infrastructure development, data-driven knowledge management, and cross-functional team
collaboration as foundational enablers of effective digital branding.
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Conclusion: The findings emphasize that successful digital branding in startups requires simultaneous
focus on contextual antecedents—such as cultural readiness and market dynamism—and transformational
enablers, including digital infrastructure, innovation capabilities, and strategic knowledge management.
Startups that integrate these drivers can transform digital presence into brand equity, trust, and long-term
competitive advantage. Additionally, transparency in pricing and consistent brand communication across
digital channels play a key role in building customer confidence and loyalty.

Keywords: Digital branding, Startups, Contextual antecedents, Transformational enablers, Brand content
targeting
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