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This study is a response to the lack of research on qualitative growth and 

women’s entrepreneurship. Using a sample of 191 women entrepreneurs, this study suggests 

that qualitative growth is manifested in a striving to grow, to secure building blocks on 

different business platforms, may unfold to accomplish growth in different forms: survival, 

stability, work creation, appreciation and personal development. Although the extrinsic 

platforms of survival and stability are the most common growth platforms among women 

entrepreneurs, all forms can be characterized by equally high growth aspirations. Each of the 

platforms is associated with distinct and unique building blocks that women entrepreneurs try 

to put together and solve in order to grow their companies. Women entrepreneurs also move 

between the different platforms, from the growth of extrinsic platforms to intrinsic platforms, 

when the building blocks of those platforms have been established and secured. Variables 

such as profits and ownership may explain such a transfer of growth ambitions. 

 

 

Introduction 

The understanding and measurement of business growth is a critical issue for 

academic inquiry, practicing entrepreneurs and political intervention. Despite this vast 

attention to growth, or perhaps because of it, the concept remains conceptually limited and 

many questions remains to be answered. The reason is that the implication of ―low‖ and 

―high‖ performance is key information for organizational decisions and strategic change 

(Leitch, Hill, and Neergaard 2010). For the entrepreneurs, growth powerfully influences how 
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they perceive themselves to be successful, their self-efficacy and how they build their image 

and assess their contributions relative to the reasons for running a business (McGee et al. 

2009). 

The traditional view of performance is fundamentally a quantitative approach, 

where attention has been paid to growth in numbers measured as a progression to a present 

state from a lower historical state. In its simplest sense, growth merely denotes an increase in 

amount, but based on its primary meaning growth is ―a result of a process of development 

…where…. an interacting series of internal changes leads to changes in the characteristics of 

the growing object‖ (Penrose 1959, p. 1). From such a perspective, the definition of growth is 

considered as an increase in value, essentially in relation to sales or the number of employees. 

This quantitative approach to growth has, however, encountered criticism and many believe it 

is a hasty and reductionist view of complex phenomena (Leitch, Hill, and Neergaard 2010; 

McKelvie and Wiklund 2010). It does not explain how growth has occurred, the goals set by 

the individual entrepreneurs, and even when the research focuses on seemingly relevant 

growth measurements, it is usually not comparable because what the entrepreneurs 

themselves define as growth (or progress) may not necessarily be measurable with 

quantitative secondary data or the available registers. Despite of this clearly known restriction 

in growth research, researchers often refer to previous studies and model future approaches on 

past ones (McKelvie and Wiklund 2010).  

An emerging stream of research acknowledged that growth could be viewed and 

analyzed in ―qualitative terms‖. Although less attention has been paid to a more qualitative 

perspective, Flamholtz (1995; 2000) and Klofsten (2009) outlined received approaches that 

argue that successful, growing companies can be understood from how they organize and 

build their operations by using different strategic building blocks and the progress of pieces to 

establish business platforms. Flamholtz (1995, p. 41) suggests that this more qualitative view 
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of growth can be analyzed from a perspective where ―…development may be defined as the 

process of planning and implementing changes in the critical tasks (or building blocks) that 

an organization (….) must perform to be successful at each stage of growth.‖ Despite the 

challenges of studying growth from a qualitative perspective and that the issue remains 

relatively underexplored, the need for complementary approaches to the traditional view of 

growth can be particularly important for certain areas of academic attention and for particular 

research contexts.  

There is a need for a better qualitative understanding of business growth among 

women. In recent years, women‘s entrepreneurship has markedly increased all around the 

world (de Bruin, Brush, and Welter 2006). However, a much lower percentage of women start 

businesses when compared to men. In Sweden, women‘s share of the total amount of new 

business creation is only one third. That being said, various studies indicate that women are 

under-proportional manner, with regard to operating and growing a company (Davidsson 

1989; Growth Analysis 2010,;Morris et al. 2006). A general view is that only a few small 

businesses achieve growth or even have aspirations to grow, and that women entrepreneurs do 

not show the same growth as men (Leitch, Hill, and Neergaard 2010). Obviously, one could 

(and should) study the reasons for this discrepancy. However, research could also ask and 

consider the possibility that this result may be different if growth is understood from a 

qualitative perspective, where growth is considered to be something that could be analyzed 

using progress in strategic building blocks that align entrepreneurs‘ goals and motivators with 

achieving these aspirations. As such, growth may not necessarily be an increase in sales or in 

profits – growth could be more meaningful to study when taking account of goal progress and 

qualitative considerations.  
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The purpose of this research, therefore, is to investigate the growth of women‘s 

businesses from a qualitative perspective. To do so, we draw upon interviews and a survey 

study of 191 women entrepreneurs. In doing so, a first aim is to identify strategic building 

blocks that are significant for overarching platforms in women‘s businesses. In this effort, we 

map individual building blocks and different growth themes that inspire women‘s intended 

growth. As a result of our efforts, we identified five different growth platforms. Furthermore, 

we intend to investigate the growth ambitions of women inside each identified ―type‖ of 

platform. Finally, although growth and growth ambitions are naturally linked and connected 

to each platform, we also go beyond such an analysis and consider between platform growth. 

We identify critical motivation variables that can influence the decision to move from 

growing one business platform to growing another platform.  

Previous research and outline of research questions  

The Traditional View of Growth  

Society‘s interest in entrepreneurship mainly derives from an employment 

perspective. The entrepreneur is the one who creates new activities which, in turn, can 

generate new jobs. Society and politicians therefore pronounce the concept of growth to be an 

increased number of employees (Achtenhagen, Naldi, and Melin 2010). Even if this is 

reasonable, a company‘s primary mission is not to be a source of employment. They 

contribute to industrial development by being efficient and profitable (Ramström 1997). This 

is not to say that they have no ambitions for growth. Many business owners use the term 

―growth‖ synonymously with their development of the business, and a change in value of the 

company can indicate growth. In the research context, the concept has a broader definition 

and academics are mainly looking to find instruments that can be used to identify and 

compare growth. They use measurements such as increased sales, increased number of 
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employees or change in return on assets. (Achtenhagen, Naldi, and Melin 2010; Shepherd and 

Wiklund 2009)  

Although the majority of previous conventional research is based on a 

quantitative approach, this approach has received significant criticism. Achtenhagen, Naldi 

and Melin (2010, p. 289) outline the difficulty of including all the different stakeholders‘ 

views on growth and how this leads to an overly broad definition, legitimizing the question of 

―do practitioners and scholars really talk about the same thing?‖. Related concerns could be 

whether such a broad view could be measured quantitatively? Yet another question would be 

if it is relevant to use excessively aggregated yardsticks, such as sales, to capture growth for 

all stakeholders simultaneously?  

McKelvie and Wiklund (2010) make the observation that growth studies are 

hard to accomplish for several reasons. Within the mainstream of research, where growth is 

quantitatively studied as an outcome, growth constitutes the dependent variable and the goal 

is to explain increments of growth and varying growth rates. Measurements such as changes 

in the number of employees, sales, assets etc. are commonly used in this research. However, 

the research question in this field has been difficult to answer because it has not been possible 

to isolate factors that can explain growth on their own. McKelvie and Wiklund identify at 

least five different explanations as to why the results of this approach are limited. They argue 

that the problem is based in the heterogeneity of the object; the following areas are identified: 

unit of analysis; differences in modes of growth; variation in growth rates over time; 

indicators of growth and not taking account of differences in the willingness to grow.  

A Qualitative View of Growth and Business Platforms  

The vast majority of businesses remain small during their first year of life and 

growth seems to be in areas that traditional growth research neglects (Achtenhagen, Naldi, 

and Melin 2010; Levie and Lichtenstein 2010).“What is required to build a successful 
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organization? What factors explain why some organizations are successful over the long-term 

while others fail after promising starts? (Flamholtz 1995, p. 41). The same questions are 

raised by Klofsten (2009), who believes that the prerequisites for successful organization and 

growth are created early in a company‘s life and looks at how various blocks are present or 

absent for securing a business platform. The core of their theoretical reasoning is that all 

companies must secure growth for their business on the basis of various strategic building 

blocks. Klofsten presents his building blocks as a platform, while Flamholtz has a hierarchical 

approach in which markets, products and services, and various critical resources are 

positioned on a fundamental level. Systems for operational management and management 

systems are found at a higher level in this hierarchy. At the top of the "pyramid", Flamholtz 

has placed corporate culture such as values, beliefs and norms. According to Flamholtz, the 

strategic building blocks are needed to different degrees at different phases of the company‘s 

lifecycle. A movement to a higher growth level requires a well-executed previous level. If that 

is not the case, the organization will encounter temporary difficulties. The company‘s 

competitive advantage should primarily be built up within the four highest pyramid levels, 

which are harder to copy than the conditions at the lower levels.  

How should qualitative growth in business platforms be studied? Klofsten 

(2009) argues that two basic conditions must be fulfilled to grow a business platform. First, 

the company has to secure the resource inflow into the organization and then there must be a 

capability within the company to manage these resources. Furthermore, the business platform 

has to manage both an internal and an external direction. While doing so, the company has to 

develop an internal structure that can organize resources and, externally, the company must 

establish contacts with various stakeholders such as suppliers, customers and financiers, 

among others. According to Klofsten, a platform consists of building blocks or pillars that all 
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need to be in place at an early stage in the company‘s lifecycle. The pillars are: idea, product, 

market, organization, driving force, competence, customers and other relationships.  

We believe the most significant progress for understanding quantitative growth 

comes from using the lifecycle model, where the entire life span of a firm is considered in 

biological terms such as gestation, birth, growth and death. In this particular field of research, 

various researchers have utilized, criticized and developed their predecessors‘ models. 

However, most models are constructed in the same way. Based on a timeline, the various 

stages of development in a company‘s lifetime have been illustrated (Adizes 1979; Churchill 

and Lewis 1983; Kroeger 1974; Masurel and van Montfort 2006). This stream of research has 

been criticized, inter alia because it considers growth as organic and thus ignores other 

different ways to grow, as there could be several qualitatively different paths for company 

growth, not all of which follow one model only. Nowadays there are a lot of ―hybrid‖ models 

such as franchising, joint venture companies, etc., which makes it easier for businesses to 

grow while reducing resource requirements and overlapping deficiencies in conductivity. 

(McKelvie and Wiklund 2010) 

Although most scientists agree that this is where the research focus should be, 

only a few previous studies have focused on growth as a qualitative process. The most 

common way to study growth is in strong contrast to this process-oriented approach. 

Achtenhagen, Naldi, and Melin (2010) believe that the traditional approach limits influence 

from the practitioners‘ views on growth and that this must be highlighted. Mckelvie and 

Wiklund (2010) identify more problems in this approach by previous research. A company 

can achieve growth by increasing marketing, while another company may instead grow thanks 

to the launch of a new product, which may in turn affect the profitability of the company.  On 

the basis of different modes of growth, McKelvie and Wiklund suggest that future research in 

growth should focus firstly on ―how‖ firms grow instead of ―how much‖. However, there are 



8 

 

example studies of growth using qualitative yardsticks. Normann (1975) highlights the 

advance of accumulated knowledge and learning as a way to measure growth. Previous 

research also outlines other possibilities. 

We argue that qualitative growth may be studied to take at least some 

heterogeneity into account. According to Klofsten (2009), business is about building a 

sustainable business platform that could be made up of different qualities. We believe that 

there are a variety of business platforms that are identifiable on the basis of how women 

defining growth. Based on the thematization of growth, we can discern different platforms in 

women‘s businesses. Altogether, the above discussion leads to the first research question in 

this study: 

Research Question 1. Are there discernable patterns of growth aspirations that 

could contribute to constituting a set of prominent overarching qualitative growth platforms 

among women entrepreneurs? 

Next, we turn our attention to how women may be motivated to grow the above 

posited business platforms. Although the platform concept may provide a fruitful path for 

growth studies, which could potentially complement the traditional quantitative approaches, 

earlier research in entrepreneurship shows that motivation plays an important role in 

explaining and understanding entrepreneurial decisions, especially those related to firm 

growth and how qualitative growth-related business platforms are developed. The results of 

previous research show that there is a positive correlation between growth and motivation for 

growth (Delmar and Wiklund 2008; Kolvereid and Bullvag 1996) whereby it seems crucial to 

consider motivational aspects to attempt to understand various directions for qualitative 

growth. There are various theories that try to explain why individuals start up and run their 

own companies. Researchers in business studies assume that the motive is related to a vested 
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interest, while motivational psychologists look for an explanation based on impulses, instincts 

and needs. A vast number of driving forces have been identified, which vary over time within 

individuals, but also between individuals. One conclusion that can be drawn is that companies 

are started by many different sorts of people for many different reasons (Persson 1997). 

McClelland‘s (1961) theory, that individuals start their own companies because of their need 

for achievement, is widely accepted in the field of psychology. Although perhaps more 

discussed, another typical characteristic of entrepreneurs is the need for inner control (Rotter 

1966). Schumpeter (1934) argues that the entrepreneur is driven by psychological goals over 

economic goals. ―The dream and the will to found a private kingdom,……. the will to 

conquer,…… and the joy of creating‖ (ibid. p. 93). Statements like these suggest that it is 

important to consider at least some heterogeneity in growth and to incorporate a variety of 

growth ambitions when studying qualitative growth. In short, it may be the case that all 

entrepreneurs are motivated for qualitative growth in some area. This discussion leads to the 

second research question: 

Research Question 2. Are there patterns of motivation that support a view that 

there is a high level of growth aspirations in all the identified overarching qualitative growth 

platforms in Research Question 1 among women entrepreneurs? 

The literature contains several statements that support an argument that suggests 

that individual entrepreneurs may change motivation in order to grow individual platforms. 

For example, research has stated that ―some nascent entrepreneurs who evidence high passion 

for entrepreneuring lose the fire of passion as the venture grows, just as some entrepreneurs 

with passion for discovering high value-added market opportunities are willing to let others 

take their ideas and extract market value by further growing the venture‖ (Cardon et al. 2009, 

p. 526). Not all companies have a desire to grow conventionally, i.e. by increasing the number 
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of employees or sales (Achtenhagen, Naldi, and Melin 2010; Davidsson 1991). Over time, 

many companies change their goals and prefer to grow with help of network models instead 

of employing themselves, which implies the use of a qualitatively different growth model than 

other companies who do this internally (Achtenhagen, Naldi, and Melin 2010). Growth may 

be associated with risk; avoiding risk shapes the growth process in order to avoid necessary 

sacrifices by the owner (Leitch, Hill, and Neergaard 2010). In order to avoid these sacrifices 

the entrepreneurs sometimes start to try to find a more modest level at which to operate their 

business than they do initially (Cliff 1998). According to Fisher (2006), it is a voluntary 

choice made by women for their businesses to remain small. Growth is stressful and demands 

on the owners may conflict with their desired lifestyle. While women entrepreneurs may want 

to grow in some platforms in one occasion, this may change over time. 

In this vein, we may discuss the possibility of certain movements of growth 

motives. According to classical Maslow (1943) thinking, human beings are motivated by 

unsatisfied needs. These needs could be arranged in a hierarchy of prepotency in which 

earlier, more basic needs must be adequately satisfied before a higher need will be demanded. 

―…a want that is satisfied is no longer a want.‖ (ibid. p. 375). The basic need hierarchy has 

five levels. The bottom of the hierarchy is where physiological needs, such as hunger, are 

found. At the next level are the safety needs, followed by the love needs. Love needs are here 

referred to as affection and belongingness needs. The second-highest level of hierarchy 

consists of esteem needs. The satisfaction of esteem needs leads to feelings of being useful 

and necessary. Even if these four levels of needs are satisfied, something that will motivate 

person to go on and on is the need for self-actualization. ―This tendency might be phrased as 

the desire to become more and more what one is, to become everything that one is capable of 

becoming.‖ (ibid. p. 382). The theory was first used in clinical psychology, but in the 1960s it 

was also used as a model to explain work-motivation in organizations (Wolvén 2000). It is 
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often argued that Maslow‘s theory must be viewed as an approximation of reality, as 

empirical studies show that a need at a higher level could be desired even if an earlier, more 

basic need yet is unsatisfied. Thanks to its simplicity it gives, however, an understanding of 

what is important in people‘s lives. 

Inspired by hierarchical classification and movements of motives, we believe it 

is reasonable to assume that extrinsic growth needs are replaced by intrinsic growth 

motivation when the extrinsic needs are fulfilled. Research into motivation usually makes a 

distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. The difference depends on whether an 

act is valuable in itself or if it leads to a reward. A behavior is extrinsically motivated if the 

situation ―provides satisfaction independent of the actual activity itself” (Calder and Staw 

1975, p. 599). Intrinsic motivation is ―valued for its own sake and appears to be self-

sustained‖ (ibid.). Money is an example of extrinsic motivation because it provides indirect 

satisfaction of the action (Osterloh and Frey 2000). The intrinsic motivation is instead due to 

enjoyment and comes from within a person. This could be the desire to master a task or 

something that sparks the individual‘s interest. The difference between the two motivations is 

due to whether individuals obtain satisfaction from the task directly from performing the tasks 

themselves or indirectly through a reward (Young Sung and Nam Choi 2009). 

Against this background, we argue that one conclusion why women fail to grow 

quantitatively is associated with their goals when entering business. It‘s often argued that 

women run businesses to pursue intrinsic goals instead of financial gain (Carter and Marlow 

2007). Collins- Dodd et al. (2004) oppose the previous conclusion. “…women with a stronger 

motivation to establish a public practice to balance work and family experienced more 

positive financial outcomes, while for men the same motivation reduced financial 

performance.‖ (ibid. p.395). Previous growth-studies show that women strive for loyal 

customers or increases in sales and that ―growth in employees‖ ―personal wealth creation‖ 
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and ―contribution to the community‖ are less prioritized goals (Morris et al. 2006). As such, it 

may be expected, or it should at least be considered, that when extrinsic motives are met 

intrinsic ones are targeted. Such a classification would be in line with the original Maslow 

arguments. Entrepreneurship literature has found significant support for such arguments. 

Ward (1997), for example, bases his figure of The Pyramid of Ownership on Maslow‘s 

thinking. The results of Ward‘s study show that ―the motivations toward the top of the 

pyramid are more compelling and durable reasons for continuing the family business another 

generation.‖ (Ward 1997, p. 335). Similar results are presented by Carland et al. (1995). They 

raised the question: ―What makes one entrepreneur content with a small business while 

another strives to dominate an industry?‖ (ibid, p. 3) The respondents‘ views of 

entrepreneurship were categorized in a hierarchical model inspired by Maslow. What was 

investigated was the individual‘s pursuit of basic needs, social acceptance, self-esteem and 

self-actualization. The results indicate that respondents with a higher entrepreneurial drive 

view their businesses as vehicles for achieving self-esteem and self-actualization. 

Respondents with a lower entrepreneurial drive instead viewed their firms as ways for 

providing basic financial needs. Thus, we ask the following question: 

 Research Question 3. Are there patterns of motivational accounts that support a 

transfer of growth aspirations between identified overarching qualitative growth platforms, 

from extrinsic needs to intrinsic needs, among women entrepreneurs? 

 We believe it may be reasonable that there are specific factors that determine the 

transfer of growth aspirations in the identified overarching qualitative platforms. A study by 

Davidsson (1989), shows that opportunity, as well as ability and need, has some unique effect 

on the characteristics of growth motivation. The ability factor involves experience and 

education. The need factor is based on age/maturity, size of company, need for achievement 
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and profitability. The opportunity factor includes variables such as rate of innovation, industry 

structure, market growth and customer structure.  

It is well known that women who run companies are well educated but they 

often lack managerial experience. This is something they receive in their own company. 

Furthermore, women tend to be more alone in their role as an entrepreneur. Previous studies 

show that women are often involved as a supportive person in their partner‘s company but, 

conversely, they do not receive the same support in their own businesses (Stevenson 1986). 

Studies show that the results of women‘s businesses improve with several owners (Growth 

Analysis 2010). For some entrepreneurs, growth experience leads to an increased desire to 

grow in certain areas, but the reverse situation also exists (Delmar and Wiklund 2008). 

Although it may be difficult to expect specific variables to determine the transfer from 

building extrinsic growth platforms to intrinsic growth platforms, measures such as education, 

company age, owner age and profits may be essential prerequisites for building intrinsic 

growth platforms rather than extrinsic ones.  

Research Question 4. Are there variables (such as education, company age, 

owner age and profits) that support a transfer of growth aspirations from identified extrinsic 

overarching qualitative growth platforms to intrinsic growth platforms among women 

entrepreneurs? 

Research Method and Analysis Model 

This research used a combination of a qualitative and a quantitative 

methodology to address the four research questions. In September 2010, a questionnaire was 

sent out, electronically, to 1088 women who run businesses in the region of Jämtland, a 

sparsely populated area in northern Scandinavia. 170 questionnaires did not reach the 

respondents; we got them back as mail delivery failure. This means that the survey reached 
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918 respondents. 307 of these respondents replied, representing a response rate of 33 percent. 

109 of the respondents did not answer the questions, furthermore, seven men answered the 

questions and these answers were removed. This means that the final number of observations 

reached 191 women entrepreneurs. The businesswomen in our study were well educated; 

more than half have a university education. The average age was 49 years, and most women 

were in the age range 46-60 years (48 percent) The majority of the businesswomen had been 

running their business for a long time. The majority of women own their business themselves, 

or have a high share of the ownership. The most common sector was trade, health care, 

tourism, consulting and education. The companies operated primarily as private firms (46 

percent) or limited liability companies (41 percent). The companies were small and the 

majority of the entrepreneurs have stated a turnover for 2009 of less than SEK 1 million (76 

percent). A third of the companies have indicated they have no staff costs.  

We used several procedures to code and analyze the data. The aim of this study 

was theory elaboration and establishment, drawing upon some previous guidance from past 

research and theory generation through inductive reasoning and empirical analyses. Data was 

analyzed by coding narrative statements from the survey into overarching themes of business 

platforms, descriptive frequency analysis and logistic regression analysis techniques. Elow, 

we briefly present the results of our empirical analyses.  

Analytical Analyses and Study Results  

Overarching Qualitative Growth Platforms  

In a first step, we coded narratives in the questionnaire associated with the 

question – ―How would you explain the concept of growth?”. We went through different 

accounts of what the women entrepreneurs considered to be growth several times. After 

several iterations, a pattern was developed in which we could discern five different themes 
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from the various definitions of growth. One was about being able to live off the company. 

In these cases, women have considered growth synonymous with: “profit”; “survival‖; 

“achieving a higher volume in the business” and so on. A second theme builds on the first, 

but here the respondents have clearly focused on stability and a wish to offer more 

products or reach a larger market: “Depends on the context, business: economic growth, 

more products in the enterprise/various services.” Or: “Growth is when you come up with 

new products which can be sold, which is incredibly difficult when the company is small. 

Most people want to buy cheaply from large companies.” A third theme was about hiring 

staff or creating jobs in the region: “Women who also create work for others, indirectly or 

directly.” “To create jobs in our community in order to attract more and younger 

inhabitants.” Some of the businesswomen do not express growth explicitly in terms of 

growing, instead they argue it is about competence and development for more than just the 

company. “Growth is when a company develops in a positive direction, not necessarily 

getting bigger, which will benefit the owners as well as employees and society as a whole.” 

Or: “It includes economic growth as well as skills. The difficulty with a company with 

large intangible assets is that they are harder to value than other assets. Growth in my 

view is also enhanced competence.” Finally, some businesswomen expressed growth in 

relation to yourself. It is about personal development and having fun. “Growing in a safe 

and sound manner so that I have time, and so it does not create pressure but is still fun and 

educational for me as a person.‖ Or: “Growth for me, in my business, is when I can find 

new things that improve my business in my business, education in my field and 

development. You must not stand still in your business, it is important to grow even in your 

self-employment, as it is then YOU succeed….” 

The most frequent definition of growth defines growth as the possibility to earn 

one‘s living – to survive. More than half of the business operators have defined growth in 
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this area. One-fifth sees growth as synonymous with stability, a similar proportion 

considers growth to be synonymous with creating jobs for others. A small number of the 

businesswomen consider growth to be equal to appreciation and personal development. 

Figure 1 presents the results for the different qualitative platforms.  

Figure 1 

Overarching growth platforms of women entrepreneurs 

 

 

Growth Aspirations in the Overarching Qualitative Growth Platforms 

We asked the extent to which the women were motivated to grow their company 

in accordance with their own definition of business growth. As indicated in Figure 2, there is 

a high growth ambition in the women‘s companies, 85 percent of the respondents believe that 

growth in the business is very important or fairly important in all the growth platforms. There 

is no connection between the different types of growth and the ambitions for growth. Growth 

ambitions are high whether the company wants to grow to survive or grow by recruiting. This 

supported our initial hunch that growth ambition would be high for women entrepreneurs, but 

that this is found in and tied to different areas.  
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Figure 2 

Growth aspirations in growth platforms 

 

 

The Transfer of Growth Aspirations from Extrinsic Needs to Intrinsic Needs  

Based on the thematization of growth, our accounts could distinguish different 

platforms in the women‘s businesses. We also discovered that there were similarities with the 

hierarchy of needs that Maslow (1943) has constructed. The women have defined growth 

depending on where they are in their business cycle and what motivates them to grow. 

Moreover, we also noticed that the growth ambitions in the business platforms can be 

regarded as intrinsic or extrinsic. Therefore, we placed the different themes in a hierarchical 

structure in which the themes also can be assumed to represent the various business platforms 

(Figure 3). 
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Figure 3 

Growth Platforms and Motivation in a Hierarchical Model. 

 

 

According to women who run companies in the business platforms Survive and 

Stability, growth is about creating profitability in the company. Motivation to grow can be 

assumed to be extrinsically motivated, because growth leads to an indirect result of the action. 

Women who run their business on a platform further up the hierarchy express the motivation 

to grow in a different way. Instead it is about contributing to society or obtaining appreciation, 

which can be considered to be intrinsically motivated.  

We noticed that the motivation to grow and the transfer of growth ambitions 

implied a change in attention to building and developing different individual building blocks 

in each overarching qualitative business platform. To achieve the different levels of 

motivation, we noticed that women entrepreneurs seem to build their businesses based on a 

transfer of different hierarchical business platforms, and from paying attention to different 

building blocks. We identified these strategic building blocks from an open survey question: 
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What is the main challenge in your business right now? Figure 4 illustrates the different 

building blocks and motivators for each business platform. 

Figure 4 

Business platforms and strategic building blocks. 

 

 

Determinants of Movements between Different Business Platforms 

We analyzed the reasons for moving between the different business platforms. 

We performed a logistic regression for separate movements from extrinsic factors to intrinsic 

factors. In an analysis of ownership, profits, individual age, business age and education, we 

found two factors to be significant: ownership structure and past earnings. Ownership is 

negatively significant, which means that more owners will lead to a higher, more 

instinctually-motivated business platform level (p<.05). Past earnings also determine the 

extent to which women entrepreneurs turn to developing more intrinsic business platforms 

(p<.05).  
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Concluding Remarks  

This study is a response to the lack of research into qualitative growth. Four particular 

research questions guided the orientation of this research project: (1) Are there discernable 

patterns of growth aspirations that could contribute to constituting a set of prominent 

overarching qualitative growth platforms among women entrepreneurs? (2) Are there patterns 

of motivational accounts that supports a view that there are high level of growth aspirations in 

identified overarching qualitative growth platforms among women entrepreneurs? (3) Are 

there patterns of motivational accounts that support a transfer of growth aspirations between 

identified overarching qualitative growth platforms from extrinsic needs to intrinsic needs 

among women entrepreneurs? and (4) Are there variables (such as education, company age, 

owner age and profits) that support a transfer of growth aspirations from identified extrinsic 

overarching qualitative growth platforms to intrinsic growth platforms among women 

entrepreneurs? We showed that qualitative growth could be captured through an orientation 

towards growth, and securing ―strategic bricks‖ in a set of different business platforms, in 

which patterns could be understood as growth aims that took five different forms: survival, 

stability, work creation, appreciation and personal development. We also showed that growth 

motivations were high among the women entrepreneurs regardless of in which business 

platform they aspired to grow, that the focus of growing business platforms could change and 

a natural change is a turn from growth of extrinsic platforms when building blocks in those 

platforms are established and secured and that variables such as profits and ownership may 

explain such transfer of growth ambitions. 

The study makes several important contributions to previous research. While 

acknowledging growth as the building of various business platforms, we take an approach that 

goes against the traditional view of quantitative growth. Obviously, this leads to a different set 

of implications. For example, society considers growth in terms that means it expects 
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companies to employ additional staff. However, our study suggests this growth behavior is 

not detected in the women‘s businesses until they reach a certain platform in their business. In 

a first stage, the company must achieve profitability and the ability to earn one‘s living. This 

enables women entrepreneurs to secure a basic level business platform. Before the 

businesswomen dare and strive to employ others, they also want to have achieved stability in 

the company, which gives them a basis for hiring. Entrepreneurs who have completed a 

period of growth have a different view of growth, formulating a wish for a good reputation 

and appreciation. At that point, additional employees may come into the picture. Another 

example is that our study provides an alternative perspective to growth ambitions. The results 

show great ambitions for growth among women entrepreneurs, irrespective of which platform 

they belong to. This supported our initial hunch that growth ambition would be high for 

women entrepreneurs, but that it is found in and tied to different areas. Previous research 

often suggests that growth ambitions are limited, but this can be because women aim for 

growth and define growth in different terms to those used by researchers and the society in the 

conventional consideration of business growth.  

Our study shows that the long-term goal of women‘s entrepreneurship is, in many 

ways, about growing business platforms related to personal development. Therefore, the 

driving force to grow will remain as long as the company lives, and business women may 

have historically moved from the specified platforms to orient themselves for such growth. 

We found that a prerequisite for moving is that the economy allows such a movement. 

Entrepreneurs who run their business in the intrinsically-motivated platforms have reached 

profitability in their business, to justify other needs than the extrinsically-based motives that 

are key to the survival and stability of business platforms. Furthermore, the results show that 

entrepreneurs with shared ownership reached a higher level of motivation. The conclusion we 
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have drawn from this is that companies run by several owners manage to achieve the 

conditions required in the extrinsically-motivated platforms. 

Altogether, we believe our study highlights the potential for research that 

acknowledges qualitative growth. Applying a qualitative and process-oriented approach to the 

notion of growth leaves the conclusion that many women are running businesses based on 

long-term intrinsically-motivated needs, but that in a short-term perspective they aim for 

progressive growth from an extrinsically-motivated perspective. This is an implication that is 

vastly different to those who claim that women‘s entrepreneurship can be characterized by a 

lack of growth ambitions. Research needs, at least sometimes, to consider not only looking at 

growth from a merely quantitative perspective, i.e. increased sales, profits and employees. We 

realize that our approach has several limitations and that we have identified a view of 

qualitative growth that is restricted. The approach may be overly simplified and it could 

perhaps be replaced by alternative, more developed approaches. As such, we believe we have 

brought forward a suggestion that could be further developed by future studies and 

refinements. 
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      Annex I 

 

A view of the Respondents 

N = 191,  

Data      Data     

  30 or younger 4%    0-2  14% 

Age 31-45  37%  Ownership,  2-5  26% 

  46-60 48%   age 6-9 16% 

  61 or older 11%    10  or more 44% 

  Primary School 4%    Ltd 41% 

Education Highschool 45%  Corporate form Privat firm 46% 

  University, 3 years 35%    Unlimited partnership 9% 

  University, 5 years 16%    Others 4% 

  100% 53%    Start 13% 

Ownership % 51-99% 3%  Lifecycle  Growth 53% 

  50% 28%   phase Maturity 22% 

  20-49% 6%    Decline 8% 

  0-20% 10%    Closure/Dormant 4% 

  0 kr 7%    0 kr 32% 

Sales 2009 (SEK) 1 - 50 000 22%  Personnel costs 1 - 50 000 16% 

  50 001- 200 000  16%  (SEK) 50 001-200 000 13% 

  200 001-500 000 13%    200 001 - 500 000 14% 

  500 001 - 1 Million 18%    500 001 - 1 Million 7% 

  1 Million or more 24%    1 Million or more  18% 

  Trade 15%    Agriculture, Forestry 6% 

Industry sector Health care  12%  Industry sector Cultural Industry 5% 

  Tourism 11%    Hotel/Restaurant 4% 

  Consultancy 10%    Creative industry 4% 

  Education 10%    Information & Com. 3% 

  Manufacturing 10%    Communication 3% 

  Craft 7%    
Construction & 

Transp. 2% 

 


