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This study aimed to identify and explain the indicators shaping brand position in Iran’s
entrepreneurial ecosystem and to develop an integrated model of the relationships among the
factors contributing to the formation and enhancement of brand position. This applied study
employed a qualitative-inductive approach within an interpretivist paradigm and used grounded
theory based on the Strauss and Corbin framework. The study population comprised relevant
scientific documents and literature as well as academic and executive experts in entrepreneurship
and branding. Participants were selected through purposive sampling, and semi-structured
interviews were conducted with 12 experts until theoretical saturation was reached. Data were
analyzed using MAXQDA through open, axial, and selective coding. The trustworthiness of the
qualitative findings was assessed through credibility, dependability, confirmability, and
transferability criteria. Data analysis yielded 141 initial codes, 25 concepts, and 13 categories.
The resulting paradigmatic model indicated that brand position in Iran’s entrepreneurial
ecosystem emerges from multidimensional interactions among market perceptions of the brand,
brand identity, brand management, cultural context, educational infrastructure, financing
mechanisms, innovation infrastructure, and the institutional environment. Brand management
emerged as the central phenomenon, while entrepreneurial networking, institutional
collaboration, strategic brand development, and market development represented the principal
strategies connecting ecosystem capacities to market and economic outcomes. The main
consequences included enhanced customer loyalty, improved brand market performance,
increased market share and sales, and ultimately a stronger brand position within the
entrepreneurial ecosystem. The final position of the brand was therefore shaped by the dynamic
interaction of causal, contextual, intervening, and strategic conditions. Brand position in Iran’s
entrepreneurial ecosystem is a strategic, multidimensional, and ecosystem-based construct rather
than merely an outcome of promotional or marketing activities. Establishing a strong brand
position requires synergy among brand identity and management, institutional and cultural
capacities, financial and educational resources, and network interactions. Accordingly, start-ups
and small and medium-sized enterprises can strengthen their legitimacy, access to resources,
market performance, and competitiveness through coherent brand management, stronger
ecosystem relationships, and the creation of meaningful differentiation and market trust.
Keywords: Brand Position; Entrepreneurial Ecosystem; Brand Management; Entrepreneurial
Branding; Brand Identity; Entrepreneurial Networking



https://www.journaltesm.com/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://www.journaltesm.com
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-1784-2844
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3921-9857
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1063-0631
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3041-8585

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Brand positioning has become a strategic concern for entrepreneurial firms because a brand no
longer functions merely as a name, symbol, or promotional identifier; rather, it represents an intangible
asset through which firms establish legitimacy, differentiation, trust, and competitive value. Contemporary
branding research emphasizes that brand value is produced through interactions among organizational
capabilities, stakeholder perceptions, market experiences, and the broader context in which a brand
operates (Leicht et al., 2026). Brand awareness, brand image, reputation, and trust are particularly important
because they influence how consumers recognize, evaluate, and ultimately prefer one brand over
competing alternatives (Bernarto et al., 2020; Dewi et al., 2020; Foroudi, 2019). Accordingly, brand
positioning can be understood as the process through which a firm establishes a distinctive and meaningful
place in the minds of target audiences. Recent studies demonstrate that perceptual mapping, consumer-
generated content, and online reviews can reveal the dimensions through which customers distinguish
competing brands and construct brand positions (Adinda et al., 2026; Alzate et al., 2022; Hu & Trivedi, 2020).
Brand positioning is also increasingly affected by technological, social, and cultural developments,
including artificial intelligence, sustainability-oriented marketing, and the tension between local and
global brand identities (Emon, 2026; Wu et al., 2025). These considerations are especially important in
entrepreneurial settings, where start-ups and small and medium-sized enterprises often face resource
constraints, limited reputation, market uncertainty, and weak legitimacy. For such firms, branding may
contribute not only to customer acquisition but also to venture formation, resource mobilization, investor
confidence, and organizational growth (Alsaaty & Sawyer, 2019). Entrepreneurial branding therefore
emerges through the interaction of entrepreneurial orientation, brand orientation, innovation, founder
identity, and market development (Bashir Khodaparasti & Bagheri Gharah Bolagh, 2020; Malekzadeh Oskouei
& Mohebbi, 2018). In start-ups, the entrepreneur’s own understanding of branding can substantially shape
the extent to which brand development becomes integrated into strategic decision-making (Plompen &
Whynants, 2021). Moreover, the entrepreneur’s personal brand, including competence, personality,
credibility, and social relationships, may influence the organizational brand and its acceptance among
stakeholders (Amani et al., 2019). These processes do not occur in isolation but within an entrepreneurial
ecosystem consisting of interdependent actors, institutions, resources, networks, cultural conditions,
educational structures, financing mechanisms, and policy arrangements (Amolo & Migiro, 2015; Stam &
Van de Ven, 2021). Entrepreneurial ecosystems create the conditions under which entrepreneurial activity
is facilitated or constrained, while education, universities, institutional support, financial resources, and
networks affect the ability of ventures to emerge and develop (Regele & Neck, 2014). Iranian studies
similarly indicate that entrepreneurial ecosystem performance depends on interactions among
institutional, financial, technological, cultural, human, and networking capacities (Khajehpour Shirvan et
al., 2024; Rezaei et al., 2021; Soukhtanlou et al., 2022; Yarahmadi et al., 2021). Branding itself may therefore
be interpreted as an ecosystem-dependent process. Previous Iranian research has emphasized the
connection between entrepreneurship and branding, showing that entrepreneurial ventures develop
through processes that include resource mobilization, legitimacy building, business formation, and brand-
based growth (Alipour Harisi et al., 2021). Similar evidence from international entrepreneurial branding and
tourism studies highlights the importance of destination conditions, infrastructure, market access, and
digital communication in brand development (Egbal Moghaddam et al., 2023; Sattari et al., 2020). Despite
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these advances, branding studies have largely focused on consumer perceptions and brand performance,
whereas entrepreneurial ecosystem studies have concentrated on environmental conditions and
institutional structures. Consequently, limited research has integrated these two perspectives to explain
how brand position is constructed through interactions between internal branding capabilities and
ecosystem-level conditions, particularly in Iran. The present study was therefore conducted to identify and
explain the indicators shaping brand position in Iran’s entrepreneurial ecosystem and to develop a
paradigmatic model of their relationships.

Methods and Materials

This study was applied in purpose and qualitative-inductive in approach. It was conducted within
an interpretivist philosophical orientation using grounded theory based on the systematic approach of
Strauss and Corbin. The study population comprised two complementary sources of information: scientific
documents and literature related to brand positioning and entrepreneurial ecosystems, and academic and
executive experts with direct knowledge of entrepreneurship and branding, including entrepreneurs,
venture-capital actors, accelerator managers, and other ecosystem participants. Purposive sampling was
used, and participant selection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Following the
systematic review and conceptual examination of relevant literature, semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 12 experts. Two pilot interviews were initially undertaken to assess the clarity and
appropriateness of the interview questions, after which the interview guide was refined. Each interview
lasted approximately 45 minutes. Data collection and analysis proceeded concurrently so that codes and
emerging concepts from earlier interviews could be explored and refined in subsequent interviews. Data
were analyzed using MAXQDA through open, axial, and selective coding. Similar initial codes were
compared and grouped into concepts and categories, relationships among categories were identified, and
the resulting categories were integrated into a paradigmatic model consisting of causal conditions, the
central phenomenon, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences.
Credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability were used as the principal criteria for
establishing the trustworthiness of the qualitative findings.

Findings: The analysis generated 141 initial codes, which were condensed into 25 concepts and
13 categories and subsequently organized within the paradigmatic model. The findings indicated that
brand position in Iran’s entrepreneurial ecosystem is a multidimensional phenomenon produced through
interactions among market perceptions, brand identity, brand management capabilities, cultural and
educational conditions, financial and institutional infrastructure, ecosystem relationships, and brand
development strategies. Under causal conditions, market perception of the brand included brand
awareness as well as brand trust and credibility. Brand identity comprised brand differentiation and brand
identity/personality, reflecting the importance of distinctive value propositions, recognizable visual
identity, and coherent brand narratives. Brand management emerged as the central phenomenon of the
model and consisted of branding strategy, integrated brand communications, marketing communications,
and customer relationship management. Contextual conditions included entrepreneurial culture and
educational infrastructure, encompassing social attitudes toward entrepreneurship, support for innovation,
entrepreneurship education, and access to skilled human capital. Intervening conditions included
financing, venture-capital access, supportive financial resources, innovation infrastructure, accelerators
and mentoring, supportive policies, and the legal and institutional environment. The principal strategies
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consisted of ecosystem interactions and branding strategies. Ecosystem interactions were manifested
through entrepreneurial networking and institutional collaboration, particularly cooperation among
businesses, universities, government bodies, investors, and support organizations. Branding strategies
included strategic brand development, investment in brand-building activities, innovation in value
propositions, and brand market development. The resulting consequences occurred at market and
economic levels. Market consequences included enhanced customer loyalty, while economic
consequences included improved brand market performance, higher sales, stronger market share, and a
more competitive position. The final outcome of the model was an enhanced brand position within the
entrepreneurial ecosystem. Overall, the analysis demonstrated that a favorable brand position emerges
when a brand is simultaneously recognized and differentiated in the market, strategically managed within
the firm, supported by the surrounding ecosystem, and capable of converting ecosystem resources and
relationships into market and economic outcomes.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that brand position in Iran’s entrepreneurial ecosystem should not be viewed
as a purely promotional or communication-based outcome. Rather, it is a strategic and ecosystem-
embedded construct arising from the interaction between internal brand capabilities and external
environmental conditions. One of the most important implications of the model is the central role assigned
to brand management. Market awareness and a distinctive identity are necessary but insufficient
conditions for creating a sustainable position unless they are translated into coherent strategies, consistent
communications, meaningful customer relationships, and continuous market development. The findings
also show that entrepreneurial firms cannot establish a strong brand position solely through internal
managerial effort. Financial access, supportive institutions, innovation infrastructure, entrepreneurship
education, cultural acceptance, and networking opportunities influence the extent to which branding
capabilities can be developed and converted into legitimacy and growth. The identified role of networking
and institutional collaboration is particularly significant because start-ups commonly operate under
conditions of uncertainty and resource scarcity. Connections with universities, accelerators, investors,
public institutions, and other entrepreneurial actors can provide not only material resources but also
visibility, credibility, information, and social legitimacy. Another important implication is the
complementary relationship between the entreprencur’s personal identity and the organizational brand.
Especially in early-stage ventures, stakeholder evaluations of the enterprise may be closely linked to
perceptions of the entrepreneur’s competence, reputation, credibility, and networks. Consequently,
personal and organizational branding should be considered interconnected rather than independent
processes. The outcomes identified in the model further demonstrate that brand positioning has tangible
organizational consequences. A brand that becomes recognized, trusted, differentiated, and institutionally
legitimate is more capable of cultivating customer loyalty, expanding its market, increasing sales,
attracting resources, and strengthening its competitive position. In this sense, branding is not simply the
reflection of successful business performance; it can itself become a mechanism that generates future
performance. The study therefore extends the understanding of entrepreneurial ecosystems by positioning
branding as one of the strategic mechanisms through which ecosystem resources are transformed into
market legitimacy and economic performance. It also extends branding research by demonstrating that
brand position is partly dependent on ecosystem-level conditions rather than solely on firm-level
marketing activities. Overall, the resulting model suggests that sustainable entrepreneurial branding in
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Iran requires simultaneous attention to market perception, brand identity, strategic brand management,
entrepreneurial culture, education, financing, institutional support, networking, and market development.
For entrepreneurial firms, particularly start-ups and small and medium-sized enterprises, integrating
branding into the business strategy from the earliest stages can contribute to legitimacy, resource
acquisition, customer trust, market expansion, and long-term competitiveness. For policymakers and
ecosystem-support organizations, the results imply that strengthening entrepreneurial ecosystems should
include not only financial and technological support but also structured assistance for brand strategy,
market positioning, communication capabilities, and the development of credible entrepreneurial and
organizational identities.
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