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Abstract
New and small firms are important for the national economic growth, and hence 
there is a growing interest among policy makers and researchers in understand-
ing the start-up processes among new ventures in order to facilitate more new 
venture creations. Prior research addressing new ventures’ start-up processes 
focus mainly on the individual behind the venture or different activities in the 
start-up process. The overall purpose of this study is to increase the understand-
ing of new venture start-up processes, particularly by comparing academic spin-
offs and non-academic ventures. This purpose includes giving a holistic picture 
of the start-up processes, and therefore my study addresses the individual entre-
preneur, the new venture and the activities undertaken during the start-up proc-
ess. To meet the overall purpose, six case studies have been conducted, where 
three founders of new ventures in each type of venture has been interviewed and 
complementary secondary data has been collected. The findings imply that the 
start-up process differs between academic spin-offs and non-academic ventures, 
mainly due to their origin. In addition, three factors have influenced the start-up 
process and the outcome of it. First, the entrepreneur(s) affect(s) the idea formu-
lation, the business concept and the recognized opportunity. Second, the ven-
ture’s business concept affects what activities the new venture has to undertake 
in order to get a successful start-up. Third, the venture’s entry strategy also af-
fects what activities have to be undertaken in order to reach the targeted market 
and to get competitive advantages over existing companies. Similarly, the start-
up process itself can cause changes in the business concept as well as in the ven-
ture’s entry strategy. Moreover, the findings also imply that academic spin-offs 
have a more complex start-up process than non-academic ventures. This com-
plexity might be due to the academic spin-offs’ more significant dependency on 
external resources, which they got access to through cooperation and networking 
and by early establishing a professional board of directors. The non-academic 
ventures could to a larger extent manage their start-up process by relying on 
their own resources and competencies. Consequently, there is a need to distin-
guish between academic spin-offs’ and non-academic ventures’ start-up proc-
esses in order to facilitate a more effective creation of new ventures and thereby 
economic growth in a region or a nation.  

Keywords: new venture creation, business start-up, start-up processes, entre-
preneurship, academic spin-offs, entrepreneurial processes, entrepreneurial 
strategy, market entry, business idea, business concepts, business plan.
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1. Introduction 
This study is about entrepreneurship and especially about new venture creation. 
This introductory chapter first describes why this topic is of immediate interest 
to study, and then illustrates how my research, and interest, concerning the 
creation of new ventures has developed and transformed during my time as a 
doctoral student.  

1.1 Background

There has been a growing interest in entrepreneurship, i.e. the creation of or-
ganizations and the process by which new organizations come into existence, 
(Gartner, 1988), and among policy makers and researchers in supporting new 
ventures and existing small and medium-sized firms. This can be related to the 
new ventures’ importance for employment and economic growth. In Norrbotten, 
the northernmost district of Sweden, in which Luleå is located, as well as in the 
whole country, large companies have by tradition been of great importance to 
the economy and the wealth of society. As a result of the increased globalization 
and the continued rationalizations, these multi-national companies’ importance 
has decreased, especially concerning new job creation. Consequently, interest 
has shifted towards small and medium-sized ventures, seeing that these ventures 
are of vital importance for employment as well as for increase in production, 
wealth and economic growth. In addition, since the mortality rate of start-up 
ventures is higher than for older companies, the new ventures are considered 
highly dynamic, and thus tend to represent high numbers in terms of both job 
creation and job losses. There are however differences in opinion about the po-
tential of new small ventures to create new jobs. Birch (1979), in his frequently 
cited study, found that the small firms accounted for the majority of new jobs in 
US1, whereas Armington and Odle (1982) and Brown and Hamilton (1990) 
stated that small firms’ share of new jobs was not particularly impressive, espe-
cially not for long-term jobs. A general understanding today is however that 
small firms and new venture creation play a vital role in modern societies. The 
contribution of new ventures to job creation may moreover vary over the eco-
nomic cycle and in different economic contexts (Autio, 2005).  

How then does the new venture creation rate appear in different countries? A 
large international investigation, undertaken by the Global Entrepreneurship 
Monitor (GEM) in 2003, shows that Sweden, compared to other countries, is 
positioned at the bottom of the table of new venture creations in relation to the 
nation’s population (see Figure 1). This indicates that there are not enough new 
(or existing) small ventures in Sweden that can promote new job opportunities 

                                          
1 Similar results were presented for Sweden in 1994 by Davidsson, Lindmark & Olofsson. 
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or facilitate the national (or regional) economic growth. Another problem of 
relevance to this issue is the low survival rate among new ventures. Resent re-
search on survival rates among new start-up companies in Sweden shows that 
barely 60% of the new companies survive more than three years (ITPS, 2006).  

Figure 1. The number of new start-up companies. Source: GEM (2003) 
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Figure 2 shows that most of the new start-ups in 2001 were started in the service 
sector, i.e. 29,618 of totally 35,431 ventures, compared to only 5,813 in the in-
dustry sector. Conversely, the survival rate2 among new firms in the industry 
sector was 69%, whereas it was only 60% for the firms in the service sector. 
Adding the low survival rate to the low rate of start-ups in Sweden underlines an 
increased importance of research and support in entrepreneurship, especially 
with regard to start-up processes among different types of ventures, in order to 
understand and facilitate new venture creation. 

                                          
2 Measured as survival three years after start-up. 
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Figure 2. The survival rate among new firms three years after their start-up, ITPS 
(2006)
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Recognizing new ventures’ importance for job creation and economic growth, 
new venture creation is, and should be, of immediate interest to everyone inter-
ested in understanding and promoting the development of a dynamic and healthy 
economy. The statistical information shown above raises questions such as, how 
can the rate of new venture creation be increased in Sweden, and, how can new 
venture creation be facilitated and supported? Similarly, how can the survival 
rate among new start-ups be increased, and what are the necessary conditions for 
new firms to survive longer than three years?  

Despite a growing interest in new firm creation, one of the least understood fea-
tures of modern societies is the process of creating a new venture (Reynolds & 
White, 1997). Entrepreneurs, researchers and policy makers that I have met dis-
cuss the importance of new venture creation and how to support this process in 
order to increase the actual number of small and medium-sized firms. Several of 
these discussions have revealed an understanding that starting a new business is 
not a uniform process, but instead dependent on different factors inside and out-
side the new venture. In the essence of these discussions lies for example an un-
derstanding that the start-up processes differ between non-academic ventures 
and academic spin-offs, but the knowledge of what it is that differs is limited. 
According to Autio (2005), differences in term of income level and education 
may be suggested to understand trade-offs involved in choosing to start different 
types of new ventures. Recognizing that new venture founders originating from 
technological or knowledge-intensive environments may drive innovation and 
technical changes and thereby generate economic growth (Schumpeter, 1934). 
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Autio specifically studied how new firm creation relates to income and educa-
tion level in a number of countries. Autio’s study shows that high-expectation 
entrepreneurial activity (i.e. high growth expectation in terms of number of ex-
pected employees hired by new companies) is over-represented in high-income 
groups as well as among well-educated individuals (sees Figure 3). Among new 
ventures, over 71% of high-expectation activity occurs among individuals who 
belong to the highest third in the household income segment, whereas of low-
expectation new venture managers only 21.4% belong to this segment.  Simi-
larly, nearly 53 % of high-expectation new venture managers have completed a 
post secondary or higher education degree, whereas 52.1 % of the low-
expectation new venture managers only had some secondary education.

Figure 3. Comparison of high-expectation and low-expectation baby-businesses: Global 
sample - Income level and education, Autio (2005) 

The explanation of the differences between these two groups might, according to 
Autio, be that a high household income and high human capital go hand-in-
hand, where individuals that are better off can afford higher education, and/or 
higher education leads to higher income. In addition, because many important 
entrepreneurial skills (such as visioning, analysis, imagination, search skills) 
may be expected to be enhanced by education, high human capital itself may 
boost growth expectations. 
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Based on the discussion above, it is interesting to reflect upon the differences 
involved as regards the creation of or decision to start a high versus low tech-
nology venture. For example, if well-educated founders have attained important 
entrepreneurial skills, would this not consequently result in these founders hav-
ing an easier start-up process than others who have not got the same amount of 
facilitating education? It could hence be argued that low-educated founders have 
a more complex start-up process than well-educated founders due to the lack of 
appropriate education. However, if higher education is assumed to be related to 
more sophisticated and complicated business concepts, this could per se also 
implicate a more complex start-up process. In addition, is the result of higher 
education that the founders start a high-tech venture and do not engage in low-
tech venture creation at all, and that low-educated founders consequently do not 
engage in high-tech ventures? Or has the decision to start one or the other type 
of venture to do with other influencing factors than education, like prior work or 
enterprise experiences, for instance? Similarly, could the new venture’s business 
concept also influence the start-up processes depending on its origin, i.e. if it is 
knowledge-based or just a replication of an earlier or existing business model? 

From the above discussion of educational level, it can be assumed that people 
with a low education will start a venture in areas that do not require a high level 
of education, whereas highly educated people will start a high technology ven-
ture or an academic spin-off based on their university research and/or education. 
In their study of academic spin-offs, Delmar, Wiklund and Sjöberg (2003) found 
that different types of education lead to differences in human capital and there-
fore the individuals pursue different entrepreneurial opportunities. Moreover, the 
education also affects the probability of becoming self-employed and whether a 
business becomes a primary or secondary source of income. The result of this 
study shows that fewer than 50% of those who become self-employed have their 
venture as a primary source of income, or in other words work full-time in the 
company. This raises questions about incentives to start new ventures as a pri-
mary source of income. Is it that founders of non-academic ventures are more 
likely to work full-time with their venture than founders from the university?  Or 
are the non-academic ventures’ founders forced to work full-time whereas the 
founders of academic spin-offs do not? Delmar, Wiklund and Sjöberg argue that 
many individuals with post-graduate education work at universities, and that 
universities usually allow or even encourage their employees to start new ven-
tures at the same time as they are employed at the university. But will this part-
time (or parallel) self-employment improve job creation and economic growth in 
Sweden? Or, do founders from universities need other types of encouragement 
than non-academic founders to increase their opportunities to become fully self-
employed?  
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To summarize, to enhance and to facilitate the creation of new small and me-
dium-sized ventures, and thereby the creation of new job opportunities and eco-
nomic growth, there is a need to understand the ventures’ start-up processes and 
the factors influencing these processes. As mentioned, there might be some dif-
ferences in educational levels as well as in incentives to start a new venture be-
tween different founders, and there might also be differences in the origin of 
new business opportunities between different types of ventures. Therefore, in 
order to develop an increased understanding of new venture creation processes, 
and to be able to facilitate the creation of new ventures, this study aims to iden-
tify and clarify the differences between non-academic venture and academic 
spin-off venture creation. In this context, prior studies of the topic of start-up 
processes have often been designed to fit a deductive approach of research. This 
study, on the contrary, had an inductive start since this approach, according to 
Bygrave (1989), might be more useful to the research field of entrepreneurship 
(see chapter three for further discussion), and it all began in the fall of 2003.

1.2  An evaluation of new venture creation and support 

In the fall of the year 2003, the municipality of Luleå wanted to evaluate their 
new firm creation support in order to see how it had developed from 1998 to 
2003. This was of great importance in order to generate knowledge and under-
standing about new venture creation for future discussions of new venture de-
velopment and the support needed in order to increase entrepreneurship in the 
region. Luleå University of Technology was assigned the task to conduct this 
evaluation, and I myself was hired by the university to do the job. During the 
evaluation I searched in the support actor’s (called Priorum) database for infor-
mation about how many had started a new venture between 1998 and the sum-
mer of 2003, how many of these start-up ventures were created by women, at 
what age they started the venture, and what education and prior experiences they 
had, what mode of venture they founded and in what industry, what the ven-
ture’s business concept was, if they were single founders or not, if they had em-
ployees in the beginning, if they chose alternative careers after participating in 
new venture support programs, what had influenced and affected their decisions, 
if there were differences in their career or start-up choices with regard to their 
background, choice of industry, geographical location, and so forth.   

This study3 showed among other things that 837 persons had started a new ven-
ture in Luleå from 1998 until the summer of 2003. Of these founders 58 % were 
female and 42 % were male, and they started a venture at an average age of 41 
years. Moreover, the most common mode of venture was private firms, and the 
survival rate among all new ventures after three years of business was 80 %, 
                                          
3 AR2004:60, Priorums nyföretagarverksamhet – En studie om stödjande insatser för nya företagare i 
Luleå kommun under perioden 1998-2003 by Sari Roininen, Luleå University of Technology.  
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which was slightly higher compared to the average rate of 70 % in the entire 
country. Most of the founders were single founders, they started their venture in 
an area related to their prior experience or education, and 73 % of them did not 
have any employees in the beginning. The majority of the founders had partici-
pated in some new venture support activity before, during or after their start-up. 
Those persons who did not start a new venture after their participation in a new 
venture support activity mainly chose to get a job or became unemployed.  

The evaluation of new venture creation and support gave me insights into the 
topic of new venture creation, and thus my interest, and a need to learn more 
about new venture creation, grew. However, this evaluation will not be included 
in this thesis, as it merely served as a base for my own understanding of new 
venture creation, as well as a basis for the municipality’s further development of 
their new venture creation support activities.  

1.3  The career development of nascent entrepreneurs 

As a result of the evaluation, questions arose in my head such as: Why did it 
look like this? What had influenced and affected people’s decisions to start a 
new firm? Why were the entrepreneurs single founders and why did they not 
have employees? In order to get answers I chose to interview some of the entre-
preneurs who had started or were about to start a new venture, as well as persons 
who had decided not to, during the period in question. These interviews aimed 
to describe the individuals’ conditions and prerequisites in their start-up process, 
e.g. what motives they had, what opportunities they saw, if there were any ob-
stacles or opportunities in the process, if they got the support they needed or if 
they missed something, what their career had looked like and why they made the 
decisions they did.

The second study4 showed that four out of eight persons who started a new ven-
ture had some prior experiences of enterprise. They had started a venture earlier, 
been a joint owner, or had parents with their own businesses. In addition, more 
of the unemployed, those who had quit their prior work or been dismissed, as 
well as immigrants tended to start a venture with the basic motive of generating 
an income for a living. This could be due to the probability that these persons 
were forced, to a higher degree than employed people, to take decisions about 
their future career. Other motives for starting a new venture were foremost the 
opportunity to have influence on their own work, the opportunity to develop 
their idea, an option to continue with their prior work, and altered family or 
work conditions.

                                          
4 AR2004:62, En resa mot ett eget företagande – En studie av elva etablerade och potentiella företa-
gare i Luleå kommun, by Sari Roininen, Luleå University of Technology.  
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During these two studies my pre-understanding of start-up processes and the 
characteristics of the founders behind these new ventures grew and I started to 
search for some prior research in this field. I had a curiosity and a growing inter-
est in knowing more about different types of ventures and their start-up proc-
esses. One intriguing question emerging was whether prior education and ex-
perience from higher education and research did affect the start of new ventures. 
Could it be that the start-up processes of these newly studied non-academic ven-
tures differed from academic spin-offs’ start-up processes? 

1.4  A comparison between different modes of new ven-
tures

The aim of the third study was to compare non-academic ventures with aca-
demic spin-offs in order to increase my understanding of new venture’s start-up 
processes, and to see if there were any differences or similarities between their 
start-up processes. Some of the obvious differences were that they were founded 
in different environments and could thus have different prerequisites from the 
beginning. Moreover, non-academic ventures did not base their business idea on 
an innovation, whereas an academic spin-off often was a result from earlier 
product development or knowledge-intensive services. In order to get more in-
formation about the academic spin-offs’ start-up process, I continued my re-
search by conducting interviews with three founders of academic spin-offs in 
order to see if their start-up process differed from the start-up process I already 
knew about, i.e. that of the non-academic ventures. To get a comparable picture 
of the different start-up conditions, I had to make complementary interviews 
also with the three founders of the non-academic ventures from the second 
study.

The third study, which together with the second study largely makes up the basis 
of this thesis, pointed out that there were quite a number of differences between 
non-academic ventures’ and academic spin-offs’ start-up processes. For exam-
ple, the modes of the ventures differed; the academic spin-offs started a limited 
company while the non-academic ventures started a private firm. The academic 
spin-offs were also founded by two or more founders in contrast to single foun-
ders in the non-academic ventures. Moreover, the markets they were targeting 
differed as a result of the ventures’ business concepts, where the academic spin-
offs offered a new high technology product or service and the non-academic 
ventures did not, and this also led to the academic spin-offs targeting an imma-
ture and international market, whereas the non-academic ventures’ markets were 
more mature and local or national.  

In my search for an understanding of new venture’s start-up processes, I met a 
lot of people, researchers along with entrepreneurs and practitioners supporting 
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new firm creation that truly believed that there were differences between the 
creations of academic spin-offs and non-academic start-ups. But they could not 
exactly point out what the differences were. At this point of my research process 
I learnt from Summers (2000) that neither characteristics nor behaviour can ex-
clusively explain the complexity of entrepreneurship, so the aim of my research 
endeavour became to study the start-up process from a wider perspective, in-
cluding influences from the entrepreneur, the business concept and the venture’s 
market approach. With the collection of empirical data and a developed under-
standing of start-up processes in mind, I started to thoroughly study prior re-
search and literature on this topic. Thereby, I could add a more developed theo-
retical understanding to my empirical findings and construct a theoretical frame-
work that I could use to analyze my findings. 

1.5  The general outline of the thesis 

The research process described above has developed my understanding of what 
entrepreneurship is about and how start-up processes progress. By understanding 
a phenomenon I mean an overall understanding of the start-up process and its 
influencing factors, similarly to Rantakyrö (2004), who says that understanding 
a phenomenon can be referred as an interpretive approach of a study. This thesis 
strives to increase the understanding of different ventures’ start-up processes by 
comparison between non-academic and academic spin-offs. During the evalua-
tion of Luleå’s venture creation support program and the interviews with the 
founders of non-academic ventures, academic spin-offs, and those who did not 
start a new venture, my understanding of new venture creation grew into seeing 
that the start-up process was dependent on at least three factors. First, the find-
ings suggested that the entrepreneur him/herself influences how the start-up 
process will progress. This is because it is the individual behind the venture that 
for example makes all the decisions and has the knowledge required for starting 
and running the company. Second, the chosen business concept also determines 
the progress of the new venture creation, since it concerns the venture’s business 
idea, the chosen market and distribution channels, which in turn influences what 
activities have to be performed during the process. Finally, a third influencing 
factor is the ventures’ entries on the market, which to a great extent is influenced 
by the results of the start-up process and the chosen business concept. This in-
sight, generated from my empirical observations supplemented by some (al-
though not very elaborate) contributions from theory, thus constituted a first ten-
tative framework for this study (see chapter 2).

The disposition of this thesis is depicted in Figure 4 and then described. Since 
my research process initially had an inductively oriented approach with a start in 
empirical data collection, the next chapter (chapter 2) will only briefly describe 
the new venture creation from a theoretical point of view to get an understand-
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ing of the actual problem and why this topic is of interest. This is followed (in 
chapter 3) by my research design in order to give the reader an insight into how 
my research process has developed from an inductive start into an abductive ap-
proach together with my methodological considerations. After that, a description 
of six case studies, i.e. the newly started ventures’ start-up processes and their 
influential factors and problems, is presented in chapter 4. These case studies 
resulted in an understanding that some factors, such as the entrepreneur, the 
business concept and the venture’s market entry, were especially important for 
the different start-up processes, and thus formed a base for formulating a first 
tentative framework for my study. In chapter 5 I dig into the literature in the 
field in order to deepen my understanding of the phenomenon under study. This 
literature review in turn concludes with a construction of a theoretical frame-
work concerning new venture creation. The framework is then used in chapter 6 
to analyze my empirical data in order to find patterns and important factors re-
lated to different start-up processes. In addition, during this analysis a compari-
son between non-academic and academic spin-off ventures is made. Finally, this 
study ends with some concluding discussions and suggestions for further re-
search in chapter 7.
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Figure 4. The disposition of the thesis. 
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2. Research problem 
This chapter explains the theoretical points of departure and outlines the re-
search theme. This is made with the intention of arousing attention to the chosen 
subject and why it is an interesting field to study further. In completion the 
overall aim and research questions are brought forward which the remaining 
chapters tries to answer.

2.1 Background and problem

Why would it be interesting to study entrepreneurship, or as in this case start-up 
processes? Shane and Venkataraman (2000) state that there actually are three 
reasons for this; first, entrepreneurship is the means through which society con-
verts technological information into products and services, second, it is through 
entrepreneurship that temporal and spatial inefficiencies in an economy are dis-
covered, and third, entrepreneurially driven product and process innovations are 
crucial as engines driving the change process.  

It is widely acknowledged that new firms are a source of economic development 
and job creation (e.g. Birch, 1979; Storey, 1987; Davidsson et al., 1994; Thurik 
& Wennekers, 2004). As early as in the first decades of the last century, Schum-
peter (1934) recognized the role of the entrepreneur as a prime cause of eco-
nomic development, and he characterized an entrepreneur as an innovator that 
creates business through his or her new ideas. In other words, entrepreneurship 
drives innovation and technical change and thus generates economic growth. To 
be able to take advantage of a new opportunity, an entrepreneur creates a ven-
ture in order to commercialize the new idea. A new firm formation would there-
fore, according to Gatewood, Shaver and Gartner (1995), be the process that oc-
curs between the individuals’ intention to start a business and the venture’s first 
sale.

But under what circumstances do entrepreneurs commercialize their business 
idea? Previous research shows that entrepreneurs tend to start new firms in in-
dustries where their knowledge plays an important role. And because knowledge 
is inherently asymmetric, people may evaluate knowledge and new ideas differ-
ently (Kirzner, 1973; Audretsch, 1995b). People will start new firms in an at-
tempt to utilize the expected value of their new ideas, whereby some people will 
value a given idea more than others (Shane, Locke & Collins, 2003; Audretsch, 
Houweling & Thurik, 2004). Entrepreneurs have to have an ability to sense op-
portunities and then renew competences so that they achieve a proper fit with 
the changing business environment (Teece, 2002). Entrepreneurship, here re-
ferred to as the start-up process, is an important process by which knowledge is 
converted into products and services (Shane & Venkatamaran, 2000).
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In addition, Audretsch et al. (2004) state that industries in the early stage of their 
life cycle, and industries where R&D plays an important role, tend to be charac-
terized by high uncertainty, asymmetric knowledge and high cost of transacting 
that knowledge. Hence, new firms and their founders face uncertainty about the 
new idea with regard to the size of market demand, their own competence to 
meet the market’s demand and competition from other firms (Audretsch, 2002). 
As a result, the value of opportunities varies across industries (Shane et al., 
2003). Moreover, new firms go through a learning process where the most flexi-
ble and adaptable firms will be the most successful in adjusting to whatever the 
demands of the market are, and therefore have a greater chance of surviving 
(Audretsch, 1995b).

Considering the founders’ different values of their business ideas (Shane et al., 
2003) and the fact that the new ventures face different circumstances on the 
market (Audretsch, 2002), how can these founders and new ventures achieve 
competitive advantages in order to be profitable and to grow? Technology life-
cycle theories hold that new firms, contrary to existing firms, have an advantage 
when technologies are young and markets are fragmented (Shane, 2001), and it 
is the variation in the opportunities for new firms to innovate that shapes varia-
tion in their survival. Audretsch (1995a) found that barriers to survival appear to 
be more severe than barriers to entering a market, and that the difference in 
growth rates between a cohort of surviving firms and existing firms tends to be 
the greatest in the first six years subsequent to entry. It is the innovative activity 
that constitutes a barrier to survival and growth (Bain, 1956). In fact, an entrant 
can only hope to succeed if he or she either employs a new technology or offers 
a new product, or both (Geroski, 1995).

Bearing new firms’ competitive advantages and economic significance in mind, 
new ventures’ start-up conditions and prerequisites have earlier been studied by 
several researchers like Duchesneau and Gartner (1990); Shane (2001); Eck-
hardt and Shane (2003); Choi and Shepherd (2004) and Newbert (2005) to men-
tion some. However, only limited attention has been devoted in earlier research 
to the process through which academic spin-offs versus non-academic ventures 
are created. Are there any differences in these ventures’ creations? And if so, 
what are the differences? According to Deakins (1999), Shane (2004), and 
Grandi and Grimaldi (2005), the creation of an academic spin-off follows a dif-
ferent process compared to non-academic ventures. An academic spin-off is cre-
ated through a particular innovation process where innovative knowledge is 
generated by one or more persons related to a university (i.e. researchers, stu-
dents or other employees), and is then transferred to the marketplace in the form 
of a new venture. In contrast to these technology or knowledge driven start-ups, 
new venture founders can also exploit a hole on the market (Kirzner, 1973). This 
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might be an opportunity that non-academic ventures use more often than aca-
demic spin-offs as a base for their new venture creation, and therefore, their 
start-up process might also be less complex.  

Bygrave (1989) states that every firm’s start-up process is a disjointed, discon-
tinuous, and unique event that according to Lindholm Dahlstrand (2004) can 
consist of different intangible success factors. Thus, there is no ready-made so-
lution to the issue, but a venture has to be able to attract customers with its 
product or service in order to survive and succeed. There are different strategies 
that a venture can use in order to enter a market and create competitive advan-
tages. Schumpeter (1942) stresses that entrepreneurs destroy existing markets by 
entering with innovations, whereas Kirzner (1979) hypothesizes that market 
conditions pull entrepreneurs into markets by creating profit opportunities.  
Similarly, Walsh, Kirchhoff and Newbert (2002) state that new firms enter a 
market either through a technology push where new products/services require 
users to change their behaviour in order to make use of the product/service, or 
through recognition of potential demands, also called market pull.  

If the creation of new ventures differs and ventures also have different entry 
strategies, what does the development or creation of a new venture look like? 
According to Deakins (1999), the start-up process can occur over a considerable 
period of time and consist of stages and actions to be made by the venture. Some 
of these stages involve idea formulation, opportunity recognition and planning 
for example. Further, Deakins (1999) points out that the start-up process for high 
technology ventures may look somewhat different to non-academic ventures, 
since they might not have a product on the market during the first stages in the 
process. In addition, Carter, Gartner and Reynolds (1996) and Newbert (2005) 
suggest that there exists a common set of gestation activities for successful en-
trepreneurs, irrespective of whether the venture is low or high tech. For exam-
ple, all ventures search for financial support, buy facilities and equipment, and 
form a legal entity. In addition, Lazonick (2005) suggests that there are three 
common activities that all new firms must engage in to survive, i.e. financing, 
organizing and strategizing. This can be done by formulation of a business con-
cept that communicates a clear and detailed message of its mission and attrac-
tiveness to the market place (Ekvall, 1990, Grandi & Grimaldi, 2005). 

Newbert (2005) states that there have been several earlier studies on start-up 
processes, and it can be stated that some stages and activities in a start-up proc-
ess are common among all new ventures. However, there is still a need for re-
search on why these stages and activities are important for successful start-ups.
In particular, there is a lack of research comparing academic spin-offs’ and non-
academic ventures’ new venture creation processes, and therefore my interest 
grew in studying this phenomenon. In other words, to add to existing knowledge 
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about start-up processes, my aim was to get an understanding of why the activi-
ties and stages in a start-up process are significant for a successful new venture 
creation, and how different types of ventures are created. More specifically I be-
come interested in how the background of the entrepreneurs and the origin of 
their business ideas affected the start-up process. Is it the case, as Deakins 
(1999), Shane (2004), and Grandi and Grimaldi (2005) state, that the creation of 
an academic spin-off is a different process compared to that of non-academic 
ventures because of the degree of innovation? If it actually is the case that aca-
demic spin-offs and non-academic ventures do have different start-up processes, 
what are the consequences or outcomes of this? And, do the suggested influenc-
ing factors named in chapter one, i.e. the entrepreneur, the business concept and 
the venture’s entry strategy influence these start-up processes?

2.2 Purpose and objectives 

According to Shane and Venkataraman (2000), organization scholars are con-
cerned with three sets of research questions regarding entrepreneurship; 1) the 
process by which the creation of goods and services comes into existence, 2) by 
whom these opportunities are discovered and exploited, and 3) modes of action 
that are used in the entrepreneurial process. This thesis mainly studies the differ-
ences between academic spin-offs’ and non-academic ventures’ start-up proc-
esses, that is the process by which the creation of goods and services comes into 
existence. However, the start-up processes are carried out by individuals from 
different environments and with different experiences, which influences their 
recognition of business opportunities, exploitation of different business ideas 
and their particular mode of activities to achieve a successful start-up. Therefore 
these two research areas are also included as indirectly affecting the start-up 
process. An appropriate identification of differences between academic and non-
academic start-ups may lead to a better understanding of the start-up process and 
thereby provide a foundation for improved effectiveness in new firm creation 
and the support they need. Thus, the purpose of this study is to increase the un-
derstanding of new venture start-up processes, particularly by comparing aca-
demic spin-off ventures and non-academic ventures. The main research ques-
tions will therefore be: 

RQ 1. How does the start-up process look like in academic spin-offs versus 
non-academic ventures? Are there any differences or similarities? 

RQ 2. Why do the start-up processes look like they do in academic and non-
academic ventures respectively? If there are differences, what are they 
due to? 

Bygrave and Hofer (1991) suggest that the field of research on entrepreneurship 
should be shifted from focusing on and understanding the individual behind the 
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venture to understanding the whole entrepreneurial process. Since this thesis 
mainly deals with how a new venture can be created, and why the start-up proc-
ess with its activities and stages is important for being able to make a successful 
start-up, the focus is shifted from the individual level to an understanding of the 
whole start-up process. Through the comparison of non-academic ventures and 
academic spin-offs a contribution to the development of the entrepreneurship 
field should be made, especially since the focus is on the whole process, includ-
ing all the functions, activities and actions that relate to new business opportuni-
ties and venture creation (Bouchikhi, 1993), instead of parts of the process. As a 
result of this study’s initial inductive approach, where the founders were asked 
to tell their own start-up stories, my understanding of important factors in new 
venture creation extended. Thus, concepts like the entrepreneur, the business 
concept, the venture’s entry strategy, and the start-up process became important 
in this study, and they will constitute a tentative framework for analyzing my 
empirical data. In addition, to be able to understand the processes of creating a 
new venture, the venture’s progress during a period after the formal start-up is 
also included in the concept of the start-up process.

2.3 Entrepreneurship definitions 

There are many different definitions of entrepreneurship, where some scholars 
by entrepreneurship mean starting a new (often innovative) firm, while others 
see entrepreneurship as a general phenomena of talent that may be employed not 
only during the start-up of a new venture. As Landström (2005) points out, this 
research field may have different definitions of what entrepreneurship is, be-
cause this concept has been studied in various disciplines and with foci on dif-
ferent aspects of entrepreneurship, and might therefore result in different denota-
tions of entrepreneurship as a concept. Several references cited in my theoretical 
chapter may therefore originally use entrepreneurship as entrepreneurial activi-
ties undertaken by an entrepreneur in an established venture. Entrepreneurial 
activities, such as funding and exploiting new markets or offering the market 
new products and services, may however occur regardless of the time period 
during a firm’s development. Research addressing entrepreneurship in a broader 
meaning is therefore not per se disqualified in a study such as this, where entre-
preneurship is equal to the start-up process, and an entrepreneur is equal to the 
business founder who involves in the venture creation process and start-up ac-
tivities. This definition is in line with Gartner’s (1988) definition of entrepre-
neurship as a process by which new ventures come into existence.  

All new (and existing) ventures use some kind of business or entry strategy in 
order to achieve competitive advantages on the market. This strategy consists of 
how ventures approach their market, that is, how they choose to enter the mar-
ket, through technology push or market pull, through networks and alliances or 
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by themselves, if they are pioneers or followers and how they act on the market, 
i.e. if they act offensively or defensively, for example. Due to competition on 
the market, a venture might have to change its business concept, find new mar-
kets, create new products or in other ways improve the efficiency, for example. 
In this study I call this “entry strategy”, since all new ventures have to plan and 
think of how in the best way they could enter a market and attain competitive 
advantages over existing firms. In other words, new ventures have the same stra-
tegic options as existing firms, that is, to choose if they want to differentiate 
themselves or go for low price offerings, for example. The strategic decisions 
discussed in my theoretical chapter are therefore also valid for new ventures’ 
entry on a market in order to be profitable, even if the applied references refer to 
business strategizing among existing firms.  

There are two types of ventures studied in this thesis; first, non-academic ven-
tures and second, academic spin-offs. In this study academic spin-offs are equal 
to high technology or knowledge-intensive ventures, since they originate from 
university research, being ventures founded by students, researchers or other 
employees of the academia who had an idea they wanted to develop and com-
mercialize. The non-academic venture is defined as a venture that does not have 
its origin in academic or other research projects, and where the founders have a 
lower educational degree than the founders of academic spin-offs. 

2.4 The approach to the project 

Most studies of the business start-up processes fall into one of three areas, ad-
dressing either the entrepreneur, the environmental or regional characteristics, or 
the actual activities undertaken by entrepreneurs during the business start-up 
process (Rotefoss & Kolvereid, 2005). In order to increase the understanding of 
what affects the outcome of a new venture creation, this study is focused on the 
latter category, i.e. the actions that new ventures have undertaken in their start-
up processes. However, it is difficult to separate the new venture from the foun-
ders because, as Bygrave (1989) states, in a holistic understanding of the phe-
nomena they are seen as one, and therefore this study cannot neglect that the en-
trepreneurs affect the start-up processes. Similarly, since the entrepreneurial 
process (in this study seen as the start-up process) emerges in the interaction be-
tween the entrepreneur and the environment (Bouchikhi, 1993), the environ-
mental aspect is also seen as a factor indirectly affecting start-up processes and 
cannot therefore be neglected, if the ambition is to develop a more holistic un-
derstanding of different start-up processes. 

Moreover, the aim of a study can vary depending on the degree of development 
of the topic under study. If the knowledge about a certain phenomenon is lim-
ited, then an exploratory and descriptive study is useful for generating more in-
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formation, but if there is high awareness of the phenomenon, then a predictive 
study would give a greater theoretical contribution. This study is descriptive in 
the sense that I try to describe the spin-offs’ and non-academic ventures’ start-up 
processes respectively, since the knowledge about start-up processes is extensive 
but still lacks the understanding of why the activities and stages in a start-up 
process are significant for a successful new venture creation. Additionally, in 
order to get more knowledge about the significance of start-up processes, there 
is a need for more research based on comparisons between different start-up 
processes, like academic spin-offs and non-academic ventures for example. This 
study is also explanatory in the sense that I try to clarify the reasons behind why 
these start-up processes look different. 
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3. Research design 
In this chapter the methodological issues related to the present research are 
presented and discussed. Methodological considerations and choices used in 
order to answer the research questions are reported together with the overall 
research design and data collection techniques.

3.1 An inductive start towards an abductive approach 

Entrepreneurship is one of the youngest fields in management science and there-
fore it will need to develop its own theories and methods (Bygrave, 1989). By-
grave states that an “inspired inductive logic applied to exploratory, empirical 
research may be more useful than deductive reasoning from theory”. In addition, 
he asks for more empirical models that describe the observed phenomenon as 
accurately as possible, and more field research to understand the phenomenon, 
which in this study is the start-up process. This is in line with Jennings, Perren 
and Carter (2005) who point out that research methods based merely on objec-
tivity and with a deductive approach lead to development of a limited under-
standing of a social phenomenon. Therefore alternative paradigms such as stud-
ies aiming for a broader understanding of a social phenomenon, using inductive 
and abductive approaches, should contribute to the knowledge and understand-
ing of entrepreneurship. 

For me it was a matter of course to try to describe the non-academic ventures’ 
and academic spin-offs’ start-up processes as accurately as possible. Therefore, I 
started inductively, i.e. doing my empirical research before I studied the theory 
thoroughly in order to minimize prejudiced ideas (Chalmers, 1999). In other 
words, the new venture founders were asked to tell their own stories about their 
careers and what affected their choices and decisions along the way. I only told 
them in the beginning that I wanted to know what they had done after their 
graduation until the present (i.e. 2004) and why they had done it. Miller, Cardi-
nal and Glick (1997) state that a retrospective description of a recently occurred 
event is more accurate than if the informants were asked to recall events from a 
distant past. However, Chalmers (1999) states that research cannot entirely ex-
clude theoretical assumptions, and my pre-understanding of new venture crea-
tion also increased before the interviews with the academic spin-offs, since I 
briefly looked into some theories about new ventures’ start-up processes. There-
fore, I could ask the respondents to describe their idea generation, opportunity 
recognition, planning and preparatory activities, the entry and business begin-
ning, and the venture’s future development, when I perceived that they had left 
out information in their story. In addition, I interviewed the non-academic ven-
ture founders a second time to get additional answers about different stages in 
the start-up process. 
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The standard for a quality of conclusions requires a basic neutrality and reason-
able freedom from unacknowledged researcher biases (Miles & Huberman, 
1994). In other words the study’s findings should reflect the phenomenon stud-
ied as it actually happened in reality, and conclude with truthful results without 
influences from the researcher’s own interest or sets of values. In this study I 
have tried to describe the different start-up processes as accurately as possible, 
and used the founders’ own descriptions as far as possible, so that their own pic-
tures of their start-up processes would be as truthful as possible. However, I am 
aware that errors may appear, as these retrospective descriptions can be attrib-
uted to faulty memory or to attempts to put past behaviour in a positive light. 
However, retrospective descriptions are frequently used to understand decision-
making processes (Minzberg, Raisinghani & Theoret, 1976; Bourgeois & Eisen-
hardt, 1988), which the start-up processes mainly consist of. That is, the foun-
ders have to make decisions about what to do, when to do it and how to do it, 
and it is also the founders themselves that decide what the factors influencing 
the start-up process were and how they affected their start-up processes. This 
focus on past facts and concrete events (Miller et al., 1997) as well as the entre-
preneur’s behaviour (Golden, 1992) should increase the accuracy of retrospec-
tive descriptions more than questions only on past beliefs or opinions would 
have done.

To this a discussion of what is seen as true or real, or how we can understand the 
world, can be added in order to enlighten the study’s findings and results. 
Burrell and Morgan (1985) describe four paradigms based on philosophical as-
sumptions regarding ontology, epistemology and human nature that are signifi-
cant for the chosen methodology.  Jennings et al. (2005) argue that the vast ma-
jority of theory and research in the entrepreneurship field of research views real-
ity in an objectivistic perspective and ignores the emotion and personal angst of 
the entrepreneur.  This is what Burrell and Morgan (1985) in their framework 
for science (see Figure 5) call functionalist. This paradigm puts function and 
system before people, whereas interpretivists views reality as subjective and are 
interested in the world through the eyes of individuals. Two other paradigms, the 
radical humanist’s and the radical structuralist’s, are interested in understand-
ing radical changes in society, although they share some features with the first 
two paradigms. The radical humanists are more subjective, whereas the radical 
structuralists are more objective. My beliefs are more subjective than objective 
in my attempt to achieve an understanding of the studied phenomenon, and I do 
not attempt to find any radical changes. In other words, the findings and results 
in this study are partly dependent on social constructions affected by human be-
ings and their context, even if I agree that there are some objective facts and 
conditions that may be observed in a start-up process. With the aim of creating a 
holistic understanding of new venture creation processes, including both “objec-
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tive data” and individual perceptions of the actors involved (“subjective data”), I 
would hence position myself and my contribution as being influenced by both 
the “interpretivist” and the “functionalist” paradigm. Due to my beliefs that the 
new venture founders’ decisions and actions in their start-up processes are influ-
enced by their socially conducted reality, it was hence significant that the foun-
ders had the opportunity to tell their own stories in order to stay as close as pos-
sible to the entrepreneurs’ lived experiences. However, in accordance with By-
grave’s (1989) argument, I also believe that it is important to build empirically 
on established knowledge in order to extend our understanding of different start-
up processes, which also underlines the abductive approach taken in this thesis. 

Figure 5. Four paradigms for the analysis of social theory, Burrell and Morgan (1985) 

As a result of the previous discussion, I chose an inductively oriented initial ap-
proach with the aim of observing and describing the start-up process as accu-
rately as possible. Because of the complex process of starting a new venture, I 
chose a qualitative method, which I will describe in more depth below, as a way 
of addressing the research questions and the study’s overall purpose.

3.2 Qualitative methods 

A qualitative study is characterized by its purpose of identifying an unknown 
phenomenon by unprejudiced inquiry of a few case studies. A quantitative 
study, on the contrary, is directed towards a large sample representing a broad 
population, often in combination with testing hypotheses deducted from theory. 
As Miles and Huberman (1994) state, qualitative data has many features, for in-
stance they are sources of locally grounded and naturally occurring events, they 
provide rich descriptions and explanations of processes in an identifiable local 
context, and they are suitable for locating the meaning people place on processes 
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or events taking place in their life. Moreover, choosing qualitative methods al-
lows chronological flows to be preserved as well as perceiving subsequent ac-
tions or events, and finally, the derivation of abundant explanations (ibid.).  

One reason for choosing qualitative methods in this study was that I considered 
this to be a suitable way to get deeper understandings of how new venture crea-
tion occurs, and of the conditions and prerequisites behind this process. As al-
ready noted, it was very important that the respondents got the opportunity to 
tell their own stories in their own words without me interfering with unfamiliar 
terms from entrepreneurship theory. A quantitative method would have provided 
a more general picture of a study with many respondents, but on the other hand a 
deeper understanding of the studied phenomenon would have been lost (c.f. 
Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).

Interviewing respondents is one of the most common and efficient methods in 
order to understand human behaviour. In social science, interviews are signifi-
cant, since they scrutinize the interaction in relationships and among different 
factors. Thus, interviews act both as an instrument and an objective for equality 
between the interviewer and the respondent (Fontana & Frey, 2000). In this way 
the interview serves as a natural conversation where the interviewer can logi-
cally ask subsequent questions, and the answers can be more absorbed and the 
respondent can explain motives and feelings in a way that is not possible in a 
survey (Bell, 2000). In other words, it provides opportunities to generate exten-
sive and contextualized data. For the purpose of this study, interviews were 
therefore chosen as the main method for data collection. When I interviewed the 
respondents, I presupposed that every story was comprehensible, truthful, le-
gitimate and honest in order to make sense of the studied phenomenon (Alves-
son & Sköldberg, 1994). 

A major drawback with interviews would be the risk of distorted stories, or that 
the respondents rationalize success or failure in their new venture creation rein-
forcing their own self-esteem. In this way, each narrative produces consistency 
and meaningfulness out of an ambiguous reality. This is due to interviews being 
considered a subjective technique. A method to avoid this distortedness was to 
interview the non-academic venture founders twice, and thereby I could see if 
the story was of the same kind both times. The academic spin-offs were only 
interviewed once, but there were more secondary data available, like websites 
and other printed material, that confirmed at least parts of their stories. 

3.3 Case-study research 

It is difficult to isolate the parts from the whole when examining new firm crea-
tion. As Bygrave (1989) states, we cannot separate the entrepreneur from his/her 
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actions or the company itself, especially not in a start-up company since the en-
trepreneur(s) and the company are one and the same. Instead it is more impor-
tant to look at the whole, which is best done by case studies as a research strat-
egy (Yin, 2003). A research strategy is based upon three circumstances: a) the 
type of research questions, b) the investigator’s control of actual behaviour 
events, and c) the focus on current as opposite to historical phenomena. As a re-
sult, case study research is a strategy that is preferred in investigations of a cur-
rent phenomenon in a real-life context where the investigator has little control 
over events. (ibid.) 

Moreover, case studies have a distinctive place in evaluation research (see Guba 
& Lincoln, 1980, and Patton, 1990) for at least four reasons. First of all, case 
studies are essential when an investigator wants to describe a course of events in 
a real-life context. Secondly, case studies are important when the investigator 
tries to explain the presumed casual links in complex real-life interventions. 
Thirdly, case studies can illustrate certain topics in an evaluation, and finally 
this strategy can be used to explore situations with no clear, single set of out-
comes (Yin, 2003). My intention in this study was mainly to describe two types 
of start-up processes, namely the academic spin-off creation and the non-
academic venture creation. In addition, I sought to explain why the start-up 
processes appeared to be as they were, that is, why the two types of start-up 
processes diverged, what affected the different start-up processes, and why dif-
ferent choices and decisions were made during the start-up processes.  

For the purpose of finding answers to how different start-up processes progress 
and what factors affect the process and the founder’s decisions, I chose to make 
multiple case studies (Yin, 2003). There are chiefly two reasons why I chose 
case studies in order to achieve my purpose. Firstly, Yin argues that case studies 
are useful in order to get answers to ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions, and because 
several case studies give the opportunity to find similar, or dissimilar, unknown 
factors. Other alternatives for getting answers to ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions 
would, according to Yin, be experimentation or to study the phenomenon from a 
historical view in order to find connections between motives, career choices and 
new venture creation. These alternatives were not suitable in my study, since 
experimentation was not feasible, and I wanted to study current start-up condi-
tions and prerequisites, since these are constantly changing, which excluded his-
torical studies. The second benefit of choosing case studies could be that the se-
lection of objects to study was more adapted to my purpose and significant to 
my research questions compared to random sampling in a survey, for example 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). Consequently, I could make a selection of infor-
mants that I knew could give me the information I needed in order to be able to 
answer my research questions.  
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According to Yin (2003) the unit of analysis is the same as the researcher’s ob-
ject of study or, as Miles and Huberman (1994) conclude, the case is a phe-
nomenon of some sort that takes place in a bounded context that could be de-
fined as the unit of analysis. In this study the main unit of analysis is the start-up 
process of a new venture, and the subunits or embedded units in this process 
is/are the founder/s/ and the new venture/s/. When examining new firm creation, 
it is difficult to isolate the parts from the whole (Bygrave, 1989). Thus, I cannot 
separate the entrepreneur(s), with his/her/their experiences, actions, motives, and 
decisions, the venture’s business concept and entry strategy from the new com-
pany, since they all influence the start-up process. Or as Bygrave states, at the 
start the entrepreneur and the company are one and the same, which signifies the 
importance of looking at the whole, which in turn corresponds to Yin’s holistic 
view of a current phenomenon in a real-life context. 

3.4 Selecting the cases 

According to Miles and Huberman (1994), multiple-case sampling adds confi-
dence to the findings because it provides a varying picture of the studied phe-
nomenon, in this case the process of starting a new venture, whereas a single 
case only presents one illustration of the start-up process. A single case is one 
start-up venture embedded in one type of setting, whereas multiple cases can 
provide empirical data from various settings because settings have sub-settings. 
The start-up process can be influenced by the environment, for example, or by 
support activities, market conditions, and the founder him/herself with his/her 
prior experiences. And because I wanted to study start-up processes with differ-
ent settings and conditions, I chose to use multiple case studies. There are dif-
ferent ways of selecting cases for a study. For the purpose of this study it was 
important to find cases that – given the basic requirement to represent recently 
studied firms among non-academic and academic spin-offs – also provided 
variation.

I therefore carefully selected case studies in order to get more thorough and 
varying information about different ventures’ start-up processes as well as dif-
ferent influencing factors with the intention to be able to identify patterns (Miles 
& Huberman, 1994), which I could then summarize into sets or themes. This 
method for qualitative research is analogous to the cluster-analytic and factor-
analytic device used in statistical analysis (ibid. p.69). If I had chosen to make 
random samples for the case studies, this could have resulted in a misleading or 
inadequate picture of the phenomenon I intended to study. Other possible selec-
tion criteria could have been to choose cases that deviated from the others so as 
to test the theories, or I could have chosen cases that supported or exemplified 
the theories. This was, however, not the aim of my study; I wanted to get a wide 
depiction, and a description, of the whole start-up process before, during and 
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after the start-up period as well as underlying causes to the choices, decisions 
and alternatives the entrepreneurs had made or considered. 

I made the selection of my case studies partly based on the survey of 96 persons 
that was conducted in my first study, the evaluation of a new venture support 
actor in Luleå. This evaluation was the starting point of my research in order to 
get an understanding of new venture creation, and it also served as a base for the 
selection of suitable non-academic ventures to compare academic spin-offs with 
in my further research. Based on the answers from the survey, I made a stratified 
type of sampling that facilitated comparison (Miles & Huberman, 1994). To find 
interesting cases for the second and deeper study of alternative careers, I tried to 
find individuals that had started a new venture during the period 1998-2003, or 
who had chosen something else to do after their participation in a new venture 
support program. In order to find varying informants among those who had 
started a new venture, the selection criteria were gender and age, the venture’s 
turnover rate, the number of employees and the chosen industry or market. In 
addition, the entrepreneurs should have different backgrounds and prior experi-
ences, should have obtained different amounts of support, and the ventures 
should also have been operating for at least three years in order for me to get an 
understanding of the outcome of their start-up processes. From these selection 
criteria the potential cases were written down to get an overall picture of the al-
ternatives and to be able to pick the most interesting and comparable cases that 
could be matched with one another. This selection resulted in eight case studies; 
five were founders of new ventures and three individuals had chosen to get em-
ployed, were unemployed or had begun to study.  

In the third study the aim was to compare non-academic ventures with academic 
spin-offs. Miles and Huberman (1994) state that multiple-case sampling adds 
confidence to the empirical findings, since a study of a range of similar and con-
trasting cases, based on identifying how, where and why different start-up proc-
esses occur, facilitates the understanding of the findings. Therefore, the selection 
of non-academic venture cases for this study was based on the previous study 
where I saw especially two entrepreneurs of interest because of their back-
grounds and start-up processes. In discussions with my supervisors and a men-
tor5 we concluded that a third case from the first study would be interesting to 
study, since the venture had had an increased turnover during the past few years. 
Finally this resulted in three case studies (A-Trade, B-Trade and C-Trade) that I 
thought could give interesting information for further studies.  

In addition, to get maximal variation among academic spin-offs, and to be able 
to identify patterns in these new ventures, I got in touch with people who 

                                          
5 The MD of the local development company formed by the municipality and local companies. 
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worked with trade and industry as well as academic spin-offs from Luleå Uni-
versity of Technology (LTU) and asked them to give me names of interesting 
ventures that I could match with the already selected non-academic ventures. 
The selection criteria for the academic spin-offs were that these ventures should 
have been started during the same period as the non-academic ventures (that is 
between 1998-2003), that the ventures had been started by students, researchers 
or other employees in the university, working full time with their businesses, 
that their business idea originated from the university and that the turnover rates 
should also vary. These discussions with the actors resulted in three more case 
studies (X-Tech, Y-Tech and Z-Tech) that I saw could be comparable to the three 
earlier ventures. Thus, this purposive rather than random (Miles & Huberman, 
1994, p.27) sample selection method consisted of important background facts in 
order to find categories of potential case-study firms manifesting variation and 
typical or representative cases to study in these categories (ibid. p.28). In the end 
my case studies consisted of three non-academic ventures and three academic 
spin-offs.

Table 1. Basic data on case-study firms at the time of data collection 

Business concept No. of em-
ployees Annual turnover 

X-Tech 

To offer people the opportunity to interact and cooperate through 
their computers where people are able to talk and see each other, 
chat, share documents, use a whiteboard and surf the web to-
gether, regardless of their geographical location. 

15  1. 06 MEUR 

Y-Tech

To offer research- and EU-project participants the opportunity to 
cooperate using distance-spanning information technology, ena-
bling them to work with and share documents, manage, control 
and plan the project through a custom-made project tool on the 
Internet.  

4  0.42 MEUR 

Z-Tech 
To offer companies a 3-D motor, which they can integrate into 
their products (games), and to offer people opportunities to play 
virtually advanced games on the Internet.  

0  0.21 MEUR 

A-Trade 

To offer software that increases computer performance, and 
complete computer sets and appurtenant services, foremost to 
computer enthusiasts but also to other interested customers, pri-
marily on a national market.  

3  1.44 MEUR 

B-Trade To offer kiosk products of good quality and with a high degree of 
service to a local market.  2 0.53 MEUR 

C-Trade To offer designed products with optimal design and function to 
private persons, organizations, wholesalers, etc. 0 0.01 MEUR 

3.5 Data collection 

I collected the empirical data through personal and open-ended interviews with 
the founders of the non-academic ventures so that they could give a description 
of their start-up processes and different influencing features. This was a part of 
the evaluation of the new venture support actor in the beginning of my research 
process. Additionally, I then interviewed the founders of the academic spin-offs 



 - 29 - 29

in order to get their descriptions of their start-up processes and their different 
influencing circumstances. The collected data gave a picture of the respondents’ 
chronological and contextual frames of references and career developments that 
had led to their present situations.

The interviews were semi-structured and the respondents were told to recall and 
describe how they have progressed through their professional lives from com-
pletion of their education until the time of the study. In addition they were told 
to explain influences and how these affected their careers, to describe decisions 
they had made and why they had made these decisions. When I noticed that the 
respondents might have left out important information, I asked them to explain a 
little bit more about the event or occurrence. A major reason for using a semi-
structured approach was to get more detailed information and to ensure that the 
discussion was driven by what the respondents felt was important in order to 
stay as close as possible to their lived experiences. The interviews lasted about 2 
to 3 hours, and during the interviews I drew a time line where I noted different 
events, activities, and motives that had influenced their decisions along the way. 
By constructing these “rich pictures” (Miles & Huberman, 1994) together with 
the respondents, I got an immediate response to whether I had understood their 
story in the right way. Moreover, I made complementary interviews with the 
founders of non-academic ventures so that I could search for different or similar 
patterns in their start-up processes.  In order to make the study trustworthy, be-
sides the drawing of a time line, the interviews were tape-recorded, with the re-
spondents’ permission, and then transcribed. Then the respondents had an op-
portunity to read and confirm the documentation and, if necessary, make ad-
justments and complementary information in order to make the story accurate.  
In addition, I also assessed information from the ventures’ websites, from a 
business database (Affärsdata) and by studying other printed materials about the 
ventures. This methodological triangulation aimed at strengthening the different 
venture founders’ stories and at increasing the study’s validity.  

One of the interviews was made through the Internet, using a project application 
called Marratech Pro 4.1, where we could simultaneously hear and see each 
other, as together we drew the time line that showed the venture’s and the entre-
preneur’s progress. The conversation was filmed by the program and saved in 
the computer, and the drawings were saved as a document. This way of inter-
viewing gave me the same opportunities as the other interviews, meaning that it 
was the same as if the founder had been in the same room with me, as the other 
informants were, and I could also save all information, and get immediate feed-
back and confirmation just as with the other informants.  
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3.6 Analyzing the data 

My intention in this study has been to increase the understanding of different 
ventures’ start-up processes. In other words, by describing the different start-up 
processes and adding the explanations of why and how something influenced 
these processes, an increased understanding of the new ventures’ start-up proc-
esses can be derived. Therefore I have examined the individuals who started the 
ventures as well as the ventures’ start-up processes. When analyzing the specific 
ventures, I searched for patterns among the non-academic ventures’ and aca-
demic spin-offs’ start-up processes in order to see similarities or contrasts (Miles 
& Huberman, 1994). I searched for steps or phases in their start-up processes as 
well as influencing factors. According to my tentative understanding of the start-
up processes that I got during the interviews, I strived to find relations among 
the entrepreneurs’ motives, knowledge and decision-making, the ventures’ busi-
ness concepts, the ventures’ entries on the market and their start-up processes.
After that, when I made a thorough literature study in addition to this prelimi-
nary understanding of my research phenomenon, a more theoretically based 
framework grew into existence, and I could thereby compare the different start-
up processes with theories to find accordance or deviations. I wanted to increase 
the understanding of new venture start-up processes, and find answers to my re-
search questions, which were: how does the start-up process look like in aca-
demic spin-offs versus non-academic ventures, and why do the start-up proc-
esses look like they do in these ventures. Besides studying influential start-up 
factors, I also tried to see when the different influencing factors occurred (Yin, 
2003) during the start-up processes, i.e. if the influencing factors were signifi-
cant before, during or after the start-up of the new ventures, or occurred in dif-
ferent stages of the start-up process.

3.8 Are my data trustworthy? 

Other readers or researchers have to be able to value and analyze the results of 
this study, and thus see if the investigator has made the study in an accurate 
way, in order to create trustworthiness. The most common terms used in the 
judgment of research are validity and reliability, but these are based on quantita-
tive studies and are therefore more difficult to use in a qualitative study. Guba 
and Lincoln (1994) suggest that these terms can be replaced by the concept of 
trustworthiness, which better describes the criteria of social or qualitative re-
search, which is the study’s credibility (paralleling internal validity), transfer-
ability (paralleling external validity), dependability (paralleling reliability) and 
confirmability (paralleling objectivity). As Denzin (1994, p.508) moreover 
noted, a trustworthy interpretation “rests on triangulated empirical materials”. 
By describing my “research journey” revealing the research process, the selec-
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tion of cases, how data were collected and analyzed, etc., I have hopefully been 
able to give the reader a picture of how this study was conducted. 

However, Yin (2003) argues that the conventional terms validity and reliability 
can also be used to judge the quality of social research and that there are four 
logical tests that can be used in order to do this. The first test, called construct
validity, is made in the data collection phase and deals with the creation of a cor-
rect instrument that measures the studied phenomenon in an accurate way. In 
other words, the researcher has to choose the right information sources and show 
that these sources reflect the studied phenomenon. In this study I have chosen 
individuals who have started new ventures recently with the intention to study 
their start-up processes and possible influencing factors. This is also in accor-
dance with Stenbacka (2001), who argues that the purpose of a qualitative study 
is to generate understanding of a social phenomenon and not to measure any-
thing. Therefore this understanding is valid or trustworthy if the informant (or 
respondent) is part of the problem (in this case the founder of a new venture) 
and has been given the opportunity to speak freely according to his/her own 
knowledge structure. Using free report rather than forced report decreases the 
issue of cognitive biases; therefore the method used in this study, that is, to let 
the informants themselves describe their start-up processes in their own words, 
is more likely to yield more truthful results than forcing them to answer ques-
tions would have done (c.f. Miller et al., 1997). I have also explained to the in-
formants the aim of my research and the purpose of the informants’ participation 
in it, as well as ensured them confidentiality, which, according to Miller et al., 
also motivates the informants to provide accurate information. 

The second test, called internal validity, is made at the level of data analysis and 
deals with whether the results are significant for the research and if the conclu-
sions are meaningful in the case studies or their context. In my analysis I have 
made pattern matching and sought for patterns among non-academic ventures’ 
and academic spin-offs’ start-up processes in order to describe and explain these 
processes. I have also tried to see if there were similar or different start-up pat-
terns in these two types of ventures and if the influencing factors deviated. I 
have then compared my empirical findings with existing theories. Kincheloe and 
McLaren (1994, p.151) point out that “one criterion for critical trustworthiness 
involves the credibility of portrayals of constructed realities”, because critical 
researchers award credibility only when the constructions are conceivable to 
those who constructed them.  

External validity is the third test, which is made in the design of the study. This 
is about the significance of the conclusions and whether they can be transferred 
into other contexts, studies or groups of individuals. Since this study consists of 
six case studies, based mainly on the entrepreneurs’ own narratives, I can use 
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analytical generalizations to analyze the correspondence between theory and 
empirical data. My intention is to understand the founders’ motivations by ana-
lyzing their activities and thereby increasing the understanding of start-up proc-
esses. Therefore, the aim of this study is not to be general in respect of a popula-
tion but of theory (Yin, 2003). However, the ability to make perfect generaliza-
tions from one study to another accepts a one-dimensional cause-effect world, 
which presumes that the contexts being compared are similar (Kincheloe & 
McLaren, 1994), and this is difficult to achieve in a study of a phenomenon that 
is dependent on situational and contextual factors.  

Finally, reliability is the last test of a study’s trustworthiness. This is also made 
in the data collection phase and concerns the study’s design. In other words, I 
have to describe my operations in the study so distinctly that if anyone else had 
undertaken this study, he/she would hopefully have achieved the same results. In 
order to facilitate this study’s reliability I have recorded and documented the 
founders’ stories as case study protocols in a case database (Yin, 2003), and be-
fore storing all the collected data the informants had the opportunity to read and 
confirm or revise the documented stories. In addition, I have as thoroughly as 
possible described different steps in my research process and the choices I have 
made. On the other hand, Stenbacka (2001) points out that reliability in this 
sense is not a good criterion of a good qualitative study. Instead it is essential to 
make the researcher’s whole process visible, including preparation, data gather-
ing and analysis, which specify a good quality of a qualitative method. This is 
also something I have hopefully been able to communicate by reporting on my 
research and the different measures and choices made during this process. 
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4. The empirical data 
In this chapter, six case studies are presented. In order to give an overall picture 
of the ventures’ start-up processes, the entrepreneurs’ backgrounds, the busi-
ness ideas, start-up stages and the ventures’ entries on the market are presented. 
Likewise, to get an understanding of the outcome of the new ventures’ start-up 
processes, their further progress is added. To make the overall picture more 
comprehensible, the six cases are summarized in a matrix at the end of each 
case presentation. 

4.1 A-Trade 

A-Trade was founded in 1998 after the founder had completed upper secondary 
school. The venture’s origin was a service offering type of venture where the 
owner mainly helped people with their computer problems. Today the venture 
sells products to people that want to speed up their computer processors. In addi-
tion, they sell complementary products, as well as whole computer sets, and of-
fers services related to their product offers. The venture has three employees and 
the turnover has increased every year since the start. In the beginning the turn-
over was very limited, but since the founder changed the business concept, the 
turnover increased into 2.5 million SEK and then into 6 million SEK in 2002, 
into 12 million SEK in 2003, and approximately into 13.5 million SEK in 2004. 

4.1.1 The entrepreneur and his background 

The founder of this venture graduated from upper secondary school in technol-
ogy with a major in computer technology. But the founder says, “that his educa-
tion didn’t have anything to do with his current business, but it fertilized his in-
terest in computers which he then worked further with in his spare time”. He 
does not have any prior work experiences, since he started the venture shortly 
after his graduation, but early on in his enterprise he got a contract for a year in 
another venture, which he equals to being employed. This “employment period” 
gave him contacts and insights he could use in his future business development. 

The main motives for starting a venture was that he saw it as an alternative to 
being employed, since he did not have an education that could give him satisfac-
tory and exciting work. “I didn’t see work at a hamburger restaurant as an al-
ternative and I didn’t want to continue studying,” he says. In 1999, when he 
worked for another company, he felt that employment was not an option for 
him. Instead he perceived this as if he was starting the venture “for real” during 
2000 with the new business concept. The year in the other company had given 
him new business contacts and the opportunity to get into contact with other 
companies, which encouraged him to be self-employed. Moreover, he felt that 
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he now was creating something new, something valuable, a new trend (to build
up computers by oneself to be precise), which he says, is common to do today.

The founder thinks that his willingness to do new things and always wanting 
things to happen are good traits for an entrepreneur. He feels it stressful if things 
do not evolve, but at the same time he is patient and calm. Moreover, the foun-
der does not have any role models, he says, but he had a father that believed in 
him and encouraged him to be self-employed. He also had an uncle with a busi-
ness beside his work that gave him business advice. 

4.1.2 The business idea 

The idea behind the venture’s start-up was to be able to use his computer knowl-
edge and to help others, both private persons and businesses, with varying com-
puter problems. He wanted to work with software, and not hardware, since he 
thought that would be too risky, but after some time he realized that building 
computers was more interesting. In addition, through the Internet and via chat 
forums he had recognized that there were possibilities to speed up the computer 
processor utilizing a specific card called “Goldfinger”, in order to make them 
work faster, a term called “overclocking”. With the opportunity to increase the 
performance of the computer, the processors sometimes got overheated and 
needed to be cooled down, so in addition to the sales of the cards, the venture 
also sold cooling products in a combination. Additionally, the venture also of-
fered sets of computers that already were “overclocked”.  

When he started the venture, he saw the opportunity of helping people that did 
not have the experience or practice of solving computer problems. Later on, 
when he changed his business concept, he saw an opportunity to help a large 
market of computer enthusiasts with their need for faster computers by selling 
the components needed at a reasonable price, and to sell already “overclocked” 
computers. The founder could not see or think of any obstacles to starting the 
company.  

4.1.3 The start-up process 

Starting a new venture was for the founder more of an impulsive thing to do to 
get an occupation. But when he changed his business concept, it was at the right 
time due to the increasing interest in faster and “overclocked” computers, as 
well as the rapid general development of the computer field. 

The founder could start his venture with his own savings, since the only assets 
he needed were a computer, some product stock, a web-store and contacts with 
suppliers. The products were already available in other countries. In addition, he 
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had a deep and broad competence in the field of computers and computer com-
ponents that was a prerequisite for getting started.

At the time A-Trade was started in 1998, the founder did not have any thoughts 
of competition or market research. In 2000 the computer area was developing 
fast, and he knew that another venture had started in the same niche. That ven-
ture had not been developed further; instead it had stayed in the market of addi-
tional computer components. A-Trade was the only company offering the spe-
cific Goldfinger card.  He did not develop a thorough and formal business plan 
or business concept, but as a result of the great customer demand, he knew that 
there was a need to fill on the market.

To reach out to the customers, the venture had, besides the web-store, been ac-
cessible through different discussion forums ton the Internet. In the beginning 
the founder did not have any track record, but on the other hand the only thing 
that the customers cared for was the product and a reasonable price, which he 
could satisfy. The customers knew that his venture always had the latest compo-
nents; sometimes the products were even so new that the customers had not 
heard of them. Thus he sometimes had to guide or educate the customers in how 
to use components of “overclocking” computers or other practices. This had led 
to a favourable reputation, not only among customers.  

The founder did not have any professional contacts or networks in the beginning 
and therefore arranged everything by himself. He reached out to his customers 
through discussion forums on the Internet, and he also found his suppliers 
through the Internet. The founder had not felt any need for engaging in any part-
ner relations with others. 

Before the start-up the founder participated in a new venture support program 
but did not finish it. Instead he concentrated on preparing for the venture’s start-
up by creating a web-store. Nor did he apply for the financial governmental sup-
port (starta-eget-bidrag) that new founders get for six to twelve months in order 
to get started.

The founder said that when the venture was launched in 1998, he did not have 
any thoughts about competitiveness or any specific ways to enter the market. 
Later in 2000, when the venture changed its business concept and started to sell 
“Goldfinger cards” through a web-store, it was already possible to buy these 
cards in the United States, and to order them from for example Great Britain 
through the Internet. However, there were not any existing trades based on this 
idea in Sweden at the time. The founder wanted to offer products at a low price 
that customers easily could access, and to prevent customers from turning to 
suppliers in other countries, the venture had to have a stock of products. 
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4.1.4 The venture’s progress 

As a result of the venture’s high degree of service, the venture has built a good 
reputation as a competent business among customers. Because of that reputation, 
and due to being in operation for a few years, the customer base has expanded 
from computer enthusiasts to everyone who is interested in enhancing their 
computer performance, as well as to existing companies. The customer base has 
also expanded into Finland and Denmark due to people from these countries par-
ticipating in the discussion forums on the Internet. It was only during the first 
year that the venture sold the “Goldfinger cards”; today there are more advanced 
solutions to the same problem. By participating in Internet discussion forums the 
founder sees what kinds of products customers prefer and what is not yet avail-
able on the market. The founder thinks that this insight leads to him being able 
to be the first on the market with new products.

During the years two other companies in Sweden have started businesses in the 
same niche, as well as other companies abroad. But “A-Trade is still unique in 
the computer enthusiast segment”, he says, whereas the competition on other 
segments has become more serious. Since 2000 the venture has expanded its line 
of products, and in 2001 the founder opened a local store. During this time, that 
is 2001 until 2005, the founder has also hired up to five employees, but today 
there are only three of them left working in the company. All new employees 
receive internal education when they start, and together they share the business 
tasks and have different functional responsibilities in the company. However, as 
the venture grew the founder felt a lack of management skills, that is, of building 
suitable organization structures and workflows.

The aim of the venture today is to broaden the market and to meet small firms’ 
need for complete computer solutions. The founder has implemented a custom-
ized business system that is connected with the web-store, to ease up the control 
and organization of the business. This means that every sale in the local store is 
updated in real time at the web-store. In addition, the web-store is about to be 
rearranged so it will be more user-friendly to all kind of users. The aim is that 
with the help of the homepage, people without advanced computer skills should 
also be able to build their own computers. In the future it should be possible to 
pay by card at the web-store so that more international customers will also be 
attracted.

Table 2 shows a summary of the start-up process of A-Trade and its influencing 
factors and future progress. 
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Table 2. A summary of A-Trade's start-up process 

4.2 B-Trade 

B-Trade was founded in 2002 by a serial entrepreneur. It is his fourth own com-
pany in the retail business, in this case a candy stall that he took over, and he 
offers high quality products and services. The venture has two employees and 
the turnover has increased by 20% to 5 MSEK since the takeover.  

4.2.1 The entrepreneur and his background 

The founder completed a nine-year compulsory education, after which he 
wanted to take a break and work instead. Since then he worked in the fashion 
business for fourteen years. In 1984 he started his first own business together 
with a friend, which also was in the fashion sector. He worked as self-employed 
until 1991 when he sold the business, because he was tired of working with it 
and wanted more spare time with his family. From that time, and until 2002 
when he started his last venture, he had been working in this sector as an em-
ployed manager twice, but for very short times, and he had also started two other 
companies as a single founder.  

When the founder had worked as a manager in one store for three years, he was 
promised to take over the business. However, the business owner did not want 
him to take over the store when it became profitable, so the founder resigned 

The entrepreneur The founder graduated from upper secondary school with an interest in com-
puters. He had no prior work experience and he did not see employment as 
an option. He claims that his strength is his willingness to do new things.

The business idea The initial business idea was to help small firm owners with their computer 
problems. After the change of business concept, he sold special cards for 
computers to computer enthusiasts through his web-store. 

The start-up  
process

The founder started a private company. He could manage the start-up with 
his own money and by relying on his own computer competence. He did not 
make a thorough and formal business plan or do any market research and he 
participated for a short time in a new venture creation support program.

The venture’s entry 
on the market 

In 1998 the founder did not think of competitiveness or any specific ways of 
entering the market. He offered his product to a local market. But when the 
business concept was changed in 2000, he was the first on the Swedish 
market and he reached out to his customers via chat forums on the Internet 
and his web-store, and found suppliers via the Internet. He wanted to offer 
products at a low price that customers easily could access. The competition 
came mainly from the UK and US.

The venture’s
progress

The venture has built up a good reputation and the customer base has ex-
panded into Scandinavia. The assortment has widened and sometimes the 
venture is first on the market with products. The founder has opened a local 
store and has three employees today. The turnover has increased from 2.5 
MSEK in 2000 to 13.5 MSEK in 2004.
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from that employment and started his own business instead. Later on, during the 
periods when the founder had been an employed manager, he perceived that he 
was too restrained in his business making, even though he learnt a lot. The mo-
tives behind starting all his ventures were a result of his pleasure of working 
among people. “Being self-employed is really not a job, it is a lifestyle”, he
says. Moreover, he says that from the beginning he was also driven by the op-
portunity to earn money, but that has changed during the years. Nowadays he is 
motivated by the opportunity to influence, control and develop the business and 
his work. There is also an opportunity for him to combine the work with family 
life, since he does not have regulated working hours and therefore can work as it 
pleases him. In addition, he is of the opinion that if you recognize an opportunity 
you have to believe in what you are doing and not lose your faith. He says that 
he is an optimist and therefore he has not felt or seen any obstacles to starting 
his own company. “If obstacles arise you have to make a strategy to overcome 
them and follow it. It might lead to a drawback, but if you are not an optimist 
you should not be self-employed”, he says. The only possible obstacle there 
could be is if he loses his drive.

4.2.2 The business idea 

The idea to start a business came when he could not take over the promised 
business in 1984. The other business ideas developed through his network when 
he was talking to others in the same business line and saw opportunities to offer 
products that did not exist on the local market. After he had been unemployed 
for a couple of months in 2001 he contacted a local new venture supporting ac-
tor, and with their guidance he started his last venture, a franchise business, of-
fering merchandise to companies on a regional market. When his son graduated 
in the summer of 2003, the founder searched for something they could work 
with together. That resulted in a take over of an existing candy stall, which was 
compatible with his prior business.  

“It is difficult to reinvent the wheel twice in this business sector”, says the foun-
der, therefore to be able to compete with the larger companies he has to offer 
quality and service instead. His philosophy is that he has to be able to get paid 
for his products and services, because there are only two ways of competing in 
this business, either through low prices or through quality, and therefore small 
firms have to focus on service. To find what customers want, he tries different 
products from wholesale dealers and if they become successful, they become a 
part of the assortment. It is a matter of adjustment to the customers’ taste.  

4.2.3 The start-up process 

The founder started his own ventures because he enjoyed the relations with peo-
ple. He says that he has always searched for an occupation he thought he would 
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enjoy. The latest venture was taken over because he wanted to work together 
with his son. The concept for his ventures has always been prepared in his own 
mind even before the start-up.  

The founder started his first venture together with a friend and the founders had 
to obtain bank loans to buy inventories and a collection of clothes. This was not 
a problem in the 1980s; it was however a large risk, since they had to mortgage 
their houses. Since then the founder has started new ventures by himself and 
mainly financed the start-ups with his own money, a subsidy from the govern-
ment (starta-eget-bidrag), and small bank loans and with support from the sup-
pliers. The governmental subsidy is helpful, since it facilitates an easier start-up 
with lower pressure on revenues. In addition, the sales revenues have also been a 
way of financing the businesses.

The founder hired two employees when he took over the candy stall. He is of the 
opinion that the most important competence for his venture is his own compe-
tence. His knowledge about the business sector is advantageous, and moreover, 
the staff’s ability to handle people, the ability to function in a team and have fun 
are other things that the founder sees as valuable for the venture. During the 
years as an entrepreneur he has learned that administration is also an important 
part, in which he has developed skills. And now, twenty years after his first em-
ployment, the founder has realized that his first manager, who was his employer, 
had been right in many respects. For example, this first manager’s view on per-
sonnel management and revenues has affected the founder’s way of thinking and 
working today.  

When the first venture was founded, he did not do market research because he 
already knew, from his prior work, about the market conditions. He saw a niche 
on the market that he could fill, despite the large number of competitors. In 1991 
when he started his second business, the decision was made in consultation with 
a friend to start a store and to travel as a salesman. Then, when he started his 
store, he saw that there were no similar stores on the local market place, but in 
two months two competitors started their businesses. However, the market was 
large enough for all of them.
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In 2002, when the fourth venture was created, the founder did market research 
together with a franchisor6 in Denmark, which showed that there was a large 
market for candy sales in the north of Sweden. There were only two competitors 
that targeted the same market, but one of them had an assortment consisting 
mainly of refreshing drinks, and the other one was a smaller business. In 2003 
when the founder took over the candy stall, he also took over the existing cus-
tomers, and the only competitor in the neighbourhood was a food store.

To reach out to his customers in 1984, when the first venture was started, the 
founder used advertisement space at a football arena. After that he has published 
advertisements in media. When he started his last venture in 2002, he had to 
visit companies when he was travelling, but he also had help from a person do-
ing telemarketing. With the candy stall he only uses advertising just outside his 
business.

To facilitate the working conditions at the candy stall, the founder considers that 
everyone has to be involved in the business. The functions are distributed among 
the three of them, and the founder has responsibility for administration, econ-
omy and the overall decisions, whereas one of the employees is responsible for 
the computer system, for example. Since it is a small company, the roles and 
functions have been divided naturally, and also according to their different char-
acteristics. The employees also have the competence to run the candy stall in 
case the founder is absent, and he always tries out his ideas on them (and his 
family) before he makes a decision.  

Because the founder has worked for a long time in the same line of business, he 
knows a lot of people, which has been beneficial for his businesses. For exam-
ple, he has made agreements with suppliers who helped him with his business 
start, because they knew one another from the past, and he also knows the peo-
ple in the banks. His professional network has in time developed into a social 
network where they see one another on various occasions, and discuss business 
matters. He also has supportive friends, consisting of other entrepreneurs, and 
                                          
6 Franchising (from the French for free) is a method of doing business wherein a franchisor
licenses trademarks and tried and proven methods of doing business to a franchisee in 
exchange for a recurring payment, and usually a percentage piece of gross sales or gross 
profits as well as the annual fees. Various tangibles and intangibles such as national or 
international advertising, training, and other support services are commonly made available 
by the entity licensing the 'chain store' or franchise outlet (commonly shortened to the one 
word: franchise), and may indeed be required by the franchisor, which generally requires 
audited books, and may subject the franchisee or the outlet to periodic and surprise spot 
checks. Failure of such tests typically involves non-renewal or cancellation of franchise 
rights. (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Franchising)

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Franchising


 - 41 - 41

his wife’s prior experience of enterprise is supportive and facilitating for the 
founder and his business.  

The founder has participated in a local new venture support activity where he 
got business advice and could discuss the business idea. He also says that the 
information he got was not new to him, since he has been self-employed before, 
so therefore he did not value the program he participated in as much as a begin-
ner would have done. But he got all the information he wanted or needed.  

The founder said that when he started his ventures, he just wanted to do what he 
thought was fun. However, he knew what he wanted with his business, which 
was to get it profitable in the first place, and now he wants to develop the last 
business and take more market shares.  

4.2.4 The venture’s progress

Today the founder has initiated cooperation with a partner to develop his busi-
ness concept. To have a concept (as other national business chains have) to dis-
cuss with a partner and a policy to follow is beneficial for the venture. All busi-
nesses in this concept have a common profile so that customers from all over in 
Sweden recognize it; it is like the Seven-Eleven-stores. Through this partner he 
also has access to knowledge in law, economy, computers and contracting and 
so on. It is a great cost to be a part of a large concept, but the founder thinks that 
it is worth it because of all the benefits, and it is a good way to attract new cus-
tomers.  Moreover, together with the different companies in the same building, 
the founder has plans for restructuring the premises in order to be more accessi-
ble to the customers. However, they have not come up with any solutions yet. 

The venture has grown since 2003 and the premises were not large enough, so 
he decided to cease the former selling of candy to companies and focus on the 
candy stall. An alternative would have been to cut down on this former selling, 
but the franchiser did not accept that and they found another salesman to take 
over that part of his business. But there have been problems with expanding the 
venture, since the property-owner did not get permission to expand the premises. 
Otherwise, the founder has a good credibility among suppliers and his partners 
for instance, which supports the venture’s expansion. 

Table 3 shows a summary of the start-up process of B-Trade and its influencing 
factors and future progress. 
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Table 3. A summary of B-Trade's start-up process 

4.3 C-Trade 

C-Trade was founded in 2000 by a single founder. The venture origin from the 
founders interest of designing things and she took the opportunity to find out if 
her redesigned things were something that people would buy. The venture has 
no employees and the turnover have been doubled in 2004 into approximately 
0.15 MSEK.

4.3.1 The entrepreneur and her background 

After the founder had graduated from upper secondary school she mainly 
worked at home for 26 years taking care of her children. During this time she 
had always been constructing things and she has also had short and diversified 
jobs in art handicraft, office work, and associations. 

One of the motivations behind her decision to start a venture was the opportu-
nity to work with something that she considered fun and different. At the same 
time she liked the opportunity to control her work by herself and to be able to 
decide when to work and with what. She describes herself as an independent, 
persistent and self-confident person who manages the commitments she under-
takes. Other influencing factors behind her start-up were that she saw entrepre-

The entrepreneur The founder completed primary school and was then employed in the trad-
ing business as well as being self-employed for many years. He did not see 
employment as an option and wanted to have control over his own work 
instead. He also sees himself as an optimist.

The business idea The founder has always had firms in the trading business where he has 
seen holes on the market to fill with products. The last business he started 
in 2002 was a franchising business and in 2003 he took over a candy stall.

The start-up  
process

The founder started a private company. To be able to start the first com-
pany, the founder had to borrow money, but after that he has been able to 
start his companies with his own money and subsidies from the govern-
ment. For the business he started in 2002 he made formal market research 
and a business plan. He has always relied on his own business compe-
tence, but in 2003 he hired two employees when he took over the last busi-
ness. Before the start-up in 2002 he participated in a new venture creation 
support program. Due to his long business experiences, the founder had 
established a professional network which was beneficial for his enterprise. 

The venture’s entry 
on the market 

The founder said that when he started his ventures, he just wanted to do 
what he thought was fun. He recognized that there were only two ways to 
compete, by low price or high quality, and he chose to focus on quality and 
service. 

The venture’s
progress

The founder has initiated cooperation with a partner to develop his busi-
ness, and to get access to necessary complementary competences. The 
turnover has increased by 20% to 5 MSEK since 2003.
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neurship as a challenging task, and she had a desire to be free to do what she 
wanted and to build networks as well as interact with people, which she saw an 
opportunity to do as an entrepreneur. She has also been encouraged by other 
people who have started companies, by her participation in new venture support 
education, and by creative and generous people in her surroundings. In addition, 
she considers that she is an optimistic person and therefore she does not see ob-
stacles to doing what she wants.

4.3.2 The business idea 

The founder said that what triggered her to start her own business, selling her 
own designed products, was recommendations from a woman who saw her 
products and thought that people ought to be able to buy them. Her children had 
grown up and see saw the opportunity to make contact with the local new ven-
ture support actor to discuss her idea and if it was possible to make a living on it. 
Her business idea was to solve people’s problems in their daily lives by design-
ing and constructing useful articles, various interior decorations, and presents to 
use in advertisements, to let other companies manufacture them and then to sell 
them to companies and wholesale dealers.  She started to develop a prototype 
together with another company, but the result was not satisfying and therefore 
she continued to develop her products by herself. The aim of her design was 
(and still is) to find the optimal shape, function and solution of existing prod-
ucts. She wants her products to be uncomplicated (i.e. with a clean shape) with 
high quality that fits into every environment, and they should also be easy to 
manufacture.  

4.3.3. The start-up process 

The founder started her company in 2000 because she had to have an official 
company in order to be able to do business with other, often larger companies. 
“The large companies did not want to negotiate or do business with a private 
person, because that is not the same”, she says. But the venture did not really 
get into action until 2001, when she started to do business with customers.  

During the start-up process the founder spent 70 % of her time developing prod-
ucts that customers demand or ask for. Then different manufacturers made the 
products for her, but she had difficulties in finding firms that fulfilled her re-
quirements. Because the founder is single, and has no employees, she handles all 
the functions in the venture herself.

As a result of the market research, she knew that there were a lot of competitors, 
but she still wanted to carry out her business. There were also a lot of similar 
products on the market, with the largest competition coming from “low-cost” 
countries, but anyway she felt thon the market was big enough for all of them. 
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Her choice was to sell cheap products on a larger scale or to select a few, but 
specific products, to target a specific market with. After discussions with a men-
tor from an inventor association, she decided to go for the latter choice, which 
was more stimulating and challenging for her. To find out customer problems 
and needs, the founder often listens to young people who are about to move 
away from home. In order to attract customers, the venture has participated in 
exhibitions where the founder could inform and influence the customers, which 
in the beginning consisted of wholesale dealers, large companies and concerns, 
travel agencies, hotels and stores. There were customers from all over the world 
at these exhibitions.  

To be able to start the new venture, the only investments needed were office 
supplies and a computer, and further costs were phone and travel expenses. She 
had the necessary tools to make her prototypes, and sometimes, if she needed it, 
she could borrow electric tools and machinery from friends and companies in 
her network. She found it easier to develop products and to start the company 
first, before she developed any customer relations.

The founder did not want to be in debt, so instead she financed product devel-
opment and the venture’s start-up with her own money. She also got some minor 
financial support form an innovation organization and the government to buy 
equipment, a computer and to develop products. Moreover, the venture’s suppli-
ers have also been supportive by keeping a stock of products for the venture. In 
addition she got governmental subsidy (starta-eget-bidrag), which facilitated the 
start-up.

The core competence in C-Trade consists of the founder herself, her ability to 
design and develop products as well as her nose for business. In addition, she 
also has great experience of negotiation, organizing and planning. But because 
the founder also needed manufacturers and retailers to make and sell her prod-
ucts, she spent a lot of time and effort on finding partners to work with. The ex-
hibitions have functioned as good sources for finding such partners. She has also 
got help from another company in her network with the construction drawings of 
the products. The only important competence she lacked in the beginning was a 
deeper understanding of what enterprise involves, but she has learned this during 
the start-up.

When the founder decided to start her new venture, she participated in a new 
venture support program in 1998 that was organized by a local authority. Be-
sides this support she also participated in other education seminars for entrepre-
neurs held by the same actor. In these seminars she learned for instance how to 
develop new products, how to apply for patents and write contracts, and she also 
got personal business advice and other necessary information. She has also par-
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ticipated in sales education held by the local employment office. Other support-
ing actors have been inventor associations that have given her advice, where she 
learned a lot about how everything works in reality. Via the inventor association 
she also got to visit an important exhibition for innovators. In this exhibition all 
participants had to have property rights, which the founder applied for and 
nowadays has for her products. It was at this exhibition she also made her first 
contacts with customers.

The founder did not have any existing network in the beginning; this was built 
up during the start-up process and her education. She got into contact with im-
portant people through the local new venture support actor and different inven-
tor associations as well as other entrepreneurs and private persons that have 
helped her in the start-up process. Because it takes time to create a new venture, 
the founder is aware that networks are a facilitating factor, but, as she says, “you
have to be open and actively search for the necessary relations or support by 
yourself”. In time this professional network has developed into a social network 
as well. 

When the venture was about to enter the market, the founder decided to offer her 
products at exhibitions, particularly one in Stockholm, to reach out to potential 
customers (foremost retailers) that really wanted to buy designed products.  

4.3.4 The venture’s progress

It has taken a few years for the venture to get “rolling”, or in other words, to do 
business that renders revenues. According to the founder, it is difficult for new 
and small firms to grow, because the founders do not want to be heavily in debt 
and often do not get any bank loans. The founder has financed the business de-
velopment with her own money and with some of the profits. The business strat-
egy is still to offer her products in carefully selected places and through exhibi-
tions to specific customers, but in addition she also plans to visit companies. Be-
cause of the ventures cooperation today with a retailer having access to Euro-
pean markets, the venture also reaches other countries and customers. In addi-
tion, the venture also has cooperation with a high-quality manufacturer in Swe-
den and has begun to discuss cooperation with a manufacturer abroad. As a re-
sult of people talking with each other (i.e. word-of-mouth) and by appearing in 
magazine articles, new customers have discovered her products and thereby also 
been added to the venture’s customer base. Today the founder works as a mentor 
for other female inventors who want to start a new venture, and she is of the 
opinion that new and small companies have difficulties in finding appropriate 
support, since the structure of support service institutions is complicated and not 
easily managed by new founders not having insights into available support. But 
today there have turned up new supportive actors, who did not exist earlier, that 
support small companies.  
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Table 4 shows a summary of the start-up process of C-Trade and its influencing 
factors and future progress. 

Table 4. A summary of C-Trade's start-up process 

4.4 X-Tech 

X-Tech was founded by four persons in 1998. The founders started a limited 
company, and its origin was in the telecom sector, a product based on university 
research. The founders have then developed and put up for sale a web-based 
project tool in an area called real-time collaboration. From the start the venture’s 
turnover has increased from approximately 2 million SEK in the first year 
(1998) to approximately 10 million SEK in 2005, and they have 15 employees.  

4.4.1 The entrepreneurs and their backgrounds 

One of the founders has a computer technology degree from the university and 
has since then worked and developed software in this area for five years in both 

The entrepreneur The founder has an upper secondary education after which she worked at 
home for 26 years with only short diversified jobs in between. When her 
family situation changed she saw the opportunity to work with something 
she considered fun by being self-employed. She also wanted to have con-
trol over her work and describes her self as persistent.

The business idea The founder was triggered by the opportunity to sell her own designed 
product, which could solve people’s problems in their daily lives. The aim 
was to find the optimal shape, function and solution of existing products. 
She constructed the product and let another company manufacture it. 

The start-up  
process

The founder started a private company, and to be able to do business with 
other companies, the founder had to formally start the venture first, but it 
was not active until a year after. She has spent a lot of time on product 
development and on finding manufacturers that fulfilled her requirements. 
During her participation in new venture support programs, she did market 
research and found that the biggest competition came from “low-cost” coun-
tries with large-scale products. She could manage the venture’s start-up 
with her own money, a government subsidy, and minor financial support 
from an innovation organization. The only competences required, besides 
her own competences, were help with drawings of the prototypes, and re-
tailers and manufacturers that she got through her network that she devel-
oped during this time.

The venture’s entry 
on the market 

After discussions with a mentor, the founder decided to focus on a few but 
specific products to target a specific market with, i.e. those who really 
wanted designed products. And she used exhibitions to reach out to her 
customers, mainly in Sweden but also outside the country.

The venture’s
progress

The venture has not grown that much and there are no employees. Today 
she has cooperation with a retailer and a manufacturer, and she has initi-
ated cooperation with a manufacturer abroad. The turnover has been dou-
bled into approximately 0.15 MSEK.
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Sweden and the United States. Moreover, he has also had a previous company in 
the software line of business, but he regarded it more as a hobby business. The 
founder is however of the opinion that this previous experience of enterprise was 
helpful in their new start-up and that he would not have started the second ven-
ture without the previous business experience. Moreover, his work experience 
from the US, which involved great responsibility, provided him with legal 
knowledge. The second founder is also a graduated engineer, and has worked as 
head of development in a large national telephone and telecom company for
several years. The third founder has previous work experiences in a telecom 
company in Canada and also has a doctoral degree from the university. During 
the start-up the fourth founder was working as a doctoral student, and has con-
tinued working with the venture in parallel with his employment as a researcher.  

One driving force for the founders to start a new venture was that they saw the 
opportunity to do something new in the dot.com-sector that was already flour-
ishing in the US, but was just in the beginning in Sweden. The founders had also 
an ambition to become world leaders in their niche. One of the founders has 
learned from his life with a travelling father in the mining industry that he can 
accomplish more than expected and not to give up easily. He has also been the 
driving force behind the venture together with another founder who pushed the 
evolvement of the venture.

The founders also have different traits that are useful in their venture. One of 
them is business-minded, whereas another is a good project manager with long 
experience of this function. A third is good at outlining and writing technical 
papers and trade contracts, while a fourth founder is an efficient programmer 
and technician. This last person is also the one with visionary and strategic 
thinking, and who is energetic and persistent. This influences the rest of the 
founders, as well as the employees. The founders say that they do not have any 
role models, but one of the founders has an entrepreneurial family with grand-
parents, and a sister and a brother with their own businesses. 

4.4.2 The business idea 

It was 6-7 persons at the university who initially came up with the idea that led 
to the creation of X-Tech. These persons had been developing the idea as a pro-
totype for some time and saw it as a future vision. The business idea was to 
make it possible for people to meet and work together by the use of their own 
computers regardless of the location. This was possible with a user interface for 
the Internet, and with a headset and a web camera. People were able to see and 
talk with one another, to surf the web, and to use and share documents and a 
whiteboard with one another. This is called Rich Real-Time collaboration.  



 - 48 - 48

The opportunities X-Tech saw with the idea was that people at different geo-
graphical locations could have multi-party distance meetings through their own 
computers with a program that supports many different platforms (i.e. Windows, 
Macintosh and Linux). Moreover, the founders saw that together, as researchers 
and experienced workers from the dot.com field, they could commercialize an 
interesting product.

4.4.3 The start-up process 

The venture was started before the product was fully developed, and the start-up 
took place at a time when the dot.com-era was booming. The founders wanted to 
commercialize their technology in order to “get the software technology mov-
ing” in Sweden.  From the start, one of the founders got the position of manag-
ing director due to his great market knowledge, and he was also given joint 
ownership of the venture. The other founders were involved in the product de-
velopment. The venture capitalists had decided that the product developers to-
gether with the managing director should be the ones with ownership in the ven-
ture. At the same time as the venture was started, they employed eight persons 
as programmers, three of whom came from the university, and all of them were 
offered an option program in the company.  

Moreover, one of the founders had good market knowledge, since he had been 
working in the United States, which was of great importance for the venture’s 
development. Then there was the programmers’ technological knowledge, which 
was very valuable to the venture. Another of the founders was a good project 
manager, who kept the workers together and created a good working environ-
ment. He was also good at bringing out the best in everyone. Then, two of the 
founders were good at sales, and one of them had the capability of combining 
his technological knowledge with market knowledge.

In 1998 when the venture was started, the founders made a business plan and did 
market research finding out that there were no large markets for the product. It 
was not possible to use their product on a personal computer. Only two large 
national companies, an organization for distance language education, and a uni-
versity research network in Sweden, were able to use their project tool. But the 
year after, in 1999, when they developed a new version of the project tool that 
could be used by the operation system Windows 98, the market extended. But 
the project tool still needed a quick processor in the users’ computers, so it was 
only the newest computers who could manage the program. 

In the beginning X-Tech targeted the Scandinavian market, and the criterion for 
the market segments was to make it possible for project teams, who could afford 
to pay for the product, to solve engineering problems. The competition in 1998 
consisted of other offerings like telephone meetings and video conferences over 
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ISDN (a network not based on Internet), and of another company that had simi-
lar offerings as X-Tech, but their offerings was based on the Internet, not on 
broadband, and did not have the same interface as X-Tech’s program. “People
do not want to pay expensive telephone bills separately, and they want the pos-
sibility to use all the necessary functions in the same interface in their com-
puters” as X-Tech offers, says one of the founders.

They met some difficulties when they were about to start the new venture. The 
first problem was to acquire financing, but due to personal networks among re-
searchers at the university, they got a loan from the university holding company 
so that they could start a limited company. These researchers also convinced two 
companies, Frontec and Erisoft, to give them a loan of 500,000 SEK, which they 
would not have to pay back, if the new venture turned out to be unsuccessful. 
This gave the venture an opportunity to get into operation, and later on they ob-
tained larger investments from national venture capitalists (Slottsbacken). To 
search for financing required a lot of time; the estimated time spent on searching 
for investments was 2-3 months for two persons, and they did this three times 
during their operation. The second difficulty they saw concerned the intellectual 
property rights (IPR), which they had to get from the university. This issue was 
solved as the parties in the early research project signed a deed of conveyance.

The tangible assets that X-Tech had to invest in to get started were office 
equipment and computers, which was estimated at 33,000 SEK per employee. 
Since then they have bought headsets, software and other computer-related ma-
terials. The venture has registered their trademark in Sweden, Europe and the 
US, and also has four approved patents related to different parts of their prod-
uct/software. This has been important since new investors wanted to be assured 
of their IPR, and it gives them protection, if they should end up in a patent con-
troversy with other companies.  

The estimated amount of investments for the product and product development 
was approximately 13 million SEK before the venture was founded. After that 
the investment has been around 100 million SEK. The time spent on product 
development before the start-up was about 20 man-months, and since then six 
persons has worked full-time with the product development. The prototype, as 
well as the later products, has been tried out at the university that facilitated the 
product development.  

The venture’s first customer was Ericsson and they got a consultant assignment 
related to their prototype. The university and IT Norrbotten (an IT company 
formed by local municipalities in the region) were also early customers of their 
prototype. These customers confirmed an interest in their product, which af-
fected the venture capitalists’ willingness to invest. “Without these early cus-
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tomers we would probably not have got any financing”, says one of the foun-
ders.

X-Tech has had a board of director consisting of five people already from the 
beginning. In the beginning their function was to commercialize their product 
and obtain a cash flow, whereas their function today is more strategic and not at 
an operational level anymore. The founders got support and business advice 
from the company’s first chairman of the board. In the first year they also got 
the opportunity to use the board of directors’ personal networks to find the nec-
essary support (like legal and economic functions, for instance), since these per-
sons had long experience of similar assignments. In other respects they have not 
received any additional support.

When it comes to the founders’ own networks, they mainly had relations to 
other people in the university and the large national telephone and telecom com-
pany. But they still had to do the hard work by themselves and arrange seminars 
and exhibitions to show their product and to build new relationships. Their 
credibility among others was limited in the beginning, since they only had refer-
ences from their prior workplaces.  

Early on the founders decided to move their trade office to the capital city of 
Sweden. This was partly due to the accessibility of investors and the fact that the 
members of the board of directors lived in Stockholm. “If the venture is sup-
posed to grow in Luleå, and in Sweden, the company needs to grow internation-
ally and for that they need investors”, says one of the founders.  The develop-
ment department remained in Luleå because of the competent workers, the sta-
ble research environment, the low labour turnover, and because the separation of 
the departments gave the workers a more harmonious environment to work in 
without all the stressful elements at a trade office that could be disturbing.

The founders have strived to be the one company with the most efficient solu-
tions on the market. They had a competitive advantage over their competitors, 
since they had developed the product with all the different functions (i.e. con-
versation, documents, whiteboard, video etc.) in the project tool in one window 
on the computer. To reach out to potential customers, X-Tech used strategic ex-
hibitions, like Networkstelecom, Computerworld and Internetworld, in the be-
ginning. Their product was customized to suit engineer project teams and differ-
ent educational institutes for distance education and research. This broad market 
segment gave the venture an advantage over other companies on the market. X-
Tech has also searched for partners, telecom operators, to work with in order to 
reach out to the customers, since companies did not listen to them due to their 
small size. For a short time they found two retailers to work with, but one of the 
companies was taken over and the other one went bankrupt after a while. 
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Chiefly because managers and decision makers in Scandinavia were more reluc-
tant to adopt innovations, this market was difficult to reach and therefore X-
Tech decided to target the US market in 2003.

4.4.4 The venture’s progress

The venture’s product has been made more sophisticated during the years after 
the start-up. For example, they have improved the speech quality by integrating 
another company’s sound software, and have therefore now a sound quality as 
good as that of a compact disc-record. Today the venture has extended their 
market to Europe and the US, and besides the expanding university sector, they 
also target other small companies with the same offering but at a lower price, 
called Time-to-meet-service. In addition, new customers in the banking sector 
and stock exchange have emerged. When Windows 2000 came out on the mar-
ket, the founders could improve the video and sound function in the program, as 
well as develop it into an easier and more stable version to handle. Then they 
also developed a solution which included all types of networks but required 
more broadband. This opened up the market, but not until 2002, when the 
broadband was more widespread in Sweden as well, and the opportunity for the 
market to use their project tool increased. In 2003, X-Tech entered the US mar-
ket in cooperation with Apple. They targeted the educational sector and made 
about twenty business deals with universities during 2003-2004. In the US the 
managers accepted and adopted their product more easily, which was partly due 
to the September-eleven terror attack and the people’s inclination to do distance 
work.

To reach the customers during the last two years, the venture has participated in 
Educase, an educational exhibition in the US, where decision-makers and other 
important people in the universities come and buy products. They also partici-
pate in Apple exhibitions, such as the Macworld, in the US where they meet 
consumers. Finally, together with X-Tech’s retailers, they participate in gov-
ernment exhibitions in the US where they get to meet local purchasing organiza-
tions.  In 2004 the venture also started a North American Reseller Program that 
targeted their offerings to companies, and later the same year they did the same 
thing in Europe. Today they have customized offerings to small firms (Time-to-
meet-services), and they are also searching for a solution for individual consum-
ers. Today it is more accepted to have the computer as a communication unit 
and the competition consists of for example Skype (telephone offerings via 
Internet) and instant messaging such as ICQ and MSN. These products, on the 
other hand, often only offer meetings between two persons and do not make se-
cure code writing possible, as X-Tech’s product does.

In the autumn of 2005 X-Tech was developing a freeware version of their prod-
uct. It is not going to be as advanced and secure as the paid-for versions. The 
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aim is to offer multi-part meetings to younger users who are used to chatting on 
the Internet. The founders’ experience is that whatever program the children or 
young people use at home, the higher is the possibility that the parents will also 
start to use the same program. The program is supposed to be able to download 
from channels like download.com on the Internet, which is a place that people 
visit when they want to search for new software programs. In the US the venture 
is going to use representative students to lobby for their product and thereby 
reach out to the younger users. Finally, the venture has released a new version of 
the project tool where it is possible to get connected to traditional videoconfer-
ence rooms and thereby participate in meetings with other programs at specific 
workplaces.

Over the years X-Tech has grown from 8 employees in 1998 to 14 in 2000, and 
23 in 2001. They have employed programmers, resellers, and a manager of the 
development department, a marketing manager and an assistant, but when they 
became aware that some of the functions would be better to outsource, they dis-
missed some of the employees and outsourced functions like accounting, invoic-
ing, contracts and marketing. Today they have 15 employees, hired consultants 
in the US, resellers in the US and the EU, and a board of directors consisting of 
the managing director of SAS (also the vice manager of Ericsson) as the chair-
man of the board, a person who has worked with Bill Gates and Steve Balmer at 
Microsoft. The board also consists of representatives of the venture capitalists 
and X-Tech’s managing director. They also have a management team consisting 
of the managing director, a sales director for Europe, one of the founders as head 
of development, another founder as head of production, and a third founder as 
the strategic manager.

The venture has become known in the ICT collaboration area, and there have 
been competitors that have tried to get established on this market but failed. 
Customers experience that X-Tech offers a secure and qualitative program, and 
they have a large venture capitalist that supports them. They also have contracts 
worth millions with Apple in the US and broadband operators in Sweden. 

The venture licenses the sound technology from another company, and the 
Time-to-meet-service is run in cooperation with a consultant company that they 
found through relations with the large national telephone and telecom company. 
X-Tech also started cooperation with Apple computers since they did not have 
similar applications in their computers. These partnerships have evolved over 
the years. During the start-up, X-Tech got support from a science park that sup-
plied them with location and economic functions, and the university has also 
supported them by testing and evaluating their prototypes. After the start-up, one 
of the founders participated in managing director education provided by one of 
the venture capitalists. He thinks that the supporting education is too general and 
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that the board of directors has an important function to fulfil in advising and 
supporting the founders in a more specific and firm-related way. X-Tech also 
got legal help with their trademark from a lawyer (a friend of one of the foun-
ders) in the US when they were about to enter that market, otherwise they would 
not have managed it by themselves. 

Table 5 shows a summary of the start-up process of X-Tech and its influencing 
factors and future progress. 

Table 5. A summary of X-Tech's start-up process 

The entrepreneurs They are 4 founders with university degrees in computer technology. One of 
them is still working in university research, whereas the others have been 
working in the telecom and software business. One of the founders has also 
had his own company. The founders wanted the venture to become world 
leader in this sector and they have complementary personalities that work as 
driving forces in different situations.

The business idea The founders saw an opportunity in the dot.com-sector, which was already 
flourishing in US. From university research done in the past five years, they 
developed a product to make it possible for people to have multi-party meet-
ings and work together by the use of their own computers regardless of their 
location. They wanted to develop the software technology and they targeted 
the Scandinavian market in the beginning. The criterion was project teams 
who needed to solve engineering problems.

The start-up  
process

The founders started a limited company and they possessed different capa-
bilities that were complementary, but they lacked expertise knowledge of 
their niche. They also established a board of directors with the aim of com-
mercializing their product and obtaining cash flow, and hired 8 programmers. 
They did formal market research and made a business plan and found that 
the market was limited in the beginning with competition from companies 
offering telephone meetings and video-conferences. The venture had diffi-
culties in acquiring financing, because they needed a large amount of in-
vestments in the product development and personnel resources. The second 
difficulty was to solve the IPR from the university. The venture also needed 
to invest in computers, software and other computer-related material, and 
they had to register their trademark in Sweden, Europe and the US. The 
university has functioned as a test bed, a first customer and a base to de-
velop the founders’ networks in.

The venture’s entry 
on the market 

The venture used strategic exhibitions to reach out to customers and 
searched for partners in retailing. This was due to their small size and the 
market’s reluctance to adopt innovations. They also moved their trade office 
to Stockholm and kept the development department in Luleå as a strategic 
action.

The venture’s
progress

The venture has become known in the ICT collabouration and has grown 
into 15 employees, with a turnover that has increased from 2 MSEK to 10 
MSEK. They also have cooperation with resellers in the US and Europe and 
have broadened their market to include private persons and companies with 
adapted assortments. And they have a professional board of directors.
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4.5 Y-Tech 

Y-Tech was founded in 1996 by two persons, but then it was more of a hobby 
and a part-time job in parallel with the founders’ employment at the university. 
Later on, in 1999, they formally founded a limited company, and in 2001 the 
founders took the decision to be full-time self-employed. At this time they also 
changed their business concept from basically having commissions as consult-
ants to developing and selling a web-based project tool. Y-Tech’s turnover has 
increased from a few hundred thousand Swedish crowns in 2002 to four MSEK 
in 2004, and they have four employees. 

4.5.1 The entrepreneurs and their background 

One of the founders of this venture has a doctoral degree and the other a licenti-
ate degree from the department of civil and environmental engineering of the 
university. Neither of them has a long work experience apart from the university 
employment, but one of the founders has a father with his own company, which 
may have contributed to his knowledge of and insights into enterprise.

The motivation in the beginning was to do something fun beside their doctoral 
studies with an opportunity to make some extra money. Later on, one of the 
founders had to make a decision about his future, and together they decided to 
try to see if it was possible to live by being fully self-employed. In addition, one 
of the founders said that he would not have taken the step into self-employment 
immediately after his graduation without having the earlier experience of enter-
prise. And he also points out the safety of being two founders.  Moreover, one of 
the founders says, “it was the mix of seeing if the idea was viable, if I could 
manage it and a feeling of freedom since I am the one managing and exploiting 
the business”.

The founder is of the opinion that his conservative and theoretical character is 
complementary to the other founder’s more impulsive character, which is also 
good for their enterprise.  

4.5.2 The business idea 

When the founders started their venture in 1996, they wanted to do something 
else beside their research at the university, and therefore they started a consult-
ing and software development firm. Later on, when they graduated and changed 
the business concept, their idea was to offer a web-based project tool at a rea-
sonable price, innovative in the sense of packaging existing technology in a new 
way, to those who needed to cooperate at a distance in their work. The potential 
customers were mostly researchers and participants in European Union (EU) 
projects. Thus, the users would be able to work with and share documents, and 
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to be able to plan, manage and control the projects, and to cooperate with one 
another irrespective of their location through the web-based project tool. More-
over, the product was custom-made in order to meet the customers’ specific 
needs. However, in order to get some profit and to cover expenses during 2001-
2002, they also took on assignments as consultants.  

In the beginning, in 1996, the founders got a request for developing calculating 
software that they then could sell.  When they changed the business concept, 
they saw a need among researchers and EU-project participants for sharing 
documents in a secure way, as well as managing a project, through the Internet. 
The first version came out on the market in the autumn of 2002, and they say 
that they are still not sure if they have caught the “window of opportunity”, that 
is if they have found a successful business opportunity.  

4.5.3 The start-up process 

The chosen time for starting a venture was not linked to any specific event or 
moment in mind. However, the reorganization and changed business concept 
was caused by one of the entrepreneur’s graduation at the university. When the 
founders reorganized their company in 2001, one of them started to work full-
time in the venture, while the other founder gradually increased his time in the 
venture besides his university employment, and finally in 2002 he also worked 
full-time. The founders divided the responsibilities of marketing, accounting, 
selling, programming and management between themselves in the beginning. 
Moreover, the venture had a formal board consisting of the owners and did not 
have a professional board of directors in the beginning.  

When the venture was started in 1996, the founders did not do any market re-
search, nor did they have a business plan. But when they changed the business 
concept, they made a business plan based on the project tool, and conducted 
market research on their niche. They detected a few other competitors that of-
fered a similar product. However, the competitors did not offer all the compo-
nents that Y-Tech offered, i.e. the possibility to manage a project, document 
handling and sharing, and make web publications in the same package at the 
same low price.

When the founders searched for a proper market segment, they based their crite-
rion on those who could have the most advantageous use of their product. Addi-
tionally, both the product development and the market have affected each other. 
The entrepreneurs’ knowledge and understanding of the actual problem has 
made the progress easier and strengthened their trustworthiness with the cus-
tomers.
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Y-Tech has had financial problems, because they did not get enough profits dur-
ing the first few years, and because of the IT-market crash, investors and financ-
ers were reluctant to invest in new IT-projects. Finally, they got some funding 
but it was not enough, considering the time and expenses a knowledge-intensive 
venture such as theirs needs to develop into a company. The financing Y-Tech 
got initially was from a venture capitalist; it was not a loan but a contingent li-
ability that they would have to repay if the venture did well. In 2001 the first 
prototype of the project tool was used as the base in the search for funding. Dur-
ing the first year the largest part of their financing consisted of venture capital. 
One of the founders says that they could not have “done it” without different 
venture capitalists and new venture creation supporters. “This kind of venture 
requires investors all the time, unlike other companies, which can use their prof-
its to be able to take the next step, which is difficult for us to do without money 
to cover wages, for instance”, says one of the founders. In addition, they have 
also invested their own money and also borrowed some. The founders consider 
that the wages represent the highest expenses in the venture, and that financing 
is the most awkward part of the enterprise, especially for product development 
companies that have to balance their profit and loss account as well as their bal-
ance sheet. Actually, they needed more financing, but they felt that the accessi-
ble investors put their effort on larger industry-based companies instead. The 
founders are of the opinion that there is a lack of financiers when early seed 
funding is ended, and one of the founders says, “most of the financiers prefer 
traditional industrially based companies with physical products…and the soft-
ware sector is special since its value can vary depending on what you do with 
it.” Moreover, the search for money took a lot of time, which they estimated to 
about 1-2 months on each funding occasion. 

The tangible assets that Y-Tech needed in order to be able to start the new ven-
ture were laptops, servers, an office and office equipment. Since then they have 
bought new computers for every new employee and supplementary servers. The 
founders did not have any intellectual property rights (IPR) other than written 
contracts to regulate their rights and obligations.  

The core competence in Y-Tech is, apart from the entrepreneurs themselves, 
represented by the venture’s programmer. The entrepreneurs’ knowledge of the 
customers and their needs was in the beginning, and still is, crucial to the ven-
ture and its survival. Moreover, the primary knowledge of technology platforms 
that they all have is also a prerequisite for the venture’s competitive advantage. 
However, the entrepreneurs lacked a mentor who could have helped them on the 
basis of his/her own experiences, knowledge and practice of problem solving in 
a similar or related business sector.  



 - 57 - 57

Y-Tech’s founders have put years into the product development; they calculate 
that the total amount of time spent until 2005 was about 10-12 man-years. How-
ever, with a sufficient number of personnel this was possible in quite a short 
time. It was a professor at the university that came up with the first prototype of 
the project tool, but today the professor is only a joint owner. During the product 
development phase, one of the founders used the prototype in education at the 
university, which gave them feedback. 

In the beginning the founders did not have any need for marketing. They had 
only local customers and made only demand-based assignments. The venture’s 
first customer was the university, through which they also got access to other 
customers. When the limited company was started, and before the product was 
fully developed, they could utilize this established network. For instance they 
got the opportunity to learn from potential customer needs at close quarters, and 
they also got their first large customer delivery.  

The contacts that the founders had in the beginning were mostly at the univer-
sity. These contacts have then developed into others through acquaintances and 
friends. This initial network was a prerequisite for the venture to get started, 
since they acted as customers and users in the beginning. Moreover, to have the 
university in the network was important for the venture’s innovation and lent 
support to the venture’s trustworthiness as a supplier. “If your own university 
doesn’t use the products and support spin-offs, it is hard to get credibility on the 
market, which is important for all academic spin-offs”, says one of the founders. 
The social network was also important; people believed in them and gave them 
moral support, since the creation of a new venture was time-consuming.  

The founders’ did not get any additional support from anyone; nor did they get 
any supplementary support to facilitate the development or growth of the firm. 
The employment office has helped them with apprentices or trainees, who they 
then could employ.  

The venture’s strategy was prepared through their business plan. Y-Tech offered 
a new opportunity for research and EU project teams to manage their projects, to 
handle and share documents and an opportunity for web publications in the same 
package at a low price. At the same time, the founders did not want their offer to 
be interpreted as a high technology product, because they knew that products 
that require learning scare customers from buying and using the product. To 
reach the customers Y-Tech used, and still uses, seminars at universities, data-
bases, websites and homepages on the Internet, and advertisements directed at 
companies in order to canvass new customers. On their homepage, customers 
can also experience their products. “It is essential that the leader/s of a project 
is/are attracted before the actual project starts, in order to get them to under-
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stand their need of a project tool”, they say. The difficulties for the venture was, 
and still are, to find the project leaders, since the projects were not official, and 
thus seminars were efficient providing the opportunity to start a dialogue.  

4.5.4 The venture’s progress

Y-Tech’s customers are still in the same category as they were in 2001, i.e. cus-
tomers involved in research and EU-projects, who are regarded as loyal custom-
ers who do not stop at single agreements but buy additional services instead of 
changing suppliers. However, geographically the market has expanded from a 
local market to an international market, and they have regular customers, which 
might be due to the additional services they offer. Since 2004, Y-Tech has de-
cided to put more effort into growing and reaching new markets; therefore they 
have invested a lot of time in searching for a partner that could assist them with 
the sales. The competition in their area has increased, but competing companies 
address their offers to private persons and companies, not to public authorities as 
Y-Tech does.

A difficulty that Y-Tech, as a new and small venture, faces is to find a proper 
work force, which is crucial for the venture’s development. As the venture hired 
new employees, the entrepreneurs also partly left more of their responsibilities 
and functions over to their employees. Since 2004 the venture has also had a 
professional board of directors that has a strategic and decision-making role with 
a focus on marketing and financing issues. In the beginning there were three 
owners of the firm, the two entrepreneurs and the professor who developed the 
prototype. Now there are two more joint owners – a venture capitalist, and an-
other person. The board of directors also has a kind of mentoring role when it 
comes to decision-making.  

In the beginning Y-Tech had credibility only inside the university due to their 
research work, but they were unknown outside. Today the venture has customers 
in Europe and their credibility has grown due to the word-of-mouth of their cus-
tomers along with their network expansion. For example, a French research in-
stitute has hired them as suppliers. Similarly, the credibility among potential in-
vestors has also grown. Moreover, Y-Tech early on started collaboration with a 
supplier in order to deliver their product to the customers, and this is also where 
their servers are located.

Table 6 shows a summary of the start-up process of Y-Tech and its influencing 
factors and future progress. 
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Table 6. A summary of Y-Tech's start-up process 

4.6 Z-Tech 

The venture was founded in 2002 by two persons. The founders started a limited 
company, and its origin was in software for computer games, a product based 
upon their studies at the university. The founders have then further developed 
and put up for sale a 3D-motor. From the start the venture’s turnover has in-
creased from 1.5 MSEK to just above 2 MSEK, but they do not yet have any 
employees.  

The entrepreneurs They are 2 founders with university research degrees. Neither of them had 
work experiences before they started their company as a part-time company 
in parallel with their work at the university. One of the founders has experi-
ences from an enterprising father and their main motivation in the beginning 
was to do something they considered fun. Later on, they wanted to try if it 
was possible to live by being fully self-employed. They also consider that 
their complementary characters (impulsive vs. conservative) and the fact that 
they were two to start a company was facilitating.

The business idea In the beginning (1996) they started a consulting and software development 
company, but when they became fully self-employed, they offered a web-
based project tool at a reasonable price to those who needed to cooperate at 
a distance in their work. The potential market was mostly in research and 
EU-projects. The product was custom-made, so that the customer could 
share documents, plan, manage and control their work in a secure way.  

The start-up  
process

They started a trading company in 1996 and then a limited company in 2001. 
The founders did not hire employees but divided the responsibilities between 
themselves, and they had only a formal board of owners. In 2001 they made 
a formal business plan and did market research. Both the product develop-
ment and the targeted market have affected each other. They had difficulties 
in acquiring financing due to the IT-market crash and they had to rely on 
venture capitalists to finance the product development and wages. The as-
sets they needed were mainly computers and servers, and the competences 
they needed besides their own were programmers. The university has func-
tioned as a test bed, a first customer and a base on which to build up the 
founders’ networks as well as their trustworthiness. However, they lacked a 
mentor with business specific competences. The venture had only written 
contracts and no IPR in the beginning, and they cooperated with a supplier 
for delivering their services.

The venture’s entry 
on the market 

The founders did not want their product to be interpreted as a high technol-
ogy product because of the customers being scared of buying and using it. 
Therefore the venture used seminars, websites and homepages where they 
could inform, attract and invite potential customers to a dialogue. The diffi-
culty was to find the project managers, since the projects were not official. 

The venture’s
progress

The venture has grown into four employees, with an increased turnover from 
a few hundred thousand SEK to 4 MSEK in 2002. The customers are in the 
same category but have expanded to the European market. The venture is 
also searching for a partner to cooperate with in sales, and they also have 
also a professional board of directors.
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4.6.1 The entrepreneurs and their background 

Both of the founders have studied marketing and computer technology at the 
university. During their studies the founders have had occasional jobs. One of 
the founders has management experience from his work as a chairman of an as-
sociation. The other founder has worked as a salesman and built and sold com-
puters. Both of them have also started private companies as a job on the side of 
their studies, which has given them insights into enterprise.  

The motivations that acted as a driving force for starting a new venture were for 
the founders the opportunity to earn money and to gain honour and credit. 
Moreover, it was a good occasion for taking the risk now since neither of them 
had family responsibilities. However, they are both aware that they will be leav-
ing the company some day, since they regard the venture as a time-limited pro-
ject.

According to the founders, they have good entrepreneurial characteristics such 
as being fearless and not worried, which makes them not fear conflicts but solve 
them instead. Additionally, they had a teacher at the university who inspired 
them to start their own company.  

4.6.2 The business idea 

The business idea arose during the founders’ education at the university. They 
were inspired by the marketing course and wanted to make the Internet more 
entertaining by combining their knowledge from two different fields, i.e. mar-
keting and computer technology. The aim was to develop habit-forming com-
puter games that companies could have on their websites to increase the number 
of visitors. But the IT crash and the following marketing collapse affected the 
market and the companies very much, and the commercial incomes decreased by 
30-90 %. Consequently, they did not have anyone to sell their idea to. At the 
same time, technology developed and their games became too simple and there-
fore they wanted to develop games in the entertainment sector instead. This was 
a growing business then and was predicted to continue growing. After a while 
they felt that they did not have enough knowledge of entertainment, so they de-
cided to develop the technology instead, out of which the founders developed a 
modularized 3D-motor (which has to be integrated with other components to be 
usable). Moreover, their product is based on a programming language called 
java, which allows use in mobile phones and websites as well as other platforms. 
At the same time the founders transformed their company into a limited com-
pany in 2003. 

The recognized opportunity in the beginning was to meet companies’ need for 
marketing and to create a homepage for loyal customers that could increase the 
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companies’ revenues. When that did not work, they saw an opportunity to sat-
isfy a need for entertainment among people. But not being able to develop that 
idea, they saw a opportunity to cut down the time to market for companies and 
therefore developed a 3D-motor, which entailed that the companies who pro-
duced games did not have to integrate this routine and thus could produce games 
at a faster pace. In addition, it would reduce the production costs for the compa-
nies and they could also demand specific qualifications that they wanted in the 
next game. In the future the founders foresee an increasing need of advanced 
virtual games on the Internet that will replace the games on CDs. 

4.6.3 The start-up process 

The founders started Z-Tech when they graduated from the university. More-
over, they were attracted to the entrepreneurial lifestyle and to finding new mar-
kets. The only problem is to survive during the time it takes to form a market, 
which they cannot do by themselves, instead they have to cooperate with a part-
ner who can drive a change of behaviour on the market. This would lead to an 
opportunity to be first on the market when it opens up.  

In the beginning the founders did thorough market research. They found out that 
the business sector was mature, and that there were large and powerful competi-
tors in the game sector, which made it difficult for Z-Tech to enter the market. 
But they are unique in games on the Internet. Because the sector was built like 
the book/literature sector, the founders had to find publishers that wanted to 
publish their product and thereby get money to develop the games. Unfortu-
nately, the founders missed the prerequisite of consoles for TV-games; other-
wise they would have reached a larger market. The competition on the Internet, 
on the other hand, is small. When they searched for a suitable market segment, 
their criterion was to fill the segments that the present technology could not ful-
fil. The market is immature and they do not foresee larger sales or demand be-
fore 2008, which is based on estimates by investors and researchers. The cus-
tomers do not yet have the need to play advanced games on the Internet. An-
other problem is that the users cannot buy the product since it is a part of (a 
module) of a game, and therefore, it must first be sold to somebody who builds 
games before it gets to the users. This so-called middle ware, or modularized 
components, is also immature, but it is growing. The market research has also 
given rise to changes and revisions in the business concept during the start-up 
process, as well as afterwards.  

In the early phase of the venture creation, the founders had difficulties in getting 
financing. They searched for venture capitalists and public financers, and they 
located many investors, but they all got their money from the government. Be-
cause of the opinion that all the money comes from the same source, the foun-
ders found the investors to be non-flexible organizations, and that there were not 
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enough venture capitalists in the early phases of the start-up process. The foun-
ders have also invested all their own money needed to get started, and “worked 
one summer in their own venture”, which was a part of a venture capitalist’s 
support of new technological start-ups. Obtaining financing has been difficult, 
since every investment requires 50% own capital, which they have tried to ob-
tain by working as consultants in other areas.  

The most important assets and competences for the venture are the founders’ 
knowledge of technology and of how to manage further research. Their weak-
nesses are a lack of selling competences; they would have needed an experi-
enced salesman or education in this area. But they could start the company just 
by buying computers and by having access to premises with Internet connection.  

From the beginning it was the founders themselves that developed their product, 
but there have also been students involved who contributed with basic research 
on a prototype. The founders, together with other people, spent a great deal of 
time on the product development between 2003 and 2005, when they started to 
sell a prototype complete with counselling services. The venture needed to de-
velop a demo that almost had the standard of a finished game to be able to get a 
contract with a publisher. Therefore, the founders modularized the production 
process to be able to take out technological parts that could be used again. Fi-
nally, the venture sold a few licenses, together with counselling services, to the 
university. When they saw that they sold more licenses for the particular module 
instead of the games, they changed the focus and concentrated on the technology 
instead. They developed the 3D-motor, which was adapted to the Internet, and 
“it has a performance as one of the top 10 of the world”, says one of the foun-
ders. In addition, their 3D-motor is the only one that can be used transparently 
from computer games in the web environment. There are competitors on the 
market with 3D-motors, but none of them has the same transparency and high 
performance as Z-Tech has. The drawback for Z-Tech is that their 3D-motor 
cannot be used in traditional games such as X-box and Playstation, which pre-
vents them from selling their product to this sector.  

The founders’ are of the opinion that the patent system is not good enough, and 
therefore they have not wanted to patent their technology or product. “It is only 
those who have a lot of money that can protect themselves, otherwise they are 
useless”, says one of the owners. He thinks that at the point when the product is 
patented, you have given up the solution to a problem, which could lead to civil 
cases that they cannot afford. As far as the founders are aware of, no one else in 
this niche has patents. However, they will patent their products in the future to 
get partners, because they have noticed that it gives credibility and respect 
among large companies. In the meantime, Z-Tech has solved this issue by keep-
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ing their solutions secret and they have a publishable report ready in case they 
should need it.  

To reach out to the customers Z-Tech has used press releases, both international 
and national. Otherwise, they have got a reputation by worth-of-mouth and 
demos on the venture’s homepage on the Internet that potential customers could 
try out. The customers were local in the beginning (and still are), but the venture 
aims to get into an international market. Z-Tech’s first customer in 2002 was the 
university, which at the same time helped the venture with their idea and product 
development. The founders presented their idea to a department at the univer-
sity, which then invested some money in their product development to be able to 
use the product in their education. Since then the university has been mere cus-
tomer.

The venture’s structure consists only of the two founders, and they share all the 
functions equally between them. However, over the years one of the founders 
has taken the technological responsibility, whereas the other is responsible for 
marketing and sales. The venture has a formal board of owners that they set up 
when they founded the limited company. A few people have acted as members 
of an advisory committee over the years, but Z-Tech does not yet have a profes-
sional board of directors.

The founders had problems with finding and getting in contact with appropriate 
persons who knew about the specific business sector. But they developed a net-
work consisting of companies and private persons during the start-up process, 
and ever since. However, they still have a problem with networking and com-
munications, since they are located in the north of Sweden. The founders are of 
the opinion that it is difficult to create and build links from this location, because 
a technological venture needs a lot of support from networks and financing. The 
only support they could find in the start-up was at a local level, which was not 
suitable for the venture.

In addition, the founders did not get any additional support in their start-up 
process, because at that time, according to the founders, there was no suitable 
support available. With the help of a business model, developed by a new ven-
ture support actor, the founders made their business plan and they have attended 
conferences in their niche. The venture would have needed support from an in-
cubator for example. Financially, they were also helped by a governmental sub-
sidy (starta-eget-bidrag), even though it was low because of their lack of prior 
work. Therefore, to attain incomes, primarily to cover the wage costs, the foun-
ders worked as consultants, and they also got some financing from venture capi-
talists. The founders perceived that they did not get the technological support 
needed either, which they say was a result of the venture capitalists not wanting 
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or daring to invest in IT-companies, as they were afraid of business failures in 
view of the IT crash. 

A few persons from the university, the business sector and new venture support 
actors, and their social network has helped the founders with advice and solu-
tions. But they still needed an experienced mentor, in the middle-ware sector, 
that could have helped them in their process. “It seems like there is a lack of ex-
perienced people that have comprehensive knowledge in this business sector”,
says one of the founders. 

When the venture was about to be launched, the founders looked up some other 
ventures in the same sector that had not been successful, to make bench-learning 
from. They saw that an earlier company that wanted to do everything by them-
selves did not develop, and from another company’s failure they noticed the dif-
ficulty in getting established on the market. Therefore, the founders became 
aware of their need of a powerful partner in order to enter international markets. 
Z-Tech’s technology is based on Java, developed by Sun Microsystems, and at 
an exhibition soon after the launch of the venture, Z-The got the opportunity to 
present their product to Sun Microsystems. This has then led to cooperation with 
Sun Microsystems for 1½ years, since Z-Tech’s technology is more advanced 
than Sun Microsystems’s own technology, and the company has also helped 
them to reach out to international customers with their technology.  

4.6.4 The venture’s progress

After the start-up the venture has continued developing the product and technol-
ogy. And to reach out to customers, the continued market development has con-
sisted of demonstrations of their product by Sun Microsystems, in relation with 
sun Microsystems’s own information about games and Java. They have also 
continued with the press releases, attended exhibitions and sent demos to poten-
tial customers. For new customers, the venture has something they call profit 
sharing, which implies that they get a license agreement at a low cost in the be-
ginning and when they become frequent customers they have to pay more for 
the product. For the future market, the venture is going to develop their technol-
ogy so that the product is going to fit all the other games on the market. The 
venture also receives inquires about developing products for mobile phones, 
which was surprising to them, since they thought that the web-market would 
come first. Moreover, the 3D-motor can also be used in other sectors such as 
medicine and industrial solutions where there is a need for virtual reality.  

Today the founders have an experienced mentor in their business sector that 
helps and guides them in their business operations. They also have a formal sen-
ior adviser that helps them with sales-related issues. Over the years, the venture 
has had temporarily hired employees, but they are not with the company today. 
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They would like to have employees, especially a graphic artist, but they cannot 
afford it today.

The founders’ business competence has grown after the start-up, and a proof of 
their trustworthiness is that another university has chosen their product without 
knowing anything about the venture’s origin. However, the venture has still to 
work hard to convince customers, investors, companies and other interested par-
ties of the potential of their product. One of the founders says that they are in 
need of a large and reliable project in order to achieve acceptance. For the time 
being, universities and research projects in Sweden, Germany and Australia are 
the largest customers, using their product in education. But the founders think 
that this does not give them the same credibility as they would have got if pri-
vate companies used their technology.  

The founders are still searching for partners, like large mobile phone companies, 
because they are about to develop a mobile phone version of their product to the 
next generation of mobile phones. They would also like to cooperate with some 
large partners like Apple or IBM before 2008, when the market is ready for the 
venture’s idea and technology, because that is the size of partner needed. 

Table 7 shows a summary of the start-up process of Z-Tech and its influencing 
factors and future progress. 
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Table 7. A summary of Z-Tech's start-up process 

4.7 A first empirical analysis and further literature research 

The empirical data pointed at three factors that had influenced the venture’s 
start-up processes. First, the entrepreneurs’ backgrounds with their prior educa-
tion, knowledge and work experiences are an important influencing factor of a 
start-up process, since the venture’s business idea as well as the recognized 
business opportunity is dependent on individual preferences. Second, the ven-
ture’s business concept influences the activities undertaken in the start-up proc-
ess depending on the level of knowledge and/or technology of the idea. Finally, 
the venture’s entry on the market influences what activities need to be taken in 
order to reach out to the customers and to get competitive advantages. Similarly, 

The entrepreneur They are two founders with university degrees in computer technology and 
marketing. They only have work experiences from occasional jobs, but both 
of them have started private companies beside their studies. Their driving 
forces for starting the new venture were to earn money and to gain honour 
and credit. They describe themselves as fearless and not worried of con-
flicts.

The business idea The business idea arose from their studies and from the start they wanted 
to offer habit-forming games on the Internet by combining their knowledge 
from two different fields. But when that idea was not possible to realize due 
to the IT crash, they wanted to go in the entertainment sector instead. How-
ever, they realized that their knowledge of this sector was limited. Instead 
they had developed a modularized 3-D motor, which they offered to com-
panies who could integrate it in their games, chiefly on the Internet.

The start-up  
process

The founders started a limited company and they did thorough market re-
search and made a business plan. But the founders had difficulties in ob-
taining financing and a publisher who wanted to publish their product. The 
venture needed to develop a demo to get contracts. The founders consider 
their own competences to be sufficient for starting a new venture, but they 
lacked sales competence and a mentor who could help them with specific 
business and market knowledge. They have also had difficulties in building 
networks and credibility due to their newness and location. The university 
has functioned as a test bed and a first customer. They sold their product 
by licences and they did not have patents. 

The venture’s entry 
on the market 

The founders wanted to form new markets and be first on the market, but 
they had difficulties in changing customer behaviour by themselves. In addi-
tion, their product did not fit in with TV-games which would have enlarged 
their market. The criterion for their market was to fill segments that the pre-
sent technology could not fill, and thus their market (in Internet games) is 
immature. To reach out to their customers, on a local market at the start, 
they used press releases and home pages.

The venture’s
progress

The venture has increased their turnover form 1.5 MSEK to just above 2 
MSEK, but they do not have any employees. The venture cooperates with a 
large company in order to reach international customers and they are de-
veloping the product to fit all games on the market. They have still to work 
hard to convince e.g. customers, investors and companies about their po-
tential.
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the start-up process and its activities, and maybe foremost the evaluation of the 
activities, seems to influence the ventures business concept, or their business 
plan, as well as the ventures entry on the market. That is, to define their business 
idea and how to accomplish their entry on the market. This insight into new ven-
tures’ start-up processes led me to search for literature relevant for my study. 

As my empirical data collection was completed, and I had gained an understand-
ing of what the entrepreneurs interpreted as important in their start-up process, I 
started a thorough search for relevant literature and prior research in this area. I 
have searched in databases such as Science & Social Science Citation Index,
Business Source Elite [Ebsco], and at Google Scholar for articles and published 
papers. Moreover, I have searched the database of the library of Luleå Univer-
sity of Technology for books and other literature on the current topic. Keywords 
that I used in this literature search were based on my understanding from the 
empirical results, and they were among others, new venture creation, new firm 
formation, new business, business start-up, start-up processes, new firm foun-
ders, entrepreneur, entrepreneurship, academic spin-offs, spin-offs, entrepre-
neurial processes, entrepreneurial strategy, market entry, business idea, busi-
ness concepts, business plan. Through these searches I found many articles and 
books that were significant for my research, and for my further understanding of 
a venture’s start-up process and its affecting factors. Moreover, these articles 
gave me further suggestions of other literature, and I also got recommendations 
from colleagues and people in my surroundings that led me to relevant theories. 
These references have then been a basis for developing a theoretical framework, 
which will be presented in the next chapter.
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5. Literature review 
Based on the empirical evidence of factors influencing start-up processes and in 
order to meet the research problem, this chapter sets out to review relevant lit-
erature and prior research on business opportunities, business concepts, start-
up processes and entry strategies taken by new ventures during their commer-
cialization process.  

In order to get an understanding of my choices of theory and of how I think of 
entrepreneurship, entrepreneurs and start-up processes (which is in focus in this 
study), I will start this chapter with my definitions of each concept. There are 
many different definitions of entrepreneurship, and most recent researchers have 
defined this field of science solely in terms of who the entrepreneur is and what
he or she does (Venkataraman, 1997). The definition of a start-up process in this 
study is in accordance with Shane’s et al. (2003) definition of entrepreneurship, 
which is “the processes by which opportunities to create future goods and ser-
vices are discovered, evaluated, and exploited”. In other words, it is the devel-
opment of a new venture by which one or more founders can make use of, 
commercialize and further develop their business idea. Consequently, an entre-
preneur in this study is the person who takes actions in order to start a new ven-
ture. Moreover, this study makes a difference between non-academic ventures 
and academic spin-offs. Academic spin-offs are equal to high technology or 
knowledge-intensive ventures with an origin from university research, whereas 
the non-academic ventures do not have their origin in academic or other research 
projects; instead they commercialize an idea created by market needs. The defi-
nition of academic spin-offs is thus in line with Shane’s (2004) definition of a 
university spin-off as “a new company founded to exploit a piece of intellectual 
property created in an academic institution”.

5.1 Business opportunities 

Opportunity recognition and exploitation are a necessary step in the process of 
creating a new venture (Choi & Shepherd, 2004), and becoming a successful 
entrepreneur (Ardichivili, Cardozo & Ray, 2003). Thus, several models with 
various aspects of opportunity recognition have been presented in recent years. 
For example Christensen, Madsen and Peterson (1994) present opportunity rec-
ognition as representing perception, discovery and creation simultaneously, 
whereas Bhave (1994) studies internal and external opportunities, and, Shane 
(2000) focuses on prior knowledge and experiences as necessary for successful 
opportunity recognition. Contrary to other opportunities for profit making, an 
entrepreneurial opportunity for profit requires a discovery with new means-ends 
relationships, not just optimization or efficient utilization of means to achieve 
ends (Kirzner, 1997). In other words, an opportunity may be the chance to meet 
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a market need by delivering greater value as a result of creative combinations of 
resources (Schumpeter, 1934, Kirzner, 1973, Casson, 1982). Moreover, Shane et 
al. (2003) state that this entrepreneurial process only takes place because people 
have an ability and willingness to act on these opportunities, and therefore it 
could be said that opportunities are made, not found (Ardichvili et al., 2003). 
With this in mind, interesting features of the start-up process are the individuals 
that choose to start a new firm, i.e. what motives they have, what types of prob-
lems and obstacles they meet, what their prior experiences and knowledge are, 
and how all this affects the ventures’ start-up processes. In addition, Duchesneau 
and Gartner (1990), suggest that the characteristics of an entrepreneur, start-up 
behaviour and the new venture’s strategy all affect the success or failure of new 
ventures. Thus, the entrepreneur him/herself cannot be ignored in this study, al-
though the focus will be more on entrepreneurial behaviour and prior knowl-
edge7 and experiences, since this has an impact on how entrepreneurs discover 
or recognize opportunities, which is a necessary step in the process of creating a 
new venture and becoming a successful entrepreneur. 

The above discussion points out the person’s ability to recognize a business op-
portunity as a starting-point in the process of starting a new venture, and thus it 
would be difficult or impossible to start a new venture without this ability. How-
ever, prior research has focused on different aspects that are of importance to 
this recognition, and my interpretation is that a winning business opportunity 
should involve a discovery with new means-ends that delivers greater value to 
the customers. But in the end these discoveries are made by people and hence a 
business opportunity is dependent of individual options and, to some extent, 
characteristics.

5.1.1 The entrepreneur 

Much of the research in the field of entrepreneurship looks for ventures’ success 
or failure factors in the entrepreneurs’ personality or behaviour. For example, 
Schumpeter (1934) thought that innovative entrepreneurs identified opportuni-
ties and transformed them into prosperous businesses that thereby promoted an 
overall economic growth, while McClelland (1961) concluded that successful 
entrepreneurs had a higher need for achievement. A personal trait that has 
shown to be related to successful opportunity recognition is creativity (Schum-
peter, 1932, Kay, 1986, Hills, Lumpkin & Singh, 1997), since creative factors 
play a great role in entrepreneurial decision-making. An equally important per-
sonal trait is self-efficacy, which is a robust predictor of individuals’ perform-
ance (Bandura, 1997, Baum & Locke, 2004). The authors argue that individuals 
with high self-efficacy have better self-confidence concerning a specific task 

                                          
7 Knowledge in this study is in accordance with Sveiby’s (2001) definition as a capacity-to-act, which 
is dynamic and personal.  
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since they exert more effort for a greater length of time, persist through setbacks 
and use negative feedback to improve their performance. In addition, Shane and 
Venkataraman (2000) and Krueger and Dickson (1994) state that entrepreneurial 
opportunities and self-efficacy are influenced by differences in optimism, that is, 
the individual’s ability to achieve specific, difficult goals and perceived chances 
of success. Brockhouse (1982), who noted that an entrepreneur was more risk-
taking, also claimed that a link between the personality characteristics of an en-
trepreneur and the business success had not really been established. Therefore, 
Gartner (1988) and Shapero (1982) suggest that it is more interesting to study 
the entrepreneurs’ behaviour, since the psychological traits are inferior to the 
entrepreneurs’ behaviour. Or in other words, the behaviour of entrepreneurs is 
more relevant to the creation of a new venture than psychological traits. On this 
debate about whether personal traits or entrepreneurial behaviour underpin en-
trepreneurial success, Summers (2000) argues that neither characteristics nor 
behaviour can exclusively explain the complexity of entrepreneurship. Therefore 
both sets of entrepreneurial features together with the new venture creation 
process need to be taken into consideration.  

Moreover, Shane et al. (2003) argue that human motivations influence who pur-
sues entrepreneurial opportunities and how people undertake the entrepreneurial 
process. Hence, important influences on the entrepreneurial process will be the 
variations among people’s willingness and ability to act or, in other words, their 
inner drive towards accomplishment. Crant (1996) and Frese and Fay (2001) 
distinguish between two different motives among individuals, proactive and re-
active motives. The authors think that entrepreneurs are to a higher degree pro-
active, since they act in order to influence their situation and environment. 
Moreover, a proactive individual creates his/her own surroundings, identifies 
opportunities and acts upon them with persistence in contrast to reactive indi-
viduals, who follow the market leaders and imitate their behaviour. Crant (1996) 
thinks that individuals with proactive motives have better qualifications to create 
new prosperous ventures.  

It can also be argued that the central motive for an entrepreneur, and for him/her 
to achieve profitability of their venture, would be the entrepreneur’s ego; a self-
ish passion towards the work of building an organization and make it profitable 
(Shane et al., 2003). Individuals will start new ventures if they have a strong 
idea, the right knowledge, abilities, resources and competences to become suc-
cessful as entrepreneurs (Summers, 2000). Moreover, a trigger8, namely per-
sonal circumstances, could cause an individual to make the decision to start a 
new venture. A trigger could for example be a critical event in the individual’s 
                                          
8 Triggers can also be caused or started by economic, political, social or technological circumstances. 
However, in this study I choose to refer to triggers as circumstances or events that are related to indi-
viduals.
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life and/or her/his own willingness to make changes in her/his lifestyle (Kent, 
Sexton & Vesper, 1982). Here the individual’s prior experience and knowledge, 
as well as the individual him/herself, play an important role. According to 
Summers (2000), an individual accumulates a unique combination of back-
ground and characteristics that trigger his/her decision to realize, or abandon, the 
idea of starting a new venture.

Clearly, as Eckhardt and Shane’s (2003) have observed, there has been a lot of 
focus in previous research on identifying those who prefer to become entrepre-
neurs, and there is also considerable evidence to support the relationship be-
tween entrepreneurial behaviour and personality as factors affecting who will 
become an entrepreneur. This is indeed important considering that it is the per-
son that possesses the ability to recognize business opportunities and transform 
them into flourishing businesses, and I do agree that some of these characteris-
tics might be exceptional for entrepreneurs. However, I consider that in the end 
it is the individual motivations and triggers that are more influential as regards 
who will take the step into self-employment. In addition, less research has fo-
cused on elaborating the role of recognition and exploitation in the entrepreneu-
rial process. Therefore, the next section will focus on what role previous knowl-
edge and experiences plays in the opportunity recognition of a new start-up.

5.1.2 Prior knowledge and experience 

Casson (1982) and Schumpeter (1934) state that entrepreneurial opportunities 
are opportunities to bring new goods, services, raw materials, and organizing 
methods that generate revenues into existence. This entrepreneurial process oc-
curs when someone recognizes that resources are not being put to their “best 
use” and therefore recombines them and sells them at a profit.  Accordingly, this 
recognition and exploitation often take place through creation of new informa-
tion, as occurs with the innovation of new technologies, and through prior 
knowledge, as a result of the information asymmetry across time and geography 
(Drucker, 1985).

Previous research (e.g. Roberts, 1991; Venkataraman, 1997; Nilsson, 1997; 
Klofsten, 1998; Shane, 2000; Audretsch et al., 2004; Politis, 2005) shows that 
entrepreneurs discover opportunities related to their prior information and 
knowledge, such as education, work experience or other means. Prior informa-
tion influences the entrepreneur’s ability to comprehend, interpret, and apply 
new information in ways that those lacking that prior information cannot repli-
cate (Roberts, 1991). Because people possess different knowledge, they may 
also evaluate knowledge and new ideas differently (Kirzner, 1973; Audretsch, 
1995b); in other words, knowledge is inherently asymmetric. In addition, 
Audretsch et al. (2004) state that industries in the early stage of their life cycle, 
and industries where R&D plays an important role, tend to be characterized by 



 - 73 - 73

high uncertainty, asymmetric knowledge and high cost of transacting that 
knowledge. As a result of the divergences in personal beliefs, the value of op-
portunities varies across industries, and people will start new firms in an attempt 
to exploit different ideas created through their own experiences, whereby some 
people will value a given idea more than others (Shane et al., 2003; Audretsch, 
Houweling & Thurik, 2004).

According to Shane (2000) and Shane and Venkataraman (2000), the source of 
entrepreneurship lies in these individual differences in information which influ-
ences the discovered opportunities. In addition, Ardichvili et al. (2003), state 
that differences due to people’s heterogeneity in their sensitivity to recognize 
opportunities are crucial. That is, some people may be more sensitive to market 
needs and problems, whereas others are more sensitive to identifying un- or un-
deremployed resources. Therefore people’s perception should be added to the 
individual differences. Ray and Cardozo (1996) term “the propensity to notice 
and be sensitive to information…especially about creator and user problems, 
unmet needs and interests, and novel combinations of resources”, as entrepre-
neurial alertness. This is something that Kirzner (1973) also used in his theories 
of opportunity recognition.

This is in line with the Austrian framework argument that discoveries of entre-
preneurial opportunities depend, to a certain extent, on the distribution of infor-
mation in society, where the possession of the distinctive information allows 
people to see different opportunities (Kirzner, 1973). The discovery of entrepre-
neurial opportunities is an ability to identify commercial opportunities rather 
than an optimizing process, and therefore the entrepreneur needs to see new 
means-ends relationships in order to combine existing concepts and information 
into new ideas (Shane & Venkataraman, 2000). In other words, all these authors 
distinguish opportunity recognition, rather than elementary characteristics of 
people, as a determinant of who becomes a successful entrepreneur.  

Shane (2000) describes three major dimensions of prior information or knowl-
edge as important to the entrepreneurial opportunity as prior knowledge and in-
formation of 1) markets, 2) ways to serve markets, and 3) customer problems. 
This information can be complemented by new information about technology in 
order to discover an opportunity in which to use the new technology (Roberts, 
1991). When new ventures build their future competitive advantage, through 
which opportunities are identified and exploited, they must have access to re-
sources that current and potential rivals cannot easily duplicate (Barney, 1991). 
Likewise, Lee, Lee and Pennings (2001) found that technology-based new ven-
tures created value through their internal capabilities. This implies that due to 
the intangible resources (i.e. knowledge and proprietary technology), and their 
social complexity and difficulty for competitors to imitate, they are more likely 
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to contribute to competitive advantage (Hitt, Ireland, Camp & Sexton, 2002). 
Moreover, Alvarez and Barney (2002) claim that entrepreneurs’ mix of knowl-
edge makes a distinction in peoples’ ability to exploit opportunities and create 
value.

To me it makes sense that the recognition of business opportunities is dependent 
on the entrepreneur him/herself and affected by his/her prior education, knowl-
edge and experiences, since they all have an impact on what opportunities the 
entrepreneur sees and how he/she exploits his/her ideas. The entrepreneurs 
would consequently value and interpret business opportunities differently and 
hence create different new ventures. Therefore it would also be natural that dif-
ferent types of ventures are created by people from different types of environ-
ments, like the academic spin-offs that originate from university research and 
the non-academic ventures that exploit ideas outside university research or edu-
cation.

5.2 Business concept

It is difficult to separate the objective and subjective parts of recognized oppor-
tunities, since the mechanism for realizing an opportunity often exists initially 
only in the entrepreneur’s mind (Shane et al., 2003). These initial thoughts can 
be seen as an entrepreneur’s idea for how to exploit the opportunity and the po-
tential for profit making (ibid.). This capacity of the human mind, which through 
creative thoughts discovers new solutions, is what Locke (2000) calls a vision, 
and it can also be related to a venture’s business concept.

When a new venture is about to get started, and the founders want to commer-
cialize their business idea or recognized opportunity, there is a need for creating 
a business concept. According to Roberts (1991), a specific business concept 
might facilitate a greater initial capital for the new venture. This is vital for the 
venture in order to get started (Lazonick, 2005). The financing is often provided 
by venture capitalists or other investors who want to know the venture’s product 
or service concepts, whom it will be served to, and how the market needs might 
be served for example (Cardozo, 1986), which is often formalized in a business 
concept. The parts of a business concept will therefore be described in greater 
detail below. 

5.2.1 What, how and to whom 

Several researchers have significantly contributed to the concept of the venture’s 
business concept. For example, Drucker (1974) states that companies need a 
business concept where they consider questions like “who is the customer”, 
“what does the customer buy” and “what does the customer value” in order to 
become competitive.  Likewise, Ansoff (1965) points out that a company’s 
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business concept is a matter of the company’s product and market and a com-
mon thread between these two. Ekvall (1990) has developed the business con-
cept further and argues that a business concept can be described and analyzed in 
three ways; by market, product assortment, and resources, and to attain competi-
tiveness these three parts have to interact with one another.

In the business concept, the market characteristic is referred to the company’s 
main customers or segments (Drucker, 1974; Normann, 1975; Ekvall, 1990, 
Klofsten, 1998), and could be described by geographical, demographical or so-
cioeconomic variables. Similarly, a market can be defined by the segment or 
niche where the company fulfils customer needs, or as the particular function in 
that segment (Drucker, 1974; Normann, 1975; Abell, 1980; Ekvall, 1990). Fur-
ther, by assortment Ekvall (1990) refers to products and services, i.e. the combi-
nation of products and services that a firm offers in order to fulfil customer 
needs. It is significant for the venture to call attention to what it is that is unique 
and innovative with their business offer in order to get advantages (Klofsten, 
1998).  Moreover, to be able to provide customers with these products and ser-
vices, the venture has to have access to internal and external resources, like ma-
chines, finance, labour force, subcontractors or board members, for example 
(Normann, 1975, Ekvall, 1990). Finally, the market, the assortments and the re-
sources are mutually dependent on one another to accomplish the business. 
Normann (1975) views the business concept as a holistic way to show how these 
three parts relate to one another in a venture’s business activities. 

Cardozo (1986) adds that a business concept contains the core notions of how 
the market needs might be served and the resources deployed. Thus, the business 
concept should not only include product/service concepts (i.e. what is to be of-
fered), a market concept (i.e. to whom it will be served), but also a supply 
chain/marketing/operations concept, i.e. how the product/service will be distrib-
uted or delivered to the market.

Some researchers (e.g. Klofsten, 1998; Grandi & Grimaldi, 2005) argue that this 
view of the business concept is not sufficient for a venture in order to achieve 
competitive advantage, since there still is a complementary part missing, namely 
the attractiveness of the business offers. Ardichvili et al. (2003) also point out 
that a business concept’s creation or development includes a redirection or re-
combination of resources in order to create and deliver superior value to the cus-
tomers that current available offers do not match. 

5.2.2 Customer value 

The business concept can be seen as a predictor of success that communicates a 
clear and detailed message of its mission, and how attractive it is to the market 
(Grandi & Grimaldi, 2005). This attractiveness or superior customer value is 
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significant for a venture’s success. According to Klofsten (1998), a business 
concept calls for more than just a unique product or a brilliant problem solution, 
the idea must also be able to commercialize and generate revenues and profit-
ability. In order to convince the customer of the superiority of the prod-
uct/service, it is important to understand customer value and how to achieve this. 
A venture can create added customer value through its performance, quality, 
product characteristics, image and status, for example (Kirzner, 1973; Ardichvili 
et al., 2003). Consequently, this necessitates creating customer profiles, that is, 
an identification of customer characteristics like social and demographical fea-
tures or buying patterns, and other important information about the customers. 

Often, the time spent between the origin of the idea and the venture’s start-up is 
difficult to define, since the idea has often been developed in an interaction with 
the venture’s surroundings (Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004). The process that takes 
place during this time is something that the next section describes more thor-
oughly.

From the above discussion it is clear that to be able to exploit a business idea or 
an opportunity the new venture needs to develop a business concept (informal or 
formal) that explains what they are about to do, how they are going to do it and 
why they are doing it. The business concept seems also important to define so 
that interested parties of the venture know what they are doing. But that is not 
enough, in today’s competitive market new ventures also needs to define what 
value their offerings are giving to the customers in order to convince them to by 
their offering and to be profitable. To me it seem that the business concept and 
the opportunity recognition are interrelated with each other or at least affects 
each other, and is a natural start in the creation of a new venture.

5.3 Ventures’ start-up processes 

Although previously studied, one of the least understood features of modern so-
cieties is the process of creating a new venture (Reynolds & White, 1997). 
Therefore, it is essential to get a better understanding of the process (Newbert, 
2005). These authors found that there were some important start-up activities, or 
gestation activities, that most of the new ventures had undertaken in the creation 
of a fledgling new venture and in order to commercialize their idea. In addition, 
as Shane et al. (2003) point out, these entrepreneurial activities depend on deci-
sions that people make, which in turn influences the start-up process.  

5.3.1 Start-up process 

Every new venture is unique and the facilitating factors that might lead to a suc-
cessful business start-up vary. Several researchers (e.g. Miles & Snow, 1978; 
Gailbraith, 1982; Gatewood et al., 1995) have examined this process and 
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reached some concurrence concerning important start-up activities, but they 
have not identified why these activities are important. Thus, it can be stated that 
some stages or phases in a start-up process are common among all new ventures, 
but still there is a need for research on why they are important for successful 
start-ups.

Previous research often describes the start-up process as stages of growth. Gail-
braith (1982) and Kazanjian (1988) describe the development of a new venture 
in stages that start in a pre-start stage where the entrepreneur identifies business 
opportunities. The process then continues with a start-up stage (i.e. decision to 
start the firm), an early growth stage (i.e. the firm’s early operation on the mar-
ket) and finally a later growth or maturity stage where the firm builds up its or-
ganization and the entrepreneur becomes more of a manager. Another observa-
tion was made by Bhave (1994), who, from a study of 27 businesses, defines the 
start-up process in three stages, consisting of the opportunity stage, the technol-
ogy set-up and organization creation stage, and finally, the exchange stage.  De-
akins (1999) has, on the contrary, developed a model that focuses more on the 
stages before the start-up. As a result he describes the start-up process in five 
steps or phases from the time when an individual gets an idea about what to 
commercialize to the early development stage, which Gailbraith and Kazanjian 
call early growth.

Deakins’s model is primarily focused on the time and activities before and dur-
ing the actual start-up, which is also the focus of this thesis. Therefore, the the-
ory of business creation and start-up processes that Deakins puts forward is 
adopted in this study. Figure 6 shows a model developed by Lindholm Dahl-
strand (2004) of Deakins’s framework, where five steps (or phases), including 
important activities, which have to be considered and carried out by the nascent 
entrepreneurs are depicted. These stages are; 1) the idea formulation, 2) the op-
portunity recognition, 3) pre-start plans and preparations, 4) the venture’s entry 
and launch, and 5) post-entry development (Deakins, 1999; Lindholm Dahl-
strand, 2004), which hence will be described in more detail, including the spe-
cific activities in every stage. 
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Figure 6. Business creation and the start-up process. Lindholm Dahlstrand’s (2004) in-
terpretation of Deakin’s (1999, p.51) suggested paradigm. 

Stage 1 
Venkataraman (1997), Shane (2000), Lindholm Dahlstrand (2004) and Audret-
schet et al., (2004) point out that the idea formulation in a venture’s start-up 
process is to a high degree dependent on the entrepreneur’s prior knowledge and 
experience. For example, Lindholm Dahlstrand concludes that many Swedish 
technology-based ventures are created on knowledge from the entrepreneurs’ 
earlier company employment, or from employment at a university. In some 
cases the venture is based on knowledge developed during university studies, i.e. 
founded by a student or PhD candidate.

In addition, entrepreneurs can make use of their established networks (both so-
cial and work-related) and their knowledge about markets in order to acquire 
advantages, as well as financial support (Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004). Younger 
entrepreneurs can find it harder to create a new venture because of their lack of 
developed networks and prior track records. A venture’s, or an entrepreneur’s, 
track record is crucial for its credibility among established actors like investors, 
customers and suppliers. Similar findings were reported by Hitt et al. (2002) and 
Cooper (2002), who state that new ventures often need to create a positive repu-
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tation, which can be attained through networks or alliances. Due to the credibil-
ity difficulty, these entrepreneurs can have an advantage in establishing their 
venture in an incubator9 or participate in new venture support activities (Löfsten 
& Lindelöf, 2003, Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004).

Stage 2 
When the entrepreneur has thought out the venture’s business idea, a key factor 
in the start-up process is to transform the idea into a business opportunity (Lind-
holm Dahlstrand, 2004), which is often created on the basis of exploiting tech-
nological, political, economic or social changes. Other significant factors for an 
entrepreneur in the creation of a new venture are role models, the current entre-
preneurial culture and society’s attitudes towards entrepreneurship, where the 
attitude towards failure and risk-taking affects an entrepreneur’s opportunity 
(Davidsson & Wiklund, 1997, and Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004).  A culture can 
for instance perceive prior business failure as a learning process that develops 
the entrepreneur, or as a constraint on future business financing (Lindholm 
Dahlstrand, 2004). Another important factor for transforming an idea into a vital 
venture is the individual’s inner drive. Klofsten (1998) states that an individual’s 
motivation, the inner drive, and engagement in the new venture need to be above 
a hobby activity in order to succeed. By this he means that the individual moti-
vations are far more important for a new venture creation than a flawless busi-
ness idea. This generally agrees with Adize’s (1998) findings that individual en-
gagement is highly important to a venture’s survival in the start-up process, and 
that individual motivation is equally significant (Crant, 1996, Shane et al., 
2003).

Stage 3 
In a pre-starting phase the entrepreneur needs to investigate the business financ-
ing possibilities, which is especially important for a technology-based venture, 
(Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004). Financing is vital for developing technologies and 
accessing markets until financial returns are generated through the sale of prod-
ucts (Lazonick, 2005). Likewise, it is important for every new venture to do 
market research that describes the competitors, the chosen market segment and 
whether there is a profitable market. Moreover, Klofsten (1998) argues that it is 
important to make decisions about which market segments will be selected in 
order to maintain the core focus of the product/service. This is particularly im-
portant, according to Klofsten, for high technology ventures; otherwise the ven-
ture can end up as an economic failure. The importance of a market definition is 

                                          
9 However, there are various, and in some cases no significant, results in previous research about sci-
ence parks’ and incubators’ significance for new high technology ventures (Autio & Klofsten, 1998; 
Siegel et al., 2001). 
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also highlighted in the topic of business concept by Drucker, 1974; Normann, 
1975; Abell, 1980 and Ekvall, 1990, for example. 

At this stage the entrepreneur has to prepare for the venture’s organization 
(Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004). The firms have to develop and utilize the value-
creating capabilities of their resources to generate products that buyers want at a 
price they are willing to pay (Lazonick, 2005). These resources, also called so-
cial capital by Deakins (1999), consist of both personal capabilities and partner-
ing. Earlier research by Sexton and Kasarda (1992) and Storey (1994) points out 
that team founders have an advantage over single founders due to their access to 
each other’s networks and experiences. Hence, these ventures have been more 
successful in their start-up processes. However, it is important for the venture’s 
success that the team’s knowledge and experience are complementary, and that 
their characters match each other (Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004). The author also 
states that the management team is important in an initial phase for venture capi-
talists and often acts as the driving force for the venture’s success. The compe-
tences in a managing team should for example consist of knowledge of product 
development, production, personnel and administration, financing, sales and 
marketing. It is hardly ever only one person who possesses all these compe-
tences. Hence, as an alternative choice for recruitment, ventures should therefore 
consider alliances and coalitions with external actors (Klofsten, 1998). 

Stage 4 
When a venture is about to enter a market, timing is essential to the venture’s 
success (Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004). This is particularly significant for a new 
venture that launches new products because of the first mover advantages, i.e. it 
is easier for the innovator to get higher market shares than it is for followers 
(Grimm & Smith, 1997; Lee et al., 2001). A prerequisite is of course that the 
market is mature, or that the venture can, with small efforts, influence it to ac-
cept and demand the new product. To launch a new product may however also 
make it necessary for the venture to educate their customers, which is associated 
with high expenses for the venture (Zahra, Nash & Bickford, 1995; Lindholm 
Dahlstrand, 2004).

Further, if the new product is introduced to an immature market, the customers’ 
demand needs to be strong enough for them to be willing to pay for the product, 
and there are risks for followers as soon as the market becomes mature (Lind-
holm Dahlstrand, 2004). Followers can often replicate pioneering technology 
with much smaller investments in time and effort (Zahra et al., 1995). Therefore, 
market research is essential, and intellectual property rights can be protective of 
the idea or product (Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004). In addition, firms have to 
strategize their capabilities, i.e. allocate resources to investments in developing 
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human and physical capabilities that will give the firm a competitive advantage 
(Lazonick, 2005).

Stage 5 
Finally, as soon as a new venture has been established, or in its post-entry phase, 
the venture will be obliged to enter into relations with other actors such as fi-
nancers, suppliers, customers, employees, competitors, and partners. Therefore, 
the venture’s most important task is to build up its track record and liability so 
that customers buy their product, the venture thereby can obtain the required fi-
nancing, and be able to buy on credit from suppliers (Lindholm Dahlstrand, 
2004). Again, to facilitate new ventures’ start-up processes and their reliability, 
they can make an alliance (Lee et al., 2001) with customers in an early phase 
where the customers take part in the product development and act as investors.

When it comes to relations with other actors, Klofsten (1998) points out that it is 
of importance for new ventures to build up a loyal customer base that can bring 
future value to the venture. These customers should especially be those who 
need the product/service the most. With the aim of building awareness among 
customers, especially if the product is innovative, the venture has to spread in-
formation about the product on a long-term basis (Kotler, Armstrong, Wong & 
Saunders, 1996; Klofsten, 1998). Moreover, maybe the most important relation 
for new ventures is to develop networks, i.e. to interact with those companies or 
people who might possess important knowledge, resources or other valuable in-
formation for the new venture (cf. Ylinenpää, 1999; Hitt et al., 2002; Ylinenpää 
& Westerberg, 2004; Johansson, 2006; Wincent & Westerberg, 2006). Those 
ventures that manage to build reliable networks with people in important posi-
tions often have a higher likelihood of succeeding (Politis, 2005).

5.3.2 An additional start-up process among academic spin-offs 

According to Deakins (1999), new high technology-based ventures would bene-
fit or get advantages from a somewhat different start-up process than other new 
start-ups. This is because the traditional view normally sees the technology-
based entrepreneur, in high technology environments, as a technological expert 
lacking commercial expertise. Therefore, Deakins presents an alternative theory, 
namely that an antecedent non-technological period, or an early-stage develop-
ment, can be valuable and necessary in the preparation of more advanced entre-
preneurial strategies for the technology-based development (Figure 7). During 
this early stage the venture’s high technology development occurs, and it can 
also serve as an important preparation for the entrepreneur through a learning 
experience. For example, Lindholm Dahlstrand (2004) points out that activities 
like getting access to different funds are of great importance for the venture’s 
early development, especially for high technology-based ventures for the reason 
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that such product development takes more time and requires more substantial 
resources.

Figure 7. An alternative presentation of start-up and early-stage development for the 
high-technology small firms, based on Deakins’s framework (1999, p.58). 

The early-stage development provides the entrepreneur with a valuable opportu-
nity for development and should therefore not be underestimated. High technol-
ogy-based ventures can overcome potential mistakes, lessons can be learned, 
and acquaintances and networks can be developed. Thus, an entrepreneur learns 
to recognize the importance of marketing strategies, while moving away from ad 
hoc developments (Deakins, 1999).

5.3.3 A critique of stage-based models 

There has been critique against concepts that develop start-up models that de-
scribe a process in phases or stages, like new product development. As an alter-
native, there is another theoretical concept of a start-up process where Ardi-
chivili et al. (2003) sees the start-up process as an opportunity development that 
is cyclical and iterative instead of a step-by-step process. In this type of start-up 
process the entrepreneur is likely to carry out several evaluations throughout the 
start-up period, which in turn could lead to recognition of additional opportuni-
ties or adjustments of the original business idea. This opportunity development 
is focused on the opportunity recognition, opportunity development and oppor-
tunity evaluation (which include the development of an idea, a business concept 
and a business model), and these three concepts overlap and interact with each 
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other. In addition, the opportunity development is influenced by individual dif-
ferences (that is traits, prior knowledge and entrepreneurial alertness) as well as 
situational differences. Moreover, in practice the creation of a new business is a 
proactive effort that seldom is either orderly or fully articulated, since the oppor-
tunity development is an essential, elaborative and continuous process (Pavia, 
1991; Ardichivili et al., 2003).

As a result of the above critique of a stage-based start-up model I understand 
that these types of models are often simplicifications of a complex reality and 
that e.g. loops back and forth sometimes occur in a start-up process. Based on 
the evaluation of the activities, as Ardichivili (2003) points out, the activities do 
e.g. not necessarily have to be made orderly. Thus, with this insight I will hence-
forth use the stage-based model as a starting-point in the analysis of the empiri-
cal data.  

5.4 Entry strategy 

Besides identifying and exploiting opportunities, entrepreneurship and new ven-
ture creation also involve strategic thinking in order to create value (Hitt et al., 
2002, Roberts, 1991). According to Bowman and Faulkner (1996), strategic 
thinking concerns decisions about how to achieve competitive advantages 
through choices. These choices consist of high or low customer value creation in 
combination with high or low price offerings, as well as seeking for competitive 
advantages based on the venture’s market segments, in terms of broad or speci-
fied customer base, and their positioning on the market, in terms of cost advan-
tages or uniqueness, (Porter, 1985). Not only existing companies can use this 
kind of strategic thinking in their strategic decision, as this is also valuable for 
the new founders in making their entry strategy decisions.

5.4.1 Strategic entrepreneurship 

Entrepreneurial opportunities (i.e. new business opportunities) can be captured 
on existing markets, by creating new markets, by taking market shares from 
competitors, or even taking customers, assets and employees from existing firms 
(Hamel, 2000). However, an entrepreneurial mindset that captures the opportu-
nities and benefits from prevailing uncertainty is required in order to success-
fully compete through entrepreneurial strategies. These actions can be referred 
to as strategic entrepreneurship since they involve opportunity-seeking actions 
that arise from uncertainty (entrepreneurial), as well as advantage-seeking (stra-
tegic) actions, or in other words entrepreneurial actions with a strategic perspec-
tive (Hitt et al., 2002). Or, as Venkataraman and Sarasvathy (2001) state, entre-
preneurship is about creation, whereas strategic management is about how ad-
vantages are established and maintained. In addition, Michael, Storey and Tho-
mas (2002) state that strategic management represents an unrecognized combi-
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nation of administrative management (i.e. concentration of coordination and 
prevention of loss) and entrepreneurial management (i.e. creation of future busi-
ness).

Thus, the management teams are unique resources and of critical importance for 
the implementation of the firm’s strategy and success, especially for entrepre-
neurial organizations (Hitt et al., 2002). Penrose (1959) suggests that ventures’ 
earned profits could largely be attributed to the resources they hold, which, ac-
cording to Lee et al. (2001) and Baum, Calabrese and Silverman (2001) could 
consist of internal capabilities such as entrepreneurial orientation, technological 
capabilities, and financial resources. Another competitive firm advantage, and 
according to Grant (1996) and Ylinenpää (1999) the most critical asset of the 
venture, is knowledge. Much of the firm’s knowledge resides in its human capi-
tal (Hitt et al., 2001), and ventures with valuable, rare and inimitable resources 
have the potential to achieve superior performance (Barney, 1991). In addition, 
Yli-Renko, Autio and Sapienza (2001) consider that young technology-based 
ventures have a competitive advantage through knowledge acquisition. That is, 
to get hold of important difficult-to-imitate capabilities embedded in inter-
organizational relationships with external organizations, customers, suppliers, 
investors, government institutions, and the like. Through this knowledge acqui-
sition new ventures are able to survive and grow despite the lack of significant 
firm-specific resources. 

5.4.2 Networks and alliances 

With the intention of competing effectively on markets, firms are increasingly 
using alliances and networks both to get access to information (e.g. market or 
technology information; cf. Ylinenpää, 1999), and to acquire and build the nec-
essary resources and capabilities (Hitt et al., 2002; Ylinenpää & Westerberg, 
2004; Johansson, 2006; Wincent & Westerberg, 2006). This is an advantage 
since it allows firms to compete on markets without first owning all the re-
sources needed (Cooper, 2002), and enhances new ventures’ chance of survival 
and eventual success (Baum et al., 2001). Especially for smaller companies and 
firms operating on dynamic markets, the relationship between high alliance pro-
activeness and financial performance is significant (Sarkar, Echambadi & Harri-
son, 2001). They do not only get access to resources but they also have an op-
portunity to generate knowledge as well in order to enhance their own product 
development (Rothaermel, 2001). Moreover, because new ventures often consist 
of a few people with limited resources and capabilities, they need to outsource 
key functions such as manufacturing, warehousing, credit checking and shipping 
to be able to compete effectively on the market (Cooper, 2002), and for that rea-
son cooperation becomes an important concern. 
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New ventures have usually not been in existence for a long time and their busi-
ness offers might be novel, and hence the ventures need to create a positive 
reputation (Hitt et al., 2002).  According to Cooper (2002), networks (i.e. not 
formal or fixed relationships) can create legitimacy for new firms, especially if 
they are focused on creating a new market or a niche on an established market, 
whereas alliances (with stronger relationships in the form of a partnership for 
example) can lead to exchange relationships with entrepreneurial firms’ custom-
ers. In addition, Cooper (2002) states that ideas for new ventures often come 
from social networks and that the creation of new ventures is based on network 
ties of either an individual or of entrepreneurial teams. Thus, networks are 
sources of entrepreneurial opportunities. Strategic alliances, as well as strategic 
networks have, according to Hitt et al. (2002), become a highly popular means 
of entering international markets. In addition to managers being of importance 
for the wealth creation in a firm, experienced managers are often members of a 
strong network and have relationships that make them more capable to operate 
in internationally diverse firms (Barkema & Chevyrkov, 2002).

5.4.3 Market approaches 

People will start new ventures through experimentation on the market in order to 
discover the actual value of their idea, and thereby, if the value is viable, the 
new firm will grow and expand (Audretsch et al., 2004). The utilization of en-
trepreneurial opportunities is more common when expected demands are large 
(Schumpeter, 1934), when industry profit margins are high (Roberts, 1991), 
when the technology life cycle is young (Shane, 2001) and when customers have 
greater funding (Evans & Leighton, 1991).

A generally known marketing approach is to build competitiveness through rec-
ognition of potential demands. Walsh et al. (2002) define this strategy as mar-
ket-pull strategy where the venture provides replacements or substitutes for ex-
isting products that are quickly adopted by existing customers. In contrast, tech-
nology-push strategies involve innovations that require customers to change 
their behaviour in order to make use of the innovation, which often only a few 
early adopters might call for, and therefore new innovations face specific con-
straints and challenges.

Since new innovative firms with no established customer relationships face re-
sistance from potential users to adopting their innovations, Walsh et al (2002) 
point out an alternative marketing approach. The authors experience that early 
commercialization of disruptive10 technologies often occurs through market 

                                          
10 A technology is disruptive when its utility generates service product and/or physical products with different 
performance attributes that may not be valued by existing customers, and that require users/adopters to change 
their behaviour in order to make use of the innovation (Walsh et al., 2003). 
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strategies that identify existing customer needs and adapt the new innovations to 
this need (i.e. a market-pull strategy). In other words, new firms search for ap-
plicability of their technologies among potentially existing customer needs in 
various industries. The innovation can thereby serve as replacement of or substi-
tute for existing applications where the customers’ changes of behaviour are 
modest. This strategy is often chosen in order to survive because incremental 
technologies can be more applicably widespread in a short time, and new firms 
might have to seek the necessary revenues through satisfying existing market 
needs before they commercialize more disruptive or radical innovations. In addi-
tion, through this proprietary technology offering new firms may get a great 
market advantage and thereby build a customer base rather quickly instead of 
having to seek an entirely new set of customers.

Internationalization has accelerated among smaller and newer firms (McDougall 
& Oviatt, 2000), which could be due to the global landscape having undergone 
substantial changes during the last 10-15 years (Zahra et al., 2000). International 
markets present new entrepreneurial opportunities, which requires that entrepre-
neurs and managers develop a global mindset in order to manage this complex-
ity (Murtha et al., 1998). According to McDougall and Oviatt (2000), interna-
tional entrepreneurship is an innovative, proactive and risk-seeking behaviour 
that crosses national borders and intends to create value in organizations. Thus, 
the opportunities available, the new technology facilitating international transac-
tions, and the opening of international markets have led to increasing numbers 
of small ventures entering international markets (Ireland and Hitt, 1999). In this 
international entry Lu and Beamish (2001) found that small firms experience 
greater profits when they engage in alliances with local partners on the new 
markets.

5.4.4 Innovations 

Many authors are of the opinion that there is a strong interrelationship between 
innovation and entrepreneurship (e.g. Schumpeter, 1934; Drucker, 1985; Zahra 
et al., 1995; Hamel, 2000; Hitt, Bierman, Shimizu & Kochhar, 2001). They sug-
gest that innovation is the prime activity of entrepreneurship and that an impor-
tant value-creating entrepreneurial strategy is to invent new products and/or ser-
vices and then commercialize them. However, innovations can consist of differ-
ent degrees of innovation and it is not unusual that innovations often consist of 
minor changes or refinements of a technology. Henderson and Clark (1990) pro-
pose four different classifications of innovations; 1) incremental innovations 
which mainly consist of changes and reinforcements of a technology, 2) modular 
innovation denotes the introduction of a new component technology in an exist-
ing product, 3) architectural innovation alters the way that components work to-
gether, and 4) radical innovation involve a shift in technology that is disruptive 
or a “breakthrough” innovation. 
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To compete effectively on local and global markets innovations are critical, or 
even the most important component of a firm’s strategy (Hamel, 2000). Smith et 
al (2002) explain, like Schumpeter (1934), that the essence of entrepreneurship 
is newness: new resources, new markets, new customers and/or new combina-
tions of existing resources, markets or customers. Accordingly, Ahuja and Lam-
bert (2001) argue that radical innovations are at the heart of entrepreneurship 
and wealth creation. Similarly, Zahra et al. (1995, p.19) state, “technological 
pioneering is closely related to a radical shift in a technology spurred by major 
scientific advances”, and refer to the shifts that have occurred in biotechnology, 
electronics and telecommunication, for instance. Moreover, bearing the disequi-
librium framework (Eckhardt & Shane, 2003) in mind, Smith and Di Gregorio 
(2002) suggest that equilibrating actions revise existing knowledge, whereas 
disequilibrating actions are incompatible with prevailing mental models. Thus, 
as a result of the complexity of the disequilibrating actions taken by new ven-
tures, i.e. making disruptive innovations (Walsh et al., 2002), and the difficulty 
for competitors to imitate them, these actions can produce long-term competitive 
advantages for a firm.

By long-term competitive advantages Zahra et al. (1995) and Lee et al. (2001) 
mean the high returns that a venture can achieve if they are fast and first on the 
market. First movers are those who first introduce new products or services, 
which brings “monopoly profits” until imitators or substitutes come out on the 
market (Grimm & Smith, 1997) “Monopoly profits” occur when the venture has 
the opportunity to capture large market segments and charge high prices, which 
has, for example, occurred in biotechnology and telecommunication industries 
(Zahra et al., 1995). Simultaneously with the opportunity exploitation, informa-
tion diffuses to others in society who can imitate the innovator and tap into some 
of the entrepreneurial profits (Shane & Venkataraman, 2000). Thus, monopoly 
rights, slowness of information diffusion, and inability of others to imitate, sub-
stitute or acquire rare resources increase the duration of innovations.

On the other hand, there are also risks for followers as soon as the market ma-
tures (Porter, 1985), and commercializing innovations requires the involvement 
and collaboration of marketing, production, R&D and other units, which is ex-
pensive (Zahra et al., 1995). Zahra et al. state that, because of the technology 
specialization, the investments made in a particular technology may not be us-
able elsewhere, which leads to these expenditures being particularly risky. Ac-
cordingly, several studies of e.g. product development have identified the risk 
associated with a “pioneering strategy”, implying that a more reactive “follower 
strategy” is beneficial for long-term firm growth and revenues (Bain 1956; Coo-
per & Kleinschmidt, 1993; Bodin, 2000). 
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5.4.5 Business-level strategies

The Miles and Snow (1978) typology is often used as a description of entrepre-
neurs, whereas the focus in this study is on the start-up process and its activities, 
and therefore the typology is used as a description of the new ventures’ strategic 
actions on the market. For that reason, the typology will be described as a classi-
fication of business-level strategies that shows how ventures can take different 
perspectives on the competitive environment in a given industry or other group-
ing. The organization types are classified as: Defenders, who emphasize a nar-
row domain by controlling secure niches in their industries and thus improve the 
efficiency of their existing operations. Prospectors, who in contrast are con-
stantly seeking new opportunities and stressing product development, and are 
regarded as creators of change and uncertainty. Analyzers are positioned in the 
middle of the previous two types and carefully explore new product and market 
opportunities while maintaining a core of skills, thereby rapidly adopting the 
most promising ideas. Finally, there are Reactors that do not follow a conscious 
strategy and only make adjustments when they are forced to do so by environ-
mental pressures.

All these types of firms deal with three issues in order to carry out their strategy 
(Miles & Snow, 1978); first, a venture has to determine its market-product do-
main, i.e. the entrepreneurial problems of allocating resources to achieve objec-
tives relative to the domain, then it has to create a system for producing and dis-
tributing its products, i.e. engineering problems of accurate technologies and 
systems, and finally, it must develop and implement organizational structures 
and processes to support its entrepreneurial and engineering solutions, i.e. the 
administrative problems of being able to continue to evolve (innovate). All types 
of organizations have mechanisms to respond to environmental changes and 
thereby develop en unique set of strengths to rely on in their strategic actions. 

Zahra’s and Pearce’s (1990) study of past and previous research in this area 
shows that there are significant differences between Defenders and Prospectors 
seen from the entrepreneurial dimension of view, which primarily consists of 
innovation. Slater and Narver (1993) found that the Prospector strategy type ap-
pears to be a complex business to manage with a strong market orientation es-
sential to its success. This implies that market-driven businesses enjoy superior 
success instead of imitative products and line extensions as Defenders do. Thus, 
proactive ventures should be autonomous and free to modify or alter their strate-
gies to take advantage of opportunities that arise. However, there is a lagged re-
lationship between innovation and profitability, since it takes a longer time for 
customers to adopt a new product that requires a change of customer behaviour. 
On the other hand, Slater and Narver (1993) argue that Defenders base their 
strategy on low cost, which requires high quality and process improvements to 
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achieve.  Zahra and Pearce (1990) also found that Prospectors tended to recruit 
top managers from outside sources in contrast to Defenders, who to a greater 
extent rely on promotion from within the company. Finally, ventures using an 
Analyzers strategy should find opportunities in pursuing cost advantages over 
Prospectors, since they have the opportunity to enter markets with lower costs. 
On the other hand, Analyzers need to have a continuous dialogue with custom-
ers to overcome the shortcomings of pioneering offerings they aim to compete 
with (Slater & Narver, 1993). 

New ventures may be expected to utilize a Reactor or a Prospector strategy as 
competitive modes to get out on the market, meaning that they either react on 
market signals in order to achieve control over market shares or niches in an in-
dustry or a business, or search for new opportunities and products that change 
the customer behaviour in order to be competitive. The existing ventures, on the 
other hand, can in addition to these two strategies also be expected to use Ana-
lyzer or Defender strategies, since they already have been operating on the mar-
ket for some time, and thereby can find other (better) opportunities to increase 
their market shares and survival.

New ventures obviously have to plan for how they are going to enter the market 
in order to get competitive advantages and to be profitable. This can be made by 
different choices depending on the venture’s origin, the business concept, the 
required resources, the possessed capabilities, and, if capabilities or knowledge 
are lacking, by cooperation. The literature presents two extreme ways of enter-
ing the market; either by 1) technology push, that is a proactive action introduc-
ing an innovation on an immature market which requires customer change and 
cooperation, or 2) market pull, which is the opposite, that is a reactive action 
exploiting a known product on a mature market, which results in early net prof-
its since the customers know how to use the product. On the other hand, since 
the degree of innovation and the individual ability to recognize opportunities are 
parts of the entry strategy, there should be more alternatives to entering a mar-
ket, and this is actually studied by e.g. Miles and Snow (1978), although the fo-
cus is on established companies. Nevertheless, I will henceforth use the Miles 
and Snow typology of companies to see if there can be various ways of entering 
the market, since these new entrepreneurs deal with issues such as their market-
product domain, the creation of systems for production and distribution, and de-
veloping organizational structures, just as established company managers do.  

5.5 A theoretical framework 

From the above literature review a theoretical framework can be drawn where 
the entrepreneur, the business concept and the chosen entry strategy affect the 
new venture’s start-up process and thereby they can be referred to as key factors
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affecting the start-up process. The start-up process in turn consists of different 
activities that a venture and its founder/s undertake during different stages or 
phases. Therefore these activities can be referred to as key activities that are cru-
cial for a successful start-up process. At the same time the start-up process per 
se can affect the business concept and chosen entry strategy depending on what 
outcomes the different activities during the start-up process generate.

In other words, as Crant, (1996), Shane (2000) and Frese and Fay, (2001) among 
others argue, the entrepreneur/s with his/her/their background regarding educa-
tion and prior experiences as well as motivations for founding a new venture can 
affect the developed ideas and the recognized opportunities, how they plan and 
prepare their creation of a new venture vis-à-vis resources needed, what market 
approach and entry they choose and how the venture is developed during the 
following years. Therefore, the entrepreneur can be considered an important key 
factor affecting the start-up process. This is depicted with a single-headed arrow 
(a) in Figure 8. Likewise the business concept, that is what the venture offers 
(products/services), to whom they offer it (target market/customers), how they 
achieve this offering (important resources, both internal and external) and what 
the customer value in the offering is (c.f. Drucker, 1974; Cardozo, 1986; Ekvall, 
1990), is an important factor that influences the activities undertaken during the 
start-up process. Simultaneously, the start-up process should affect the business 
concept, since evaluation of the activities undertaken during the start-up process 
might lead to changes in order to achieve a more competitive business concept, 
which is in correspondence with Ardicivili’s et al., (2003) point of view that 
start-up processes are constantly being evaluated. These two interdependencies 
are depicted with a double-headed arrow (b) in Figure 8. Finally, the third im-
portant factor that might affect choices, activities and preparations of the new 
venture in its start-up process is the venture’s chosen entry strategy. This entry 
strategy is an opportunity- and advantage-seeking action (Hitt et al., 2002) used 
to reach out to the market, and can consist of a) how they choose to enter the 
market: through technology push or market pull, through networks and alliances 
or by themselves, b) if they are pioneers or followers and c) how they act on the 
market, i.e. if they choose to act as defenders, reactors, analyzers or prospectors. 
Again, there should be an influence from the start-up process on the chosen en-
try strategy since market research and different preparations can show that the 
first chosen alternative is not suitable and has to be changed in order to gain ad-
vantages and to get established on the market. These two interdependencies are 
also depicted by a double-headed arrow in Figure 8. The theoretical framework 
thus emerging from this chapter will serve in the next chapter of this thesis as a 
point of departure for further analysis and conclusions of my empirical data. 
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Figure 8. A theoretical framework of a new venture’s start-up process. 
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6. Analysis and discussion of findings 
This thesis strives to increase the understanding of new ventures’ start-up proc-
esses by identifying differences between academic spin-offs and non-academic 
start-ups, which may provide a foundation for, improved effectiveness in new 
firm creation. In this chapter I will return to my empirical cases and discuss 
what the start-up processes among them look like and depict differences among 
them. Finally, I will discuss the outcome of the different start-up processes. 

To be able to answer the first research question: How does the start-up process 
look like in academic spin-offs versus non-academic ventures? Are there any 
differences or similarities?, and to be able to get an understanding of the differ-
ent start-up processes, I chose to reduce the empirical data into smaller parts in 
order to focus on and simplify data from the transcriptions. In addition, I also 
displayed the empirical data visually in matrices to make the comparison be-
tween academic spin-offs and non-academic ventures more understandable, 
which in turn permits detection of differences, a notion of patterns and themes, 
as well as drawing conclusions (Miles & Huberman, 1994). In this way, data 
reduction and data display serve as important ingredients in conducting the 
qualitative analysis presented in this chapter. 

In this chapter the analysis is structured on the basis of the empirical findings 
and with a starting point in Deakins’s (1999) and Lindholm Dahlstrand’s (2004) 
model of a venture’s start-up process and its stages (see Figure 6, p.78). How-
ever, I did not have any deeper insights into this model in the beginning of the 
study, and therefore, some of the activities mentioned in Deakins’s and Lind-
holm Dahlstrand’s model are not included in the analysis, since the entrepre-
neurs in my empirical data did not mention or did not find them significant in 
their start-up processes. Similarly, some activities that the entrepreneurs did per-
ceive as important for their start-up processes but were not included in Deakins 
and Lindholm Dahlstrand’s model are included in this analysis. Since the main 
purpose is to understand the different start-up processes, I will first describe and 
analyze how the founders of the new ventures developed their businesses and 
what influenced them or their venture creation during the process. After this de-
piction of differences, I will discuss why there are differences between the start-
up processes and how the entrepreneur him/herself, the business concept per se 
and the ventures’ entry strategy influenced the start-up processes and vice versa. 

6.1 Idea formulation 

The entrepreneurs’ backgrounds, that is, their prior experiences and education, 
together with their motivations and creativity, are factors influencing the first 
phase in the start-up process. In addition, both social and work-related networks 
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as well as different kinds of support are of importance during this phase (De-
akins, 1999, Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004). Similarly, if the new ventures are cre-
ated by multiple founders, as Sexton and Kasarda (1992) and Storey (1994) 
state, they can get advantages over single founders due to their access to each 
other’s networks, knowledge and experiences.  

6.1.1 Prior experience and education 

The non-academic ventures were all started by a single entrepreneur, whereas 
the academic spin-offs were started by at least two entrepreneurs as a team with 
complementary knowledge and experiences that facilitated their start-up process 
and distribution of enterprise functions and roles. As could be expected, the en-
trepreneurs’ backgrounds also varied; all three academic spin-off founders had a 
university education, and in two of these ventures at least one of the founders 
had work experiences as a researcher at the university, while the non-academic 
ventures’ founders, at the most, had an upper secondary education.

The entrepreneurs’ prior work experiences vary, mostly due to their age, and 
four of the six entrepreneurs had started new firms before (one of them may be 
regarded as a habitual entrepreneur). In addition, all entrepreneurs started a ven-
ture in a business they have education or prior experiences in. The non-academic 
ventures were founded in the retail business, whereas the academic spin-offs had 
their origin in university research and education. These different business ideas 
can be due to the founders seeing different opportunities based on their knowl-
edge, experience and information, which were dissimilar because of their educa-
tion and prior work experiences (cf. Ardichivili et al., 2003; Ray & Cordozo, 
1996; Audretsch et al., 2004; Shane, 2000; Venkataraman, 1997). In addition, 
the founders of X-Tech and Y-Tech said that they would not have started a new 
venture, if they had not had prior experience of enterprise or if they had been 
alone.

These findings suggest that prior information, knowledge and experience influ-
ence the entrepreneurs’ ability to comprehend, interpret, and apply new informa-
tion in ways that those lacking that prior information cannot replicate (Drucker, 
1985; Roberts, 1991; Venkataraman, 1997; Nilsson, 1997; Klofsten, 1998; 
Shane, 2000; Audretsch et al., 2004; Politis, 2005). And due to this knowledge 
asymmetry these founders saw different holes on the market, or resources that 
had not been put to their best use (cf. Kirzner, 1973; Shane & Venkataraman, 
2000).

6.1.2 Networks and new venture creation support 

Lindholm Dahlstrand (2004) points out the importance of social and work-
related networks in the beginning of the start-up process in order to acquire re-
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sources and advantages. The founders in this study used their social networks 
(consisting of family and friends) more as moral support, and except for B-
Trade, none of the ventures had, in their initial stage, built up any widespread 
work-related networks where they could get initial support. Naturally, the uni-
versity was a starting-point in the academic spin-offs’ networking as well as in 
getting technical support. In the case of B-Trade, the founder got some of his 
entrepreneurial ideas from his networks, which were mostly work-related. These 
networks have however over time developed into social networks with individ-
ual ties, which is a source of idea creation according to Cooper (2002).

In addition, due to new founders’ or ventures’ lack of networks and credibility, 
establishment in an incubator or participation in new venture creation support 
may be beneficial (Löfsten & Lindelöf, 2003; Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004). To 
facilitate the start-up of their new ventures, all the founders searched for some 
kind of support. The academic spin-offs established their new ventures in a sci-
ence park, which gave them some initial support, whereas the non-academic 
ventures’ founders participated in a new venture support activity and thereby got 
some help with their start-ups. A-Trade, however, did not finish these activities.

Table 8 and 9 summarize the entrepreneurs’ backgrounds and received support 
among the founders of academic spin-offs and non-academic ventures respec-
tively. These factors are of importance for the idea formulation as well as for the 
incentives to start a new venture. 

Table 8. Influencing factors for the idea formulation among the founders of non-
academic ventures.

 A-Trade B-Trade C-Trade 
Number of 
founders 1 1 1 

Education Upper secondary school. Compulsory nine-year 
school.

Upper secondary school.

Experiences Short job experiences. Former entrepreneur. Working at home with the 
children, short jobs. 

Networks Family and friends. No 
professional networks. 

Both social and profes-
sional networks. 

Family and friends. No 
professional networks. 

New venture 
creation
support

Started participating in a 
new venture support 
program but did not fin-
ish it. 

Participated in a new 
venture support pro-
gram.

Participated in a new 
venture support program 
and got support from 
innovation organizations.
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Table 9. Influencing factors for the idea formulation among the founders of academic 
spin-offs.

 X-Tech Y-Tech Z-Tech 
Number of 
founders 4 2 2 

Education University education 
and research studies. 

Doctoral and licentiate 
degrees.

University education. 

Experiences
Prior work in the area 
and at the university. 
Earlier enterprise. 

Employment at the uni-
versity. Earlier enterprise. 

Shorter job experi-
ences. Earlier enter-
prise.

Networks 
Family and friends. No 
professional networks. 

Family and friends. No 
professional networks. 

Family and friends. 
No professional net-
works.

New venture 
creation
support

Support by the board of 
directors, education 
held by a venture capi-
talist, location in a sci-
ence park, new product 
development support by 
the university. 

New product development 
support by the university. 

Some support with the 
business plan from a 
new venture-
supporting actor, new 
product development 
support by the univer-
sity.

There are clear differences among the founders’ backgrounds, which noticeably 
also influences the ventures’ business ideas. The founders of academic spin-offs 
use their technological knowledge as a base for their business ideas, whereas the 
founders of non-academic ventures create a business idea from their prior work 
experiences or personal interests. On the other hand, the non-academic ventures 
only needed (and got) general new venture creation support that facilitated their 
start-up, whereas the academic spin-offs had more difficulties in finding suitable 
support. From the beginning the university was supportive of the founders of 
academic spin-offs, and later on, when the new ventures were launched, the 
board of directors were an appropriate support, since they often consist of peo-
ple with different knowledge of (for the venture) essential areas.

6.2 Opportunity recognition 

Opportunity recognition is an essential step in the creation of a new venture 
(Choi & Shepherd, 2004), which is something that all the founders of new ven-
tures have put a lot of effort in. All the founders have worked with their business 
idea and looked for how it would fit on the market to fulfil customer needs. 

6.2.1 Opportunity 

It is difficult to divide the idea formulation stage from the opportunity recogni-
tion stage among the new ventures in this study, because these two stages seem 
to interact with each other. The founders in this study developed their business 
idea on the basis of their prior knowledge and experience as well as on percep-
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tion and discovery of market needs, which are various aspects of opportunity 
recognition (Christensen et al., 1994; Kirzner, 1997; Shane, 2000). As a result, 
the founders recognized opportunities similar to Shane’s (2000) point of view, 
that is, on the basis of knowledge and information of the markets, ways of serv-
ing the market, customer problems/needs or, as Roberts (1991) suggests, ways 
of using new technology. The founders searched for an opportunity to fulfil 
market needs by delivering offerings with greater values than the existing com-
panies’ offerings and created new markets by creative combinations of resources 
(cf. Kirzner, 1973, Schumpeter, 1934, Casson, 1982).

The academic spin-offs developed software programs as a solution that fulfils 
customer needs, which the customers had not always yet recognized, whereas 
the non-academic ventures recognized opportunities mainly based on filling a 
hole on the market with substitutable products or services. X-Tech and Y-Tech 
saw an opportunity to make the work easier for people in different geographical 
locations. They saw a need for being able to have multi-member meetings, se-
curely sharing documents as well as managing projects at a distance. Z-Tech 
saw an opportunity to make the Internet more interesting. They wanted to offer 
people an opportunity to play advanced virtual games on the Internet instead of 
television games like X-box or Playstation. Moreover, the academic spin-offs 
often targeted an international market to obtain suitable revenues, whereas the 
local and national markets were sufficient for the non-academic ventures’ prof-
its.

6.2.2 Motivations and triggers 

The motivations or reasons for the entrepreneurs to start new ventures were to a 
high degree based on personal satisfaction. But there were also considerations of 
being able to make a living on their ideas, as well as an alternative to employ-
ment. In addition, all the entrepreneurs mentioned the feeling of freedom to do 
what they wanted as a major motivation behind being self-employed. The aca-
demic spin-offs also had an ambition to become world leaders in their niche, and 
to earn money on their idea. It can therefore be stated that most of the entrepre-
neurs influenced their work-life situation and acted with persistence on identi-
fied opportunities, or in other words had proactive motives to influence their oc-
cupational circumstances (Crant, 1996; Frese & Fay, 2001). In addition they also 
had willingness, or an inner drive, to become entrepreneurs, which is also cru-
cial for becoming a successful entrepreneur (Shane et al., 2003). The exception 
is C-Trade’s founder, who started her venture because, encouraged by friends 
and others in her surroundings, she wanted to try to make a living of her interest, 
which according to Crant, 1996 and Frese and Fay, 2001, is more of a reactive 
behaviour, since she reacted to instead of creating her surroundings. 



 - 98 - 98

A common feature among the entrepreneurs was their desire to manage their 
work and to be able to do what they consider was satisfying and rewarding for 
themselves and their working conditions. This feature is in accordance with 
Shane et al. (2003), who point out that an entrepreneur acts out of a selfish pas-
sion to build an organization and make it profitable. All the founders decided to 
start their ventures out of some event or occasion that triggered them to take the 
decision to become self-employed (Kent et al., 1982; Summers, 2000). It could 
be due to their graduation, their disappointment with previous employers, or 
their family situation having changed, which facilitated self-employment.    

6.2.3 Role models and personal traits 

Most of the entrepreneurs say that they do not have any specific role models, but 
there have been entrepreneurial and creative persons in their families or sur-
roundings, like brothers and sisters, fathers and uncles, and other supportive 
people. One of the entrepreneurs was of the opinion that his father’s enterprise 
could have contributed to his knowledge and understanding of enterprise, while 
the founders of Z-Tech saw a university teacher as a kind of role model, since he 
encouraged the students to start their own companies. However, all of these per-
sons can actually be seen as role models, since they have been members of the 
founders’ families, or acted as an influence in the founders’ daily work or living, 
and thereby these persons have been able to affect the founders’ own attitudes 
towards entrepreneurship and risk-taking (cf. Davidsson & Wiklund, 1997; 
Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004).  

As claimed in previous studies (cf. Schumpeter, 1934, McClelland, 1961, Ban-
dura, 1997, Shane & Venkataraman, 2000), the founders’ personalities and be-
haviour could be characterized as significant for an entrepreneur. For example, 
the founders could be seen as opportunistic and having a high degree of self-
efficacy, since they did not perceive the obstacles they met as hard to overcome 
and they had the persistence to get through setbacks.

Table 10 and 11 summarize the recognized opportunities, motivation, triggers, 
role models and personalities that can influence the new venture founders to 
start their businesses. 
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Table 10. Important factors for opportunity recognition among non-academic ventures.
 A-Trade B-Trade C-Trade 

Opportunity 

Enable people to speed 
up their computer per-
formance. Primarily 
local and national and 
mature markets. 

To offer better kiosk 
goods and services. Pri-
marily local and national 
and mature markets.

Giving people a choice 
of existing but im-
proved products. Pri-
marily local and na-
tional and mature 
markets.   

   

Motivations
Did not want to be em-
ployed, wanted to man-
age his work. 

Wanted to manage his 
work and do what is fun. 

Wanted to try to make 
a living on her interest 
in design, wanted to 
manage her work. 

Triggers Graduation from secon-
dary school. 

Dissatisfaction with previ-
ous employment. 

Altered family situa-
tion.

Role models 
One entrepreneur in the 
family.

The manager in his first 
employment.  

Creative and entre-
preneurial persons in 
her surroundings. 

Traits
Wants things to happen. Opportunist, persistent, 

enjoys to be self-
employed

Independent, persis-
tent and self-confident.

Table 11. Important factors for opportunity recognition among academic spin-offs. 
 X-Tech Y-Tech Z-Tech 

Opportunity 

To help people to work, 
see and talk with each 
other independently of 
their location, primarily 
companies but also in 
education. Primarily 
international and imma-
ture markets. 

To help people to work, 
see and talk with each 
other independently of 
their location, primarily 
public authorities. Primar-
ily international and im-
mature markets. 

To enable people to 
play virtual games 
primarily on the Inter-
net. Primarily interna-
tional and immature 
markets. 

Motivations
To do what is fun, man-
age their work and earn 
some money. 

To do what is fun, man-
age their work and earn 
some money. 

To do what is fun, 
manage their work 
and earn some 
money.

Triggers The commercialization 
was right in time.  

Graduation from univer-
sity research studies. 

Graduation from uni-
versity education. 

Role models Entrepreneurs in the 
family.

An enterprising father. A teacher at the uni-
versity. 

Traits

One of them describes 
himself as business-
minded, the second a 
good project manager, 
the third as technical 
and the fourth visionary.

One of the founders de-
scribes himself as impul-
sive and the other more 
conservative

The founders describe 
themselves as being 
unafraid and not wor-
ried; they do not fear 
conflicts but solve 
them instead. 

From an opportunity recognition perspective, the entrepreneurs with their origin 
in academic research manifest more of a “Schumpeterian entrepreneurship” 
while the entrepreneurs starting a non-academic firm reflect more of a 
“Kirznerian mode of entrepreneurship”. However, as Ardichvili et al. (2003) 
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point out, these are just two ways of recognizing peoples’ sensitivity to market 
needs and problems (the non-academic ventures), or of identifying un- or under-
employed resources (the academic spin-offs). In addition, according to Ray and 
Cordozo (1996) and Ardichvili et al. (2003), opportunity recognition, ultimately 
concerns peoples’ entrepreneurial alertness to identify user problems, unmet 
needs or novel combinations of resources, and therefore, peoples’ perception is a 
crucial personal difference that could be added to the different ways of recogniz-
ing opportunities.

6.3 Pre-start planning and preparation 

After the founders have made up their business idea and recognized what oppor-
tunities there are for their idea, it is important for new venture founders to plan 
and prepare for the venture’s start-up and entry on the market. The founders in 
this study did market research, made business plans, and searched for resources 
and partners to cooperate with. However, the academic spin-offs’ founders made 
formal plans and preparations to a larger extent than the non-academic ventures’ 
founders, who instead had their visions and goals “in their heads”.

6.3.1 Market research 

Market research is essential for all new ventures to be able to show stakeholders 
that there is a profitable market for the new venture. All the founders had per-
formed market research that explored the venture’s market segments and com-
petitors. The founders of the new ventures did not find it important to describe 
how they had undertaken this research; instead they found it more important to 
describe the outcome of it. This outcome is presented as market conditions in 
tables 12 and 13.

The academic spin-offs’ competitors were few, and although they offered a 
similar product, the competitors did not offer exactly the same components as 
the academic spin-offs or they targeted another market segment. For the non-
academic ventures, on the other hand, there were many competitors on the mar-
ket offering similar products/services and targeting the same market segment. 
Therefore they had to find something special that attracted customers, and thus 
they usually offered quality instead of low price (which they saw as the other 
competitive alternative). This depiction of what uniqueness new ventures have 
to offer, or what superior value they deliver to the customers, is a crucial point 
in the development of a business concept (Klofsten, 1998; Ardichvili et al., 
2003; Grandi & Grimaldi, 2005). Similarly, the academic spin-offs developed a 
unique product, and searched for a specific market segment, which gave them 
competitive advantages over existing companies. In addition, the academic spin-
offs chose market segments that their products benefited the most. These deci-
sions are particularly important for high-technology ventures so that they main-
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tain their core focus, otherwise they can end up as an economic failure (Klof-
sten, 1998).

6.3.2 The creation of a business concept 

All the academic spin-offs had made a formal business plan in order to commu-
nicate what they were offering, to whom they were going to offer their products, 
how they were going to do that, and what the customer value was (Ekvall, 1990; 
Drucker, 1974; Normann, 1975; Ansoff, 1965), whereas the non-academic ven-
tures had their concepts primarily in their own minds, and hence the concepts 
could be seen as informal ideas of how to exploit a recognized business oppor-
tunity (Shane et al., 2003). 

In addition, the start-up process influenced the business concept for some of the 
new ventures. For example, when A-Trade’s founder recognized a new market 
for an existing product, he changed his business concept. So did Z-Tech too 
when the founders saw that they did not have a business concept strong enough 
to compete with established companies. Y-Tech had started a company during 
their work at the university and changed their business concept and started a 
limited company when their employment ended.  

6.3.3 Resources 

Financing is important for all new ventures until financial returns are generated 
through sales (Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004; Lazonick, 2005), and for the aca-
demic spin-offs it has been a necessity for their product development. In this 
study the academic spin-offs have to a larger extent searched for, and obtained, 
funding from venture capitalists, because they needed investments in their prod-
uct development, which per se is expensive but also required many personnel 
resources. In addition, the academic spin-offs needed other and more expensive 
tangible assets (like several computers and servers) than the non-academic ven-
tures (which only needed one PC and some fittings and fixtures), and they also 
targeted an international and often immature market, which required customer 
education and unusual marketing approaches. These activities and assets re-
quired more funding in order to get started than it did for the non-academic ven-
tures that offered a known product to a mature local or national market, which 
meant that they could finance their start-ups with their own capital and some 
bank loans. As a result, the non-academic ventures did not perceive funding as 
an obstacle, whereas the academic spin-offs considered the financing as the most 
difficult part of the start-up process.

In this preparation stage it is important for founders to plan their venture’s or-
ganization as well as to develop and utilize value-creating capabilities (Lind-
holm Dahlstrand, 2004; Lazonick, 2005). The academic spin-offs consist of two 
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to four founders with complementary knowledge and skills in contrast to the 
non-academic ventures, which were created by single founders relying on their 
own knowledge and skills. The team founders should, according to Sexton et al., 
1992; Storey, 1994 and Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004, benefit over single founders 
in their possession of more necessary capabilities to be able to start a new ven-
ture. However, in this study the single founders did not feel that they lacked any 
vital competences, and that their own competences were enough for their new 
venture. Two of the academic spin-offs also hired skilled programmers to handle 
the daily operation and further product development; thereby the founders them-
selves could concentrate on their specific capabilities and in this way gain com-
petitive advantages. The founders considered that their knowledge about the 
market, customer needs and behaviour was crucial for the ventures’ success. 
However, Z-Tech is an exception, but they would have hired the necessary 
workforce if they had had the required funding. Even though the academic spin-
offs had diversified competences and capabilities, they still lacked specific 
knowledge about their business sector. This was more of a problem for the aca-
demic spin-offs than for the non-academic ventures, since they had a more spe-
cific business concept. The particular required business knowledge or capability 
was added to the academic spin-offs by their professional board of directors; 
however, the knowledge could also have been supplied by mentors in an early 
stage of the start-up, as the founders of academic spin-offs pointed out. An addi-
tional way that the academic spin-offs used to get access to knowledge and ca-
pabilities they lacked was by using alliances and networks. The academic spin-
offs cooperated with resellers and other companies to reach out to and get access 
to new markets. X-Tech used alliances with Apple, and resellers in the US and 
in Europe to facilitate their sales and get access to customers, whereas Y-Tech 
cooperated with a company to be able to deliver their products to the customers, 
and they are also searching for a partner in sales. Finally, Z-Tech used their co-
operation with Sun Microsystems to reach out to their customers and this partner 
company also helped Z-Tech with promotion of their product. 

6.3.4 Product development 

The academic spin-offs’ entrepreneurs have put years into their product devel-
opment, but with a sufficient number of personnel this has been possible to 
manage in quite a short time. Moreover, the university also acted in support of 
their product development, since the academic spin-offs got the opportunity to 
test their product in education and thereby also got feedback on the use of the 
product. The non-academic ventures, on the other hand, have utilized known 
products that did not require any product development. These founders have de-
veloped a concept instead, where A-Trade offers his products and computer so-
lutions through a web-store, whereas C-Trade uses exhibitions to show and sell 
her products. B-Trade started as a travelling salesman, which was the concept of 
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his venture, but when he took over the candy stall he did not have any special 
concept in his offering to customers. 

Table 12 and 13 summarize the market condition, business concept, resources 
and product development that are important in the preparation and planning 
stage of the new ventures’ start-up.

Table 12. Pre-start planning and preparations among non-academic venture founders. 
 A-Trade B-Trade C-Trade 

Market
conditions

Many competitors in the 
beginning. One or two 
competitors in Sweden, 
More international com-
petitors after the 
changed business con-
cept. Primarily local and 
national customers on a 
mature market. 

Many competitors with 
substitutable products. 
Primarily local customers 
on a mature market. 

Many competitors with 
substitutable products. 
Primarily local and 
national customers on 
a mature market. 

Business
concept

To offer software that 
increases computer 
performance, and com-
plete computer sets and 
services belonging, 
chiefly to computer en-
thusiasts but also to 
other interested cus-
tomers, primarily in 
Sweden.

To offer high quality 
candy stall products with 
a high degree of service 
to a local market. 

To offer designed 
products with optimal 
design and function to 
private persons, or-
ganizations, wholesal-
ers, etc. 

Financing Own capital Own capital and gov-
ernmental subsidies 

Own capital and gov-
ernmental subsidies 

Tangible and
intangible assets 

A computer, web-store 
and a stock of products.

A stock of products and 
some inventories. 

A computer, adminis-
trative products and 
some tools. 

Core
competences

Primarily the founder’s 
own knowledge. 

Primarily the founder’s 
own knowledge. 

Primarily the founder’s 
own knowledge. 

Product or  
concept

development

A known product, of-
fered through his own 
web-store.

A known product. Travel-
ling salesman in the be-
ginning, after that own-
ing a candy stall.

A known product of-
fered mainly through 
exhibitions.
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Table 13. Pre-start planning and preparations among academic spin-off founders. 
 X-Tech Y-Tech Z-Tech 

Market
conditions

A few competitors with 
closely related solutions 
to similar customer 
needs. An immature 
market in Sweden and 
also internationally. 

A few competitors with 
closely related solutions 
to similar customer 
needs mostly in other 
segments. An immature 
market in Sweden and 
also internationally. 

A few large competi-
tors with similar prod-
uct solutions but in 
other units. Very im-
mature and interna-
tional market.

Business
concept

To offer people the op-
portunity to integrate 
and work with one an-
other through their 
computers where peo-
ple are able to talk and 
see each other, chat, 
share documents, use a 
whiteboard and surf the 
web together, regard-
less of their geographi-
cal location. 

To offer researchers 
and EU-project partici-
pants the opportunity to 
work with one another 
using distance-spanning 
information technology. 
The participants are 
able to work with and 
share documents, man-
age, control and plan 
the project through a 
custom-made project 
tool on the Internet. 

To offer companies a 
3-D motor that they 
can integrate into their 
products (games), 
and to offer people 
opportunities to play 
virtually advanced 
games on the Inter-
net.

Financing Investors, loans and 
own capital. 

Investors, loans and 
own capital. 

Investors, loans and 
own capital. 

Tangible and 
intangible assets 

Computers, skilled 
workers and market 
knowledge. 

Computers, servers, 
skilled workers and 
market knowledge. 

Computers, own 
technological knowl-
edge.

Core
competences

The founders’ and the 
employees’ knowledge 
about the technological 
product, programming 
and sales. 

The founders’ knowl-
edge about the market, 
the technological prod-
uct and the employees’ 
programming skills. 

The founders’ knowl-
edge about the tech-
nological product and 
product development. 

Product or  
concept

development

Long time for new prod-
uct development. 

Long time for new prod-
uct development. 

Long time for new 
product development.

As the above tables show, the academic spin-offs have a greater need for financ-
ing and tangible and intangible resources, including core competences, due to 
their technological product development, business concept and market condi-
tions. However, they find it difficult to get access to the essential funding and 
knowledge and therefore point out that the search for this kind of support takes a 
lot of time.  

6.4 Entry and launch 

This stage concerns the new ventures’ entry on the market as well as their stra-
tegic choices to achieve competitive advantages. The time of entry (i.e. timing), 
intellectual property rights (IPR), early customers and cooperation, among other 
things, can be essential for capturing benefits and opportunities (Lee et al., 2001; 
Hitt et al., 2002; Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004).  
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All the new ventures were started between 1996 and 2003. Both Y-Tech and A-
Trade changed their business concepts either during the start-up or afterwards, 
whereas B-Trade expanded his venture by taking over another business after his 
start-up. The influencing factors and activities during their entry and launch thus 
have two different angles, from both the point of view of the start-up and after 
their businesses’ change or expansion, and therefore different descriptions of 
their entry strategies can be presented in the analysis. 

6.4.1 “Timing” 

Timing is important for the new ventures’ success because of their probability of 
getting higher market shares and being able to earn “monopoly profits” (Zahra et 
al., 1995; Grimm & Smith, 1997; Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004). The only foun-
ders that had this timing in mind were X-Tech’s founders, who saw that the time 
was right to start a new venture, since there was an IT boom on the market that 
could benefit their entry and further profitability. Z-Tech, on the contrary, en-
tered the market too early, since their customers were not mature enough to ac-
cept and use their product, nor had any desire to learn about the new opportuni-
ties offered. Therefore, the venture had difficulties in getting out on the market 
and reaching the customers, which was not something that the founders had ex-
pected. On the other hand, Z-Tech’s founders had an initial desire to create and 
develop new markets, which they also had the opportunity to do through their 
new venture and through the creation of new customer behaviours. These are 
two aspects of the first mover advantage that, according to Grimm and Smith 
(1997) and Lee et al. (2001), could benefit innovators, if the market is mature or 
easily influenced to accept the innovation. Another problem for Z-Tech could 
have been that the customer demand was not sufficient for them to be willing to 
pay the required price for the product. The other founders in this study did not 
think of the “timing”; they started their ventures simply because they wanted to 
have an occupation, to be self-employed, or to try if the business idea would be 
viable. However, Y-Tech had some problems because they started in the period 
of the IT-market crash, because of which investors and financers were reluctant 
to invest in new IT projects.  

6.4.2 Early customers and IPR 

All the academic spin-offs have created an innovative product that could have 
benefited from involvement of or an alliance with early customers in the product 
development that could finance the product development, and give recommen-
dations from a customer’s point of view for the product development (Lee et al., 
2001; Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004). However, none of the non-academic ven-
tures had any early customers involved in their business development, whereas 
the academic spin-offs cooperated with the university. The university functioned 
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both as a buyer and a user of their early prototypes, whereby they got important 
feedback about their products as well as credibility as suppliers. Even though Y-
Tech based their business idea on a high technology product that required 
changed customer behaviour and learning, they did not want their product to be 
interpreted as a high technology product, because they knew that innovative 
products are often perceived as complicated and difficult to use, which scares 
customers from buying and using the product. Therefore, they used seminars 
and exhibitions to demonstrate their product, and the use of it, to potential cus-
tomers to prevent customers from intimidation. 

Obviously, the non-academic ventures did not need patents or other intellectual 
property rights to protect their idea or product, since they exploited a known 
product or repeated an old process but in a new way or combination. The aca-
demic spin-offs, on the other hand, developed a new product that required new 
customer behaviour to be able to use the product, and therefore it would be natu-
ral to protect their product and business idea. However, it was only X-Tech that 
had patents from the start, whereas the other academic spin-offs protected their 
product with agreements or contracts. But the founders were aware that they 
might have to have patents in the future and are therefore prepared to seek prod-
uct protection through some form of IPR. 

6.4.3 Capabilities in the organization 

Klofsten (1998) points out that it is hardly ever just one person who possesses 
all the capabilities or competences required in a new venture. Therefore multiple 
founders, hired workers or cooperation with other actors, for example, are a so-
lution to the problem. This issue was naturally solved in all the academic spin-
offs, since they were started by multiple founders who divided the responsibili-
ties of marketing, accounting, selling, programming and management among 
themselves in the beginning. It was only X-Tech that hired a few programmers 
to develop and work with the venture’s product. Moreover, two of these ven-
tures had only a formal owner management in the beginning and did not have a 
professional board of directors with specific knowledge and skills until later on. 
Nevertheless, they would have wanted a professional board of directors from the 
beginning, but they did not have the required funding for that. It was only X-
Tech that had the funds for a professional board of directors, and, according to 
the founders, it has been supportive and helpful for their venture’s strategic 
planning.  

The non-academic ventures, on the contrary, were started by single founders and 
had to manage all functions and capabilities by themselves. Later on, when A-
Trade changed its business concept, employees had to be hired to share the dif-
ferent functions and responsibilities that a venture brings about. Likewise, B-



 - 107 - 107

Trade hired workers when the candy-stall was acquired, because the owner 
could not manage all the functions by himself.  

Tables 14 and 15 summarize the important factors for a new venture related to 
market entry. These factors are timing, early customers, intellectual property 
rights (IPR), capabilities and entry marketing.  

Table 14. The entry and launch of non-academic venture founders. 
 A-Trade B-Trade C-Trade 

Entry year 1998/2000 2002/2003 2000 
Timing No thoughts of timing. No thoughts of timing. No thoughts of timing. 

Early customers 
and IPR 

No early customers or 
IPR.

No early customers or 
IPR; took over a regular 
customer base.

No early customers or 
IPR.

Capabilities
Self-managed. No em-
ployees at the start.

Self managed in the be-
ginning. A few employees 
when he took over the 
candy stall. 

Self-managed. No 
employees at the 
start.

Marketing
Chat rooms on the 
Internet.

Nothing specific. Uses exhibitions for 
promotion and to 
reach customers. 

Table 15. The entry and launch of academic spin-off founders. 
 X-Tech Y-Tech Z-Tech 

Entry year 1998 1996/2001 2003 

Timing
A fast growing IT de-
velopment.

No thoughts of timing. Too early with an un-
known innovation and 
immature market. 

Early customers 
and IPR 

Primarily the univer-
sity, both as a user 
and customer in the 
beginning.  Patents 
from the start. 

Primarily the university, 
both as a user and cus-
tomer in the beginning.
No patents, only con-
tracts.

Primarily the university, 
both as a user and cus-
tomer in the beginning.
No patents. 

Capabilities

A few employees from 
the beginning. A pro-
fessional board of 
directors from the 
start.

No employees in the be-
ginning. A formal board of 
owners from the start, 
later on a professional 
board of directors. 

No employees in the 
beginning. A formal 
board of owners from 
the start. 

Marketing
Uses exhibitions for 
promotion and to 
reach customers. 

Uses seminars for promo-
tion and to reach custom-
ers.

Uses exhibitions for 
promotion and to reach 
customers. 

To attain competitive advantages a new venture, and its founders, have to strate-
gize its capabilities (Lazonick, 2005), which the new ventures in this study have 
done in different ways. The academic spin-offs had to have or get access to 
more knowledge and skills than the non-academic ventures. This is because aca-
demic spin-offs offer an innovative product to an immature market (as men-
tioned in section 6.3.1), which requires customer education and good market 
knowledge. Moreover, for an innovative venture it is an advantage to be first on 
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the market to obtain first mover advantages, i.e. larger market shares, which can 
lead to monopoly profits (Grimm & Smith, 1997; Lee et al., 2001). Therefore, to 
attain the necessary capabilities that the academic spin-offs lacked, and which 
could bring the new venture competitive advantages, they used a board of direc-
tors with specific knowledge and skills, facilitating a more developed strategic 
planning. The non-academic ventures, on the contrary, relied more on their own 
capabilities and did not use external help or actors in their planning for the entry 
on the market. 

6.4.3 Entry strategies 

The empirical results showed that there were differences between the academic 
spin-offs’ and non-academic firms’ entry strategies, i.e. their strategic choices of 
how to enter the market and to achieve competitive advantages over existing 
companies. These differences might be a result of the founders’ motives for be-
coming entrepreneurs in the first place. The founders of academic spin-offs were 
more eager to become world leaders in their market sector and to earn (a lot of) 
money. Second, all the academic spin-offs were product-oriented and entered a 
market through technology-push (in accordance with Schumpeter, 1934) where 
new products and services required the company to educate their customers so 
that they could make use of the product/services, whereas the non-academic 
firms entered a market through market-pull where they recognized potential de-
mands or opportunities and filled a hole on the market (Kirzner, 1979). These 
entry strategies might also be a result of the entrepreneurs’ previous knowledge 
and experiences, since all the academic spin-offs originate from university re-
search, while the founders of the non-academic ventures created their ventures 
on the basis of market needs/problems. However, A-Trade’s altered business 
concept could be interpreted as an innovative market strategy, because the foun-
der saw an opportunity to introduce a known product on a new market. This is 
something that Kirzner (1979) calls entrepreneurial alertness. 

All the ventures’ founders could be described as strategic, since they searched 
for opportunities as well as advantages on the marketplace (Hitt et al., 2002). 
These strategies resulted in different outcomes depending on the competitive 
circumstances on their specific market. According to Miles and Snow’s (1978) 
business typologies used in this study (see Figure 9), it can be claimed that new 
ventures are often started with a Prospector or a Reactor view of strategic ac-
tions. Because new ventures do not always have the overall view of their com-
petitors’ future strategic actions, it is difficult for them to act as an Analyzer or 
Defender when they enter the market. To be able to choose these latter typolo-
gies of action, the venture needs to have been in operation for some time in or-
der to make its strategic decisions about the best strategic movements to achieve 
competitive advantages.  
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The non-academic ventures chose, unlike the academic spin-offs, a more reac-
tive or defensive way of entering the market. A-Trade and C-Trade entered their 
markets as Reactors with no specific strategies, and the founders only made ad-
justments when the venture was forced to do something through environmental 
pressures. B-Trade, on the other hand, entered the market as a Defender, because 
he took over a regular and narrow customer segment, and therefore the venture 
had to concentrate on keeping these customers in the first place. Since then the 
focus has been on improving the venture’s existing efficiency offering qualita-
tive products and services, which corresponds to Miles and Snow’s description 
of a Defender. 

The academic spin-offs, based on innovations originating from university re-
search, are more complex ventures to manage with their need for e.g. a profes-
sional board of directors, and a market orientation with a specific niche and in-
ternational market. This implies that they can be classified as Prospectors in 
Miles and Snow’s (1978) typology of organizations. X-Tech and Y-Tech also 
recruit top managers from outside the company, constantly seek new opportuni-
ties, emphasize product development, and change the markets, which are also 
characteristics of Prospectors (Slater & Narver, 1993, Zahra & Pearce, 1990).

These different strategic choices and activities can also be related to the entre-
preneurs’ decision to explore or exploit the business idea, and whether to focus 
on technology or on markets (Holmquist, 2006). The academic spin-offs in this 
study focus more on developing new technologies and finding new markets, 
whereas the non-academic ventures make the most of existing markets and 
known products. In this sense the academic spin-offs are more explorative striv-
ing to drive the technological development, whereas the non-academic ventures 
are more exploitative and business-driven. However, Holmquist (2006) points 
out that a successful entrepreneur has to both actively search for new markets, 
products or combinations of resources and at the same time manage his/her 
businesses and resources in a longer perspective, which is to be both explorative 
and exploitative. 

As Figure 9 shows, there have been some strategic movements during and after 
the start-up among the new ventures. For example, A-Trade was started as a Re-
actor with no real entry strategy focusing on the customers that had no computer 
skills and therefore needed consultant services, and where the founder only 
made adjustments when the venture was forced to do something through envi-
ronmental pressures. After the start-up, the founder changed the business con-
cept due to an opportunity he saw to offer computer enthusiasts products that 
enhanced the computer processor’s performance, and thereby the venture con-
trolled the chosen niche in the business sector and also improved the efficiency 
of the existing operations, which is similar to Defenders (Miles & Snow, 1978). 
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Today, A-Trade searches for new products and introduces them on the market, 
which is similar to the characteristics of Analyzers, who carefully explore new 
product and market opportunities (ibid.). This is depicted in Figure 9 by an ar-
row that shows how the venture moved over time from being a Reactor to be-
coming an Analyzer exploring new products and market opportunities. 

Figure 9. Organizational typologies among non-academic ventures and academic spin-
offs.

Similarly, the founders of Z-Tech started their venture creation by having an 
idea of introducing a new product on the market, focusing on customers in mar-
keting. But soon after there was an IT crash followed by a market collapse, 
which made it impossible for the venture to find customers. Therefore, the foun-
ders decided to focus on virtual games instead but soon realized that they lacked 
the proper knowledge of the entertainment sector and therefore dropped this 
idea. Finally, the founders discovered that they had developed a modularized 3-
D-motor which gave them competitive advantages and could therefore introduce 
this on the market. This search for an innovative product as well as a competi-
tive strategy on a specific market during Z-Tech’s start-up process is depicted in 
Figure 9 as an intention of starting a venture as a Prospector in the beginning. 
However, their search for a suitable product and competitive advantages also 
shows that the venture acted as an Analyzer during the start-up process search-
ing for profitable and competitive advantages. Therefore the arrow starts in the 
Prospector area (with an innovative business idea) and then goes into the Ana-
lyzer area (searching for better business ideas) and then back again launching a 
developed product innovation to an immature market that needs to be educated 
in the use of the product.
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In addition, some of the new start-ups used networks and alliances to facilitate 
their market entry. For instance, the academic spin-offs generally required more 
resources in terms of external funding, long-term investments, and adopted sup-
port for their product development, business start-up, and (international) market-
ing. To facilitate the venture’s start-up process these ventures started limited 
companies with a professional board of directors in order to obtain the required 
funding and to access important knowledge resources. Because members of 
board of directors often are experienced people with a deep knowledge of spe-
cific areas or business sectors, new ventures can get access to knowledge that 
gives them competitive advantages instead of trying to learn all the necessary 
skills by themselves. At the same time, because of the personal credibility of the 
members of the professional board of directors, and their possible influence on 
external actors, new ventures with a professional board of directors may have 
better access to external funding. This is in line with Penrose (1959), Lee et al. 
(2001) and Ylinenpää (1999), who state that the internal capabilities, including 
the venture’s technology and knowledge, are critical assets for the venture’s 
competitive advantages.  

This study also shows that to be able to compete on a global market, innovation 
is critical to the ventures’ strategy (Hamel, 2000). When the academic spin-offs 
developed and commercialized an innovative product, difficult for competitors 
to imitate, they could exploit a competitive advantage. It was also easier for the 
ventures to get established internationally, since those markets were more adap-
tive and receptive to the innovations than the limited and somewhat conservative 
home market. The academic spin-offs are however not yet profitable (see the 
next section), but according to Lee et al. (2001) and Grimm and Smith (1997), 
innovative advantages and being first on the market may yield high returns in 
the long run, until imitators and substitutes come out on the market. Here a 
slowness of information diffusion (based on the knowledge asymmetry) and in-
ability of others to imitate, substitute or acquire rare resources increase the 
length of time for the academic spin-offs to achieve high returns (Shane & 
Venkataraman, 2000).

6.5 Post-entry development 

This stage concerns the new ventures’ progress after their entry on the market. 
As soon as the ventures are established, they are obliged to establish relations 
with other actors on the market, and therefore they need to build up their credi-
bility and trustworthiness among customers, suppliers, investors, employees, 
partners, networks and competitors, for example (c.f. Lee et al., 2001; Hitt et al., 
2002; Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004). In this study the ventures’ credibility and 
trustworthiness can be depicted by the ventures’ progress in terms of business 
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turnover, market and organizational development and their interaction with net-
works and alliances during the past three years after their start-up.

6.5.1 The ventures’ progress

The non-academic ventures in this study have a slightly higher turnover than the 
academic spin-offs, except for C-Trade. This could partly be explained by the 
time to get profitability, where the non-academic ventures obtained net profits 
already in the first year due to their exploitation of a known product to a local 
and mature market. The academic spin-offs, on the other hand, have a longer 
time period achieving profits due to their product development and international 
and immature market focus, which requires a lot of personnel resources and ex-
tended financing. This is in line with Walsh’s et al. (2002) argument that inno-
vations which are difficult for competitors to imitate can produce long-term 
competitive advantages for a venture, and hence also make it possible to charge 
high prices from large market segments, which in the end can bring “monopoly 
profits” (c.f. Zahra et al., 1995; Grimm & Smith, 1997; Lee et al. (2001). On the 
other hand, the academic spin-offs perceive that it is harder for them than for 
non-academic ventures to grow, because their experiences are that during the 
last few years existing investors and actors seem to have preferred investing in 
traditional larger industry-based companies instead. As a whole the academic 
spin-offs have increased their turnover rates considerably more from their start-
up until today than the non-academic ventures have.  

The academic spin-offs started on a national market but they quickly realized 
that they had to target an international market to obtain profits. In addition, X-
Tech has also expanded their customer-base to include both private persons and 
small companies, national and international, in their earlier large companies and 
educational institutes, whereas Y-Tech and Z-Tech’s customers are still in the 
same category as at the start. The founders of academic spin-offs say that both 
the product development and the market development have affected each other, 
meaning that customer needs have affected the development and improvement 
of the product, just as these better or new products have attracted new custom-
ers. The non-academic ventures’ markets have stayed as they were in the begin-
ning, except for A-Trade’s market, which has been changed due to the altered 
business concept and now also includes Scandinavian countries. This change has 
in turn resulted in a higher turnover for A-Trade, whereas B-Trade’s high turn-
over is a result of taking over an existing venture with loyal customers.  

Like the market approach in the beginning of the academic spin-offs’ entry on 
the market, they still use different, and somewhat unconventional, marketing 
methods. The most common and best way to demonstrate the product is by 
seminars, websites on the Internet, and advertisements directed at companies in 
order to canvass new customers. According to Y-Tech, it is essential that the 
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leader of a project is attracted before the actual project starts to get them to un-
derstand their need for a project tool. This is similar to one of the non-academic 
ventures’ marketing methods, namely C-Trade’s, which can be explained by the 
product offerings. Like the academic spin-offs, C-Trade offers a designed and 
developed product targeted at a specific market segment, and hence the exhibi-
tions work as excellent places for promoting the product. Furthermore, the com-
petition has increased over the years, and all the new ventures (except for B-
Trade) still try to focus on a particular market segment that has the best use of 
their product in order to stay competitive. A loyal and focused customer base is 
something that Klofsten (1998) points out as important for the venture’s success. 
Similarly, Kotler et al. (1996) emphasize that customer information about inno-
vative products has to be built up on a long-term basis to achieve customer 
awareness and thereby profitability.

When it comes to the ventures’ organizations, the academic spin-offs have 
grown more than the non-academic ventures. Both X-Tech and Y-Tech have 
hired employees, chiefly programmers to develop and maintain their products as 
well as agents in other countries. X-Tech has grown most of the academic spin-
offs, which might be due to the fact that they started early in 1998, whereas Z-
Tech still does not have any employees but they are also newly started (in 2003). 
The non-academic ventures’ organizations have not grown as much as the aca-
demic spin-offs’, which might be due to the fact that they started a company in 
order to make a living, while the academic spin-offs had higher ambitions and 
wanted to be world leaders, for example. A-Trade is in this respect an exception, 
since after the business concept was changed, the founder had to hire employees 
to divide functions like sales and other business tasks, and the founder had to 
focus on managing the organization and the venture. Another significant differ-
ence in the organizational structure between these two types of new ventures is 
that academic spin-offs have (or as in Z-Tech’s case, wants to) set up a profes-
sional board of directors to guide and lead the ventures in their future strategic 
planning. This is something that non-academic ventures do not see any need for. 

6.5.2 Networks and alliances

The use of established networks and alliances is important for new ventures and 
their founders in an early phase of the start-up process in order to acquire or 
build competitive capabilities (Hitt et al., 2002; Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004; 
Wincent & Westerberg, 2006). In this study the university functioned as an im-
portant and natural starting-point in the academic spin-offs’ network building. 
The university has also been an important resource for the academic spin-offs’ 
product development, since the university functioned both as a base where the 
entrepreneurs could test and develop their prototypes as well as a pioneer cus-
tomer. Because of the new ventures’ newness and lack of track records, they 
have had to build up their networks over time. For example, C-Trade’s founder 
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built up her network during the start-up process, when she got in touch with im-
portant people that have been very helpful in the development of her venture. 
The university has been a base for the academic spin-offs on which to build their 
professional networks and their customer base, starting with the people they 
knew from their earlier work or studies at the university. Unlike the non-
academic ventures, the academic spin-offs have also had access to professional 
board of directors’ personal networks, which has facilitated their ventures’ fu-
ture progress. The only entrepreneur with an established network that he could 
make use of was the founder of B-Trade, a serial enterpriser who had worked in 
the same sector for a very long time. 

In addition, academic spin-offs use alliances to a larger extent than non-
academic ventures. Non-academic ventures seem to rely more on personal net-
works than on fixed partnerships, or at least they do not seem to need partners to 
be competitive. For example, X-Tech worked together with resellers in both the 
US and Europe for a few years, whereas Y-Tech cooperated with a partner for 
delivering its products to customers already from the start and is now searching 
for suitable resellers in Europe. And in order to reach out to the customers, a 
large company in the US has helped Z-Tech to promote its products. It seems 
that the academic spin-offs to a larger extent know from the beginning that they 
have to engage in cooperation to get access to important information (c.f. 
Ylinenpää, 1999) on new markets for instance, and to acquire and build the nec-
essary resources and market channels (c.f. Hitt et al., 2002; Johansson, 2006; 
Wincent & Westerberg, 2006) to be able to compete and survive without owning 
all the necessary resources first (c.f. Cooper, 2002). This is especially significant 
for academic spin-offs, since they operate on dynamic and international markets 
(c.f. Sarkar et al., 2001; Lu & Beamish, 2001). Two of the non-academic ven-
tures (B-Trade and C-Trade) have however recently started cooperation with 
manufacturers or retail dealers in order to be more competitive and to reach out 
to more customers.  

6.5.3 Credibility

All the other founders of both academic spin-offs and non-academic ventures 
had difficulties in starting their new ventures, and in getting established, which 
could be due to their lack of experience, networks and relationships. In accor-
dance with Lindholm Dahlstrand (2004), the younger founders of Z-Tech had 
more difficulties with their start-up and networks than the others. The academic 
spin-offs’ cooperation with the university gave these new ventures a positive 
image that built up the ventures’ credibility among customers and other stake-
holders (Hitt et al., 2002, Cooper, 2002). Moreover, all founders have built up 
their networks over time, mostly after the start-up, which has not only facilitated 
their entry and establishment on the market but also their credibility among cus-
tomers, investors and other stakeholders. In addition, the founders of the aca-
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demic spin-offs point out that their knowledge and understanding of the market 
and customer problems or needs have made the ventures’ further progress easier 
and strengthened their trustworthiness among the customers. Again, the excep-
tion is B-Trade due to his long experience of enterprise and established networks 
that strengthens his credibility and trustworthiness.

Tables 16 and 17 summarize how the new ventures have progressed since the 
start-up and the important factors, i.e. market development, organizational de-
velopment, networks and alliances, and credibility. 

Table 16. The post-entry development of non-academic ventures. 
 A-Trade B-Trade C-Trade 

Turnover 1,44 MEUR   0,53 MEUR  0,01 MEUR  

Market
development

Extended market into 
Finland and Denmark 
and included small firms 

The same market as in 
the beginning, coopera-
tion with a brand chain to 
attract more customers 

Cooperation with a 
retailer to extend the 
market nationally and 
internationally

Organization
development

3 employees and man-
agement by the owner 

2 employees and man-
agement by the owner 

No employees and 
management by the 
owner

Network 

No professional networks 
due to the founder’s 
young age and lack of 
experience of the busi-
ness.

Established professional 
networks from the begin-
ning due to several earlier 
own companies and work 
in the business sector. 

Has developed the 
professional network 
during the start-up 
process and after-
wards

Alliances

No Has started to look for 
cooperation with a part-
ner.

Tried cooperation with 
different manufactur-
ers, developed coop-
eration with a retailer 
afterwards

Credibility Increased credibility High credibility Increased credibility 
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Table 17.  The post-entry development of academic spin-offs. 
 X-Tech Y-Tech Z-Tech 

Turnover 1, 06 MEUR  0,42 MEUR  0,21 MEUR 

Market
development

Extending market seg-
ments from primarily 
large companies and 
educational institutes to 
include private persons 
and small companies 
both internationally and 
nationally.

Extending the market 
through cooperation in in-
ternational sales. 

Difficulties to reach 
the targeted market; 
cooperation with Sun 
Microsystems to make 
the market aware of 
the potential of the 
product.

Organization
development

15 employees and a 
professional board of 
directors.

4 employees and a profes-
sional board of directors. 

No employees and no 
professional board of 
directors.

Network 

Unknown outside the 
university from the start; 
has then built up its 
network based on the 
relations at the univer-
sity and the national 
telephone company. 

Unknown outside the uni-
versity from the start; has 
then built up its network on 
the basis of the relations at 
the university. 

No widespread net-
works due to the 
founder’s young age 
and lack of experi-
ence.

Alliances

Not from the start; has 
developed cooperation 
in reselling and sound 
systems. 

Cooperation in delivering, is 
seeking for cooperation in 
reselling

Cooperating with Sun 
Microsystems pre-
senting its product 
and reaching the cus-
tomers.

Credibility Increased credibility Increased credibility Small credibility 

To summarize, alliance building was an essential ingredient in the spin-off 
firms’ strategy for entering their international target markets (cf. Hitt et al., 
2002). The academic spin-offs used cooperation and networks to access the nec-
essary resources and capabilities in order to compete effectively on markets (cf. 
Wincent & Westerberg, 2006, Cooper, 2002). Thereby these ventures were able 
to compete on markets without first owning all the resources needed. To build 
networks and alliances may hence be regarded as a means of extending the 
boundaries of the ventures themselves. Such activities were considerably lower 
among the non-academic firms, since they targeted a local or regional market 
and relied more on their own in-house resources.

6.6 Influences on the start-up processes 

To answer the second research question; Why do the start-up processes look like 
they do in academic and non-academic ventures respectively?, and, If there are 
differences, what are they due to?, I can use the theoretical framework devel-
oped in chapter five as an analytical tool. A summery of influential factors and 
differences in the start-up processes between academic spin-offs and non-
academic ventures is shown in Table 18, and then described. Overall, the six 
ventures in this study clearly show that the entrepreneur, the business concept 
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and the venture’s entry strategy influence the venture’s start-up process and vice 
versa.

The entrepreneur’s influence on the start-up process 
The founders’ education, prior experiences and knowledge influenced their op-
portunity recognition as well as their business ideas. This is due to the differen-
tiation in information, experience and knowledge in their lines of business, 
which leads to exploitation of different business opportunities (Audretsch et al, 
2004). For example, the academic spin-offs’ business ideas were developed 
from the founders’ prior work in the university. Z-Tech developed an idea based 
on their knowledge of marketing and engineering, whereas both X-Tech and Y-
Tech developed project tools based on their knowledge of engineering and 
through university research. The non-academic ventures are similarly based on 
the founders’ prior knowledge and experiences, but in their area of knowledge: 
computer construction, fashion and trade, and design. But it is not only the prior 
education or experiences that influenced the individuals to start a new venture; 
there was also some kind of circumstance or critical event that drove the foun-
ders to make the decision to start a new venture. For example, in this study C-
Trade experienced a change in her family situation, whereas B-Trade experi-
enced altered working conditions that made it easier for the founder to become 
self-employed. Likewise, Y-Tech and Z-Tech’s founders saw the opportunity to 
start a new venture before they raised a family. Kent et al. (1982) and Summers 
(2000) argue that individuals make an important cognitive decision to become 
entrepreneurs that is triggered by a critical event and/or unique combinations of 
the individuals’ character, background and prior experiences.  

In addition, Deakins (1999) suggests that high technology ventures, like the aca-
demic spin-offs, would benefit from a somewhat different start-up process than 
other new start-ups. The reason is that an antecedent non-technological period of 
enterprise could be both valuable and necessary in the preparation of more ad-
vanced entrepreneurial strategies. At the same time, this period could serve as an 
important preparation through learning experiences like overcoming potential 
mistakes and developing acquaintances and networks, for instance. In this study, 
all the academic spin-offs had at least one founder with prior experiences from 
earlier enterprise. For example, Y-Tech’s founders started a venture in parallel 
with their employment at the university, Z-Tech’s founders both had private 
companies in parallel with their studies, and one of X-Tech’s founders has also 
had a private company. Those companies were not related to their academic 
spin-offs, but it implicates that this period of antecedent enterprise is an excel-
lent learning experience, which some of the founders pointed out by stating that 
they would not have started the new venture without their prior experience of 
enterprise. This earlier enterprise is also something that B-Trade’s founder had 
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experienced, which also facilitated his new venture creation. Such experiences 
might therefore facilitate the start-up of non-academic ventures as well. 

The start-up process’s influence on the business concept   
This study shows that the start-up process with its different activities, for exam-
ple the evaluation and estimation of the business idea (i.e. the offered prod-
uct/service), the identification of potential opportunities, the choice of preferred 
market segments and the search for a possible financial success, influences the 
new venture’s business concept.  This can be seen in Z-Tech and A-Trade, as 
they evaluated their business concepts during the start-up process and came to 
the conclusion that their business concepts would not hold due to some con-
straints. For example, A-Trade changed its business concept after the start-up 
and offered “a new product for the market” to a specific market niche. This in-
novative product was initiated by the founding entrepreneur by his recognition 
of an opportunity on the market that current products did not satisfy. Z-Tech 
also reformed its business concept in order to find a more valuable product and 
to achieve competitive advantages over existing competitors. These results are 
in line with the opinion of Ardichvili et al. (2003) that a venture creation is 
evaluated and analyzed in each stage of the process and therefore can be restruc-
tured, if the proposed combinations of resources do not deliver specified value 
or economic success.  Moreover, this study implies that the start-up process or 
venture creation is not made systematically in phases; the venture and its busi-
ness concept can be restructured and changed during different stages of the start-
up process or even after the launch of the venture.  

The business concept’s influence on start-up activities 
In addition, the business concept affects the activities that have to be undertaken 
in order to get more information and to be prepared for the market entry. For 
example, the venture’s degree of innovativeness influences what preparations 
and activities have to be undertaken and the amount of resource spending 
needed. All the academic spin-offs originated in research projects at the univer-
sity and they had developed new innovative products that their potential cus-
tomers were not aware of or knew how to use. In order to create a business out 
of the idea, these ventures had to make a formal business plan, do market re-
search and search for external, and a great deal of, funding to be able to develop 
the product and to reach the targeted market. Moreover, these ventures’ start-up 
processes were more complex (cf. Deakins, 1999; Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004), 
which created a need for business development support and important informa-
tion about the specific business sector. In order to obtain the necessary (but in 
the venture lacking) knowledge, resources, information and appropriate support, 
for instance, most academic ventures founded a limited company with a profes-
sional board of directors whereby they could get access to experienced persons 
with expertise and knowledge as well as personal networks, which also facili-
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tated their access to funding. The non-academic firms were, on the contrary, 
able to run and expand their businesses relying only on general support provided 
by national or regional organizations.  

On the other hand, the non-academic ventures often offered a known or existing 
product to a local and mature market, which did not require a formal business 
plan, thorough market research or a vast amount of financing. This entails that 
these firms do not have the same financial burden as academic spin-offs, and 
they also generated profits during the first year, which does not necessitate 
foundation of a limited company with comprehensive funding. In addition, a 
non-academic firm seldom has an innovation to commercialize (Shane, 2004; 
Deakins, 1999), which means that they can afford to make investments and de-
velop the business with their own money. Moreover, the non-academic ventures 
could rely more on informal plans for their new ventures, plans which often ex-
isted only in their own minds. Thus, despite the fact that these ventures went 
through the same stages during their start-up process, the time spent on different 
activities was less time-consuming and complex compared to the academic spin-
offs.

The start-up process’s influence on the entry strategy and further development 
The start-up process and its preparations and plans can also affect the ventures’ 
appropriate entry strategy. That is, the ventures’ choice of product offerings, tar-
geted market, and resource configuration affects their choice of entry strategy. 
The new ventures therefore need to think about how they plan to enter the mar-
ket in order to be competitive. In addition, these characteristics and the entry 
strategy also affect the ventures’ growth and profit. Table 18 depicts first the 
non-academic ventures’ and academic spin-offs’ choices of product and market 
characteristics and then how these choices influenced the activities in their entry 
strategies. Finally, the table depicts how these ventures’ choices have affected 
their further growth and profit. 
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Table 18. The characteristics and outcomes of the non-academic ventures’ and academic 
spin-offs’ start-up processes.

Start-up category Academic Spin-Offs Non-academic Ventures 
Product
characteristics 

• High-tech/knowledge-based 
• New to the market 

• Low-tech-based 
• Known to the market 

Market
characteristics 

• Specific market niche requiring a 
broad market 

• International/global market 

• General market, often ad-
dressed with geographic spe-
cialization

• Local/regional market 
Entry strategies • Technology push  

• Collaboration as a means of  in-
ternational market entry 

• Proactive including education of 
new customers 

• Acting as Prospectors seeking for 
new opportunities in their entry 
strategy 

• Market pull 
• Normally relying on their own 

resources
• Reactive; “filling a hole on the 

market”
• Acting more as Reactors with 

no real entry strategies 

Resource  
configuration

• Substantial need for external 
funding  

• More advanced structure;
• several founders,
• a specialized management team 

and hired experts, 
• professional board of directors,  
• limited company organization  

• No or limited need for external 
funding  

• Simple structure:  
• one owner-manager,
• no professional board of direc-

tors,
• private firm organization 

Growth and profit • Planned growth and long pay-off 
period, implicating an increasing 
demand for financial and other re-
sources

• No profit during the first years of 
operation

• Early growth stabilizing the 
firm as a “bread-and-butter-
company” or emergent growth 
as a result of opportunity rec-
ognition 

• Net profit from year one 

According to Miles and Snow’s (1978) typology, it can be stated that the aca-
demic spin-offs utilized an entry strategy that can be described in line with the 
characteristics of a Prospector; constantly seeking new opportunities and devel-
oping new products, whereas the non-academic ventures’ entry strategy was 
more of a Reactor’s strategy, since they did not have a clear or conscious entry 
strategy. Accordingly, the academic spin-offs followed a market entry strategy 
characterized as “technology push” (implying e.g. higher investments, interna-
tional markets already from the start, and a need for education of customers), 
whereas the non-academic start-ups in this study entered through a “market 
pull” satisfying an existing market need with more or less well-known products 
and services. In this study, alliance building was an essential ingredient in the 
spin-off firms’ strategy for entering their international target markets. X-Tech 
thus engaged two retailers in the US that knew the specific demands of their tar-
get market, while Y-Tech was looking for collaboration with a sales company to 
help them reach a larger market. Z-Tech early on initiated cooperation with a 
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large corporation (Sun Microsystems) in order to get attention from their desired 
customer segment and to be able to demonstrate the benefits of their products. 
Such activities were considerably lower among the non-academic firms, since 
they targeted a local or regional market and relied more on their own in-house 
resources.

Since the academic spin-offs had developed a technological product that re-
quired large investments and personnel resources, the ventures had a longer pay-
off period than the non-academic ventures, which could gain net profits already 
in the first year. According to the accepted knowledge in entrepreneurship that 
new firms, especially high-technology firms, are sources of economic develop-
ment and job creation (cf. Birch, 1979, Storey, 1987, Thurik & Wennekers, 
2004), it can be stated from this study that academic spin-offs develop more jobs 
early on in their venture progress, but that the economic development, i.e. earn-
ing net profits, might be accomplished only in a longer time perspective in com-
parison to non-academic ventures, which obtain net profits from their first year 
of operation. Two of the non-academic ventures in this study have impressive 
revenues (A-Trade 13 MSEK and B-Trade 5 MSEK) compared to the academic 
spin-offs (X-Tech with 10 MSEK, Y-Tech 4 MSEK and Z-Tech 2 MSEK). This 
can be explained by A-Trade seeing an opportunity to introduce a product on a 
new market, which is an entrepreneurial opportunity according to Schumpeter 
(1934), and therefore generates economic growth. The other venture, B-Trade, 
took over an existing business with regular customers, which he improved with 
better services, and therefore increased the venture’s turnover. An explanation of 
the academic spin-offs’ low turnovers could be their newness and lack of credi-
bility during their first years on the market. These ventures entered an immature 
and international market, which implicated that they had to work hard to get 
their trademark known on the market, and they also had to educate their custom-
ers in how and why to use their products. This can be an advantage, according to 
Shane (2001), and a barrier according to Bain (1956), but either way these cir-
cumstances are time-demanding and also require a lot of invested resources, for 
example financial, personal and immaterial resources like patents.  

6.8 An adjustment of the theoretical framework 

As a result of this analysis, the theoretical framework (Figure 8, p.91) developed 
in chapter five can be revised. The asserted influences or relations between the 
entrepreneur, the business concept, the entry strategy and the start-up process 
are depicted by single or double-headed arrows in Figure 10.
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Figure 10. An adjusted framework of the start-up processes.

The entrepreneur’s influence on the start-up process, business concept and entry 
strategies
Clearly, the entrepreneur has an influence on the start-up process as predicted in 
the theoretical framework, but he/she seems mainly to affect the idea formula-
tion and opportunity recognition. This is shown by a single-headed arrow (a) in 
Figure 10. The entrepreneurs’ influence can be observed in the description of 
their business opportunities, which were developed through personal knowledge, 
experiences and information. Likewise, it is obvious that the entrepreneurs’ 
knowledge and education affected their idea formulation, since all the ideas 
originated from the entrepreneurs’ previous work, education or interests. Be-
cause the idea formulation and the opportunity recognition are closely related to 
the business concept, that is, to explain what the venture is doing/producing, to 
whom they offer their products, how they allocate their resources in order to dis-
tribute the products to the customers and what the superior customer values are 
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(c.f. Drucker, 1974; Cardozo, 1986; Ekvall, 1990; Grandi & Grimaldi, 2005), 
the entrepreneur clearly affects the choices and decisions in the business concept 
with his/her knowledge for example. This relation is shown by a single-headed 
arrow (b) in Figure 10. The entrepreneurs can also affect the entry strategy by 
their own motives for their business. In this study, all the academic spin-offs’ 
founders had a more visionary drive to become world leaders, whereas the non-
academic ventures’ founders were more satisfied with their current position 
serving a more limited market. In addition, the entrepreneurs also, mainly 
through their personal networks, influenced the acquisition of investments and 
other firm-specific knowledge and resources, as well as their entry on the mar-
ket, since networking facilitates these kinds of actions (cf. Ylinenpää, 1999; Yli-
Renko et al., 2001; Hitt et al., 2002; Wincent & Westerberg, 2006). This in turn 
is shown in Figure 10 by a single-headed arrow (c) that illustrates how the en-
trepreneurs’ backgrounds and personal networks influence the ventures’ strate-
gic choices to enter a market, which in turn influences the start-up process. In 
other words, the entrepreneur influences the whole start-up process through in-
fluences on strategic choices instead of directly having an effect on the start-up 
process as Figure 8 in the theoretical framework suggested.

The start-up process’s influence on the business concept and on the entry strate-
gies
The business concept, i.e. what the venture offers to a particular market by 
means of firm-specific resources, is influenced by the activities undertaken dur-
ing the start-up process. This is shown by a single-headed arrow (d) (instead of a 
double-headed arrow in Figure 8) from the start-up process to the business con-
cept in Figure 10. For example, two of the new ventures (A-Trade and Z-Tech) 
started their processes with one idea, or concept, which Z-Tech had to change 
during their preparations when they became aware of the market conditions and 
had to come up with something more competitive, whereas A-Trade changed its 
business concept after the start-up due to awareness of new opportunities on the 
market. A reasonable explanation of this is the entrepreneurs’ sensitivity to new 
information and to recognizing opportunities (Ray & Cordozo, 1996, Ardichivili 
et al., 2003) when undertaking market research, for example. During the start-up 
process the founders evaluated and analyzed the outcome of the process and 
could therefore restructure the combinations of resources that did not deliver 
specified value or economic success. Thus it can be stated that start-up processes 
are not made systematically in phases but are cyclical and iterative instead 
(Ardichivili et al., 2003), where the evaluation of one stage can lead to changes 
in other stages. This is depicted with a dotted green line in Figure 10.

Moreover, the business concept can affect the venture’s entry strategy, because 
of the degree of product innovation, targeted market segments and value-
creating solutions. The academic spin-offs, for instance, chose technology push 
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as their entry strategy, which was influenced by their innovative product, their 
chosen market segment and what superior value they wanted to offer their spe-
cific customers. This influence then in turn affected the start-up process through 
the strategic choices. In addition, when a business concept is changed, the entry 
strategy should also be changed. When A-Trade, for instance, changed the busi-
ness concept from consulting to introducing a more innovative product on a new 
market, it also had to change the strategy and adopt more of a technology-push 
approach by educating their customers. This influence goes the other way too, 
that is, the entry strategy can influence what resource the venture needs in order 
to be able to distribute the product and thereby influence the start-up activities. 
The double-headed arrow (e) in Figure 10 shows these relationships. In addition, 
the business concept can also be influenced by the entrepreneur and his/her 
knowledge of the business sector, like the founder of B-Trade with his prior ex-
periences of enterprise and market knowledge, which influenced his business 
idea as well as his business concept. Likewise, the X-Tech and Y-Tech foun-
ders’ market knowledge influenced their business concept in the form of what 
customers they wanted to target as well as what products to offer them. This in-
fluence is shown in Figure 10 with a single-headed arrow between the entrepre-
neur and the business concept.

The entry strategy’s influence on the start-up process 
When the creation of a new venture is carried out, the preparations during the 
start-up process can influence what entry strategy to choose. In other words, 
when the founders have identified the market conditions and required resources, 
they can plan how to reach their customers and how to get competitive advan-
tages. On the other hand, the entry strategy per se also affects what activities a 
new venture has to undertake in order to successfully compete on the market. 
The double-headed arrow (f) in Figure 10 depicts these relationships. The mar-
ket research and particularly the focus on a specific customer group and resource 
allocation are important for the ventures’ success (Klofsten, 1998; Lazonick, 
2005), especially for high-technology ventures. To get competitive advantages, 
all the academic spin-offs searched for some kind of cooperation to facilitate 
their entry on the international market. This cooperation thus gave them re-
sources they did not have in the venture. In addition, when the academic spin-
offs chose to enter an immature and international market, their entry strategy 
affected what activities they had to undertake, like preparing for their marketing 
and information distribution of the product as well as the education of potential 
customers.

The start-up process and its activities 
The start-up process per se can also be adjusted somewhat. To begin with, the 
results from this study suggest that the first two stages, that is, idea formulation 
and opportunity recognition, are an interactive and iterative process and thus it is 
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hard to distinguish where the first stage stops and the next begins. Because of 
this overlapping action, my understanding is that the first two stages can be in-
terpreted as one. Moreover, personal motivation is an important factor influenc-
ing who will become an entrepreneur and start a new venture. Without the 
“right” motivations for the individual, the person will not take the step into self-
employment. In addition, some kind of a “trigger” often caused the founders to 
take the step into self-employment. For example, for some it was the changes in 
the family situation that created the opportunity to try to start a new venture, or 
it was dissatisfaction with previous employers or taking a degree. Therefore 
triggers should also be included as an important factor in the first stage. When 
Deakins (1999) and Lindholm Dahlstrand (2004) talk about creativity in the first 
step, it can also include innovations. The comparison between academic spin-
offs and non-academic ventures showed that innovations are crucial in the idea 
formulation stage, as well as for the business concept, since they affect the ven-
tures’ entry strategies and market targets. If innovative ventures, like the aca-
demic spin-offs, are to survive, they have to reach out to an international market 
to obtain the necessary profits. In addition, when an innovative product/service 
is offered to a market, the customers are often unaware of the use of the innova-
tion. Therefore, the ventures have to educate them and use different marketing 
approaches to reach their customers, which in turn is finance- and time-
demanding. Moreover, the founders’ personalities affected their willingness to 
become entrepreneurs more than society’s attitudes, and therefore I would like 
to add personal traits in the start-up process model as a part of the first stage. 
The final addition I would like to make to the first stage is venture creation sup-
port, which Lindholm Dahlstrand (2004) discusses but did not put into the 
model. According to the author, venture creation support is important for new 
venture founders, since it facilitates their venture creation and establishment. 
This is something that the new ventures in this study also point out as important, 
especially venture specific support, which was difficult for the academic spin-
offs to obtain. In the original start-up model, family and friends are suggested as 
important support for the initial financing and as an influence on the idea formu-
lation (Deakins, 1999; Lindholm Dahlstrand, 2004), but there could be other 
people in this stage that have this influencing role, like tutors (as in Z-Tech’s 
case) or other people than friends (as in C-Trade’s case). Therefore I would like 
to change the “family and friends” influence into social networks instead.  

In this study, the founders interpreted the market research as a means to find out 
what the market conditions for their entry were like. This description of com-
petitors, customer segments and profitable market conditions were more impor-
tant to them than describing how they had undertaken the market research. 
Therefore, the market conditions should also be added in the second stage of the 
process. As important as it is to do market research in order to maintain a core 
focus that facilitates the venture’s profits (Klofsten, 1998), it is equally impor-
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tant to define a business concept that describes the market, product assortment, 
resources and competitiveness (Ekvall, 1990). This is something that influences 
the start-up process in Figure 10, but it is also a vital activity in the second stage 
of the start-up process. The final important activity in this stage is access to re-
sources, and not just financial resources as Figure 8 stresses, but also personnel, 
and intangible and tangible resources like knowledge, machines and prospective 
partners, to be able to compete effectively. Therefore, I would like to change the 
access to financing into access to resources instead.  

In the third stage in Figure 10 it is also functional for the new ventures’ start-up 
processes and entry on the market if they have made alliances (Lee et al., 2001), 
especially with early customers who can take part in the product development 
both through investments and as advisors for the product development and use. 
The university had this cooperation with the academic spin-offs from the begin-
ning of their start-up, and it has also served as a base on which to build up the 
academic spin-offs’ credibility and networks. In addition, it is also obvious that 
developing and employing an entry strategy is an important activity in the start-
up process, since it is essential for the new venture’s competitiveness. When 
new ventures plan and prepare for strategies to enter the market, they also need 
to allocate their capabilities and see what they need, what they lack and how to 
get access to the missing resources, skills or knowledge. Therefore, I would like 
to add both entry strategies and allocation of capabilities as important activities 
in the third stage of the start-up process. Finally, Deakins (1999) and Lindholm 
Dahlstrand (2004) suggest that serendipity influences the entry of the new firm. 
This was not anything that the founders in this study interpreted as an influenc-
ing factor, which could be due to their comprehension of themselves as more 
important than sudden occasional happenings that lead to a discovery, and there-
fore they themselves were the ones who affected their start-up process.  

In the final stage, stage four in Figure 10, it is equally important for new ven-
tures to use alliances to get access to the necessary information, resources and 
capabilities as it is to use networks (c.f. Baum et al., 2001; Hitt et al., 2002; 
Ylinenpää & Westerberg, 2004). In this study the academic spin-offs used alli-
ances to a greater extent than the non-academic ventures to reach out to new 
markets. The non-academic ventures used their networks instead to overcome 
obstacles or difficulties in their start-up processes. For example B-Trade had 
easier access to funding the start-up due to his professional network, whereas C-
Trade used her network to get access to important information. 

Similarities to firm growth models 
This emergent theoretical framework is similar to Storey’s (1994) explanation of 
important factors of small firm growth. Storey argues that it is only the small 
firms that appropriately combine the entrepreneur, the firm and its strategy that 
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achieves growth. In conformity with Storey’s findings, a successful start-up 
process is facilitated and dependent on the entrepreneur and his/her past experi-
ences, education, motivation, number of founders and prior self-employment 
and so on. However, in my framework the firm is replaced by the firm’s busi-
ness concept, and it is a major influencing factor for the start-up process. For the 
new venture to define what the venture’s offerings are (assortments), whom they 
target (market segments), how they accomplish the offerings (resources needed) 
and what added value their offerings gives to customers influence the activities 
undertaken in the start-up process, and vice versa, while the process itself affects 
changes in the business concept. Therefore, the business concept can be argued 
to contain firm characteristic choices like legal form, ownership, location and 
sector selection, which Storey points out as influencing factors for further 
growth. Finally, the venture’s entry strategy (i.e. market positioning, planning, 
new products, exporting and customer concentration among others) strongly af-
fects the start-up process. These managerial decisions can be associated to suc-
cessful start-up processes as well as to the further growth of the firm.

Overall it can be stated that the same elements that are important for firm growth 
are also important in a successful start-up, especially among academic spin-offs. 
First, fast growing firms are much more likely to have several owners that share 
equity with external individuals or organizations (Storey, 1994), which is also 
evident as an important factor for the new firms in their entry strategy. New ven-
tures are facilitated by cooperation, like networking and alliances, in their entry 
on a market, because of the achieved competitive advantages and access to re-
sources and new markets. Additionally, fast growing firms have made conscious 
decisions about their market positioning. These decisions are crucial in the start-
up process as well in order to maintain the core focus of products/services to 
prevent economic failure. As a final point, it is equally important for a success-
ful new venture start-up as for further firm growth that the venture’s own-
ers/founders have a willingness to devolve decisions and functional skills to oth-
ers in the venture. A venture’s core competences and intangible resources hardly 
ever rely on one or just a few persons. In the decision-making concerning the 
new venture’s organization, the founders have to think of how in the most suit-
able way they can obtain the necessary resources and/or knowledge. The alterna-
tive to hiring appropriate employees is to cooperate with other companies.  
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7. Conclusions 
During this study I have tried to increase the understanding of new venture 
start-up processes, particularly by comparing academic spin-offs and non-
academic ventures. In this chapter I will summarize the findings and discuss 
some conclusions as to why the start-up processes differ. This concluding chap-
ter ends by generating some important implications for further research as well 
as for practitioners and policy-makers. 

7.1 Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to increase the understanding of new venture 
start-up processes, particularly by comparing academic spin-offs and non-
academic ventures. To obtain this understanding there is a need for relating the 
entrepreneur, the business concept and the entry strategy to the start-up process, 
thereby creating a more holistic understanding of the phenomenon under study. 
When analyzing the different start-up processes and their influencing factors, 
some substantial differences were found. These differences, and the suggested 
causes behind them, are discussed below.  

As already stated, the academic spin-offs’ innovative products originated from 
university research, whereas the non-academic ventures’ products were known 
to the market. This difference is in line with Schumpeter’s (1934) and Kirzner’s 
(1973) arguments on how entrepreneurs discover and exploit business opportu-
nities, where the academic spin-offs enter a market through innovations that re-
quire change of customer behaviour (Walsh et al., 2002), while the non-
academic firms enter by satisfying existing market demands with, for example, 
replacements of or substitutes for existing products. These differences imply that 
the new venture’s origin can be of vital importance to its start-up process and the 
essential activities that have to be undertaken to be able to make a successful 
start-up. This implies that different types of support may also be needed to fa-
cilitate the start-up. 

However, as the cases of A-Trade and Z-Tech demonstrate, the start-up process 
involves learning and experimentation, which opens new windows of opportuni-
ties, enabling firms to redefine their business concepts along the way. As stated 
earlier by Ardichvili et al., (2003), the start-up process or venture creation does 
not have to be made systematically in phases; the venture and its concept can be 
restructured and changed during the start-up process, or even after the launch of 
the venture, since the opportunity development is constantly being evaluated at 
different stages. This can lead to recognition of additional opportunities or ad-
justments of the initial idea or vision, and therefore the start-up process, or op-
portunity development, can be seen as cyclical and iterative. According to 
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Mintzberg and Waters (1985), this may be understood as “an emergent strategy” 
based on the learning the entrepreneur experiences during the start-up process. 
This implies a learning perspective of the new venture creation process where 
the start-up process is cyclical instead of stage-wise.  

In addition, the new venture’s business concept affects the activities undertaken 
during different stages of the start-up process and vice versa. The non-academic 
ventures did not have a formal business concept or a business plan, as the aca-
demic spin-offs did, since these founders had their business idea and how to re-
alize their business opportunities in their minds (Shane, et al., 2003). This leads 
to the start-up activities and the entry strategies not being as carefully prepared 
as in the academic spin-offs. The academic spin-offs developed a knowledge-
intensive product, targeted at an international and often immature market, which 
requires more planning, resources and management. This implies a need for ex-
tensive funding, long-term investments and a more advanced structure of the 
venture itself. Thus, the solution of academic spin-offs’ extensive resource re-
quirements is to start a limited company with a management team (many foun-
ders) and a professional board of directors in order to obtain the funding re-
quired and to access important knowledge resources.

In this study, alliance building was an essential ingredient in the academic spin-
offs’ strategy for entering their international target markets (cf. Hitt et al., 2002). 
The academic spin-offs used alliances and networks to access the necessary re-
sources and capabilities in order to compete effectively on their markets (cf. 
Cooper, 2002; Wincent & Westerberg, 2006). Thereby these ventures were able 
to compete on markets without first owning all the resources needed. To build 
networks and alliances may hence be regarded as a means of extending the 
boundaries of the ventures themselves. Such activities were considerably lower 
among the non-academic firms, since they targeted a local or regional market 
and relied more on their own in-house resources.

In this study two main entry strategies were used, namely a technology-push en-
try strategy used by the academic spin-offs, and a market-pull entry strategy 
used by the non-academic ventures. One competitive advantage inherent in a 
technology-push strategy is to be first on the market. However, in this search for 
“first mover advantages” (Grimm & Smith, 1997; Lee et al., 2001), timing is 
essential. For new innovative products to succeed on the market, the market 
should “be ready” or at least be possible to influence with small efforts (e.g. 
through education) in order to build a market demand. According to Shane 
(2001), innovations and a first-mover strategy can be an advantage for a venture, 
while others (e.g. Cooper & Kleinschmidt, 1993) have pointed out that inappro-
priate timing may act as a barrier to the market as well. Whether the investments 
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made in the academic spin-off companies in this study will pay off and be more 
profitable than in the non-academic firms is however an issue for further study. 

From the literature in the field (e.g. Westerberg, 1998; Davidsson, 1989) we 
know that the entrepreneurs’ own motives and ambitions are crucial as input-
factors for whether the new venture will grow or not (output). In this study, all 
the academic spin-offs aimed for world leadership in their specific niche – and 
to earn money already from start. The non-academic firms, on the other hand, 
were started as means of generating an income for the founder him/herself. De-
spite the fact that the academic spin-offs in this study all clearly expressed their 
ambitions towards world leadership and earning (a lot of) money, it is only the 
non-academic firms that can yet report net profits. A final conclusion to be made 
from this study is that the personal motivations and ambitions are critical to the 
new venture’s start-up and further progress. As an outcome of the entrepreneurs’ 
aim for their ventures, the outcome of their start-up process is also affected. If 
policy-makers’ and researchers’ intention with supporting new venture creation 
is to start more global ventures that increase the job opportunities and thereby 
the economic growth in the long term, more attention should maybe be paid to 
entrepreneurs with high ambitions. On the other hand, if the intention is to in-
crease the economic growth in the short term, the attention should perhaps be 
focused on self-supporting and early profiting ventures guided by the founders’ 
personal motivation of getting a living. 

7.2 Implications 

7.2.1 Theoretical implications 

The findings from this study imply that new ventures are created in different 
ways as a result of influencing factors such as the entrepreneur’s prior educa-
tion, experiences and skills, the venture’s business concept and the chosen entry 
strategy. As a result the academic spin-offs had a more innovative product or 
service, acted more proactively and entered the market through technology-push 
in contrast to the non-academic ventures. This can also be related to the entre-
preneurs’ decision on exploration or exploitation of the business idea and 
whether to focus on technology or markets (Holmquist, 2006). In this sense it 
can be stated that the academic spin-offs are more explorative because they fo-
cus on developing new technologies and finding new markets, whereas the non-
academic ventures are more exploitative in view of the fact that they exploit ex-
isting markets with known products. These different market approaches can also 
be explained by the founders’ future ideas or visions of their ventures, where the 
academic spin-offs’ striving is to drive the development, while the non-
academic ventures are more business-driven. However, for an entrepreneur to 
make a successful start-up, and then to make the new venture profitable and 
growing in a long-term perspective, he/she needs to be a little bit of both ex-



 - 132 - 132

ploitative and explorative. Holmquist (2006) hence points out that entrepreneurs 
have to be active in their search for new markets, products or combinations of 
resources, for example, at the same time as they have to manage their businesses 
and resources in a longer perspective. This is also what Venkataraman and 
Sarasvathy (2001) and Hitt et al. (2002) point out as essential in what they call 
strategic entrepreneurship. These authors stress that entrepreneurs have to be 
creative, that is to involve in opportunity-seeking actions that arise from uncer-
tainty, at the same time as they have to involve in advantage-seeking actions, 
which is to establish and maintain the competitive advantages of the venture. 
Capturing this kind of a mindset could lead to a role conflict for an individual, 
but it can be more easily solved in academic spin-offs that often have several 
founders and/or a professional board of directors with a complementary set of 
knowledge and skills.

Shifting to a more resource-based view of new venture creation, much of a 
firm’s knowledge resides in its human capital, and a new venture’s performance 
could to a great extent be attributed to the resources they hold (c.f. Penrose, 
1959). Valuable, rare and inimitable resources as well as knowledge acquisition 
could yield competitive and superior venture performance (c.f. Barney, 1991; 
Ylinenpää, 1999; Yli-Renko et al., 2001). For a new firm with limited resources, 
an efficient way to obtain the necessary knowledge, information and resources is 
through networks and alliances (see Cooper, 2002; Hitt et al., 2002; Wincent & 
Westerberg, 2006).  In this study the academic spin-offs can be viewed as a 
nexus of traded and untraded interdependencies11 with external organizations, 
customers, suppliers, investors, government institutions, and the like. Through 
knowledge acquisition new ventures are able to survive and grow despite the 
lack of significant firm-specific resources. 

Because the academic spin-offs’ business concepts are derived from university 
research, or knowledge-based resources, they also have a need for more re-
sources than non-academic ventures have. For example, to be able to develop 
and commercialize their products, the academic spin-offs are dependent on ex-
ternal and long-term investments from venture capitalists. The product devel-
opment often takes a long time and involves substantial personnel resources. 
Likewise, the commercialization also requires large investments, since the ven-
tures often introduce a high technology product/service on an international and 
immature market. This in turn calls for customer education and specific market-
ing approaches, which is costly and time-demanding. In addition, because of the 
academic spin-offs being knowledge-based, they also require a combination of 
different kinds of expertise in their start-up process. For example, the product 
development and commercialization of a new product require different kinds of 

                                          
11 A concept originally coined by M. Storper (1995) to describe clusters and industrial districts. 
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knowledge or expertise. The solution to this necessity is that academic spin-offs 
often consist of many founders and have a professional board of directors, which 
gives them access to many complementary as well as professional competences 
and resources. In other words, the academic spin-offs are more dependent on 
multidisciplinary networks and alliances. As a result of the academic spin-offs’ 
business concepts, based on innovations, they often choose to enter a market by 
technology-push, where the university is an important contact and whereby the 
new ventures can build up networks and get access to customers. Similarly, the 
academic spin-offs use networks and alliances to get access to markets. Because 
the regional or national market is too small for specialized academic spin-offs to 
obtain the necessary revenues, they have to target international markets, or to go 
global. To get access to new markets, the academic spin-offs have been cooper-
ating with, or hiring, resellers on the available market (as X-Tech has done and 
Y-Tech is searching for) or by networking with larger and more powerful com-
panies that promote or support the new company’s product (as Z-Tech has 
done). In the end this leads to academic spin-off being more dependent on inter-
national networks and cooperation.

Because of this complex start-up process and further development of academic 
spin-offs, they can be described as resource- and network-based companies. Due 
to their need for different capabilities, they cannot manage their start-up proc-
esses or further growth by themselves, as non-academic ventures can. Instead 
academic spin-offs need to cooperate and build networks to manage the venture 
creation with its different actions to be able to achieve competitive advantages. 
Non-academic ventures, on the other hand, can be started and further developed 
by themselves, because these ventures have not had any need for specific exper-
tise or long-term funding. The founders of these ventures can rely on their own 
competences and small funding, because they often introduce a known product 
to a local or regional market, which yields net profits during the first year. Or in 
other words, they repeat old processes instead of creating something new. How-
ever, a non-academic venture can also be more innovative and profitable, if the 
founder can find new combinations of existing resources or a new application of 
products, for example. A-Trade is a good example of a successful non-academic 
venture in view of the fact that the founder saw a new market, a new business 
opportunity, where he could introduce an existing innovative product to a new 
niche of customers.  

7.2.2 Practical implications 

The findings in this study depict two very different start-up processes, and may 
serve as a base for drawing interesting implications for practitioners and policy-
makers. For entrepreneurs interested in starting a new venture, this study high-
lights challenges to be solved during the start-up process and how these relate to 
the nature of the business concept (especially the degree of intrinsic knowledge 
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of the venture’s products and services). For policy-makers and organizations 
active in supporting new venture creation, this study has hopefully manifested 
the dangers of generalizing business start-up as a uniform process. In fact, entre-
preneurs and business concepts are different (Bygrave 1989) and benefit from 
different kinds and degrees of assistance during their start-up processes.  

As the founders of academic spin-offs state in their stories, they lacked specific 
support during the start-up process. When forming new venture support, it might 
be essential to find out whether the business idea and the recognized business 
opportunity are based on a high-technology or knowledge-intensive product/ 
service or not. This is because these origins of such new ventures require a dif-
ferent type of support than non-academic ventures that can manage their new 
venture creation with the support of a general new venture creation program, for 
instance. The academic spin-offs require excessive financing and specific busi-
ness sector and market knowledge, which they can obtain through personal men-
tors for example, who have experiences and prior knowledge of the necessary 
line of business. This is something that Deakins, Graham, Sullivan and Whittam 
(1998) put forward as a beneficial relationship, especially in regions that are 
characterized by a need to diversify its economy and increase the formation of 
new ventures and entrepreneurship, since mentoring has a positive impact on the 
management’s ability and confidence in new start-up founders.  

As a result of the origin of the new venture, the entry on the market is also dif-
ferent for academic spin-offs in comparison with non-academic ventures. Be-
cause of the innovative product/service offered by academic spin-offs, the ven-
ture’s entry on the market is more resource-demanding. Therefore, it is essential 
for these companies to develop, and get help to develop, networks where they 
can also find partners to cooperate with. This is something that non-academic 
ventures may also benefit from, but in this study they did not use cooperation to 
the same degree as the academic spin-offs.  

7.3 Further research 

This study’s contribution has been to provide in-depth knowledge of factors and 
processes involved when comparing knowledge-intensive new ventures with 
more “normal” business start-ups. In fact, this study has pointed out clear differ-
ences between different types of new ventures, namely the academic spin-offs 
and the non-academic ventures. Some explanations of why these differences oc-
cur have been suggested, but further research on this issue would surely be ap-
preciated. In addition, the academic spin-offs in this study based their offerings 
on IT and Internet-related products/services, and therefore it would be of interest 
to study if academic spin-offs in other business sectors or industries have a simi-
lar start-up process, or if the start-up process is dependent on the specific indus-
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try they are about to enter. Likewise, it would also be interesting in further stud-
ies to study if the start-up process for new ventures with an origin from some 
other environmental and/or situational context than the two in this study (i.e. 
academic and non-academic) would look different. And if they do, how do the 
affecting factors influence the start-up process? 

To study the start-up process, both qualitative and quantitative methodologies 
could be chosen to get accurate results. A first criterion for all studies, regardless 
of the methodological approach, is to find and select appropriate samples of new 
ventures, and their founders, for data collection. A quantitative study can be 
used to generate hypotheses tested on a large sample of new ventures, and 
thereby obtain findings that could be generalized to a broader population, 
whereas a qualitative study can be used as a source of richer descriptions and 
explanations to obtain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon, including in-
fluencing conditions and prerequisites (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). In addition, 
Denzin and Lincoln argue that a combination of these two approaches could en-
sure to a large extent that more interesting and convincing results could be ob-
tained.

An option to multiple case studies, which according to Yin (2003) is a suitable 
approach in the search for patterns among different ventures or business sectors, 
for example, would be longitudinal studies in a limited number of cases, and 
thereby study newly started ventures from their early start-up, and follow their 
further development. This approach would give a more accurate picture of the 
studied phenomenon than retrospective studies do, when interviews are con-
ducted after the actual occurrence, since there is a risk of distorted stories, or of 
the respondents rationalizing success or failure in their new venture creation re-
inforcing their own self-esteem. A longitudinal study could therefore improve 
our understanding of new innovative firms and their market strategies (c.f. 
Chandler & Lyon, 2001).

Finally, to adopt a learning perspective would be another interesting field of re-
search; that is, it would for example be interesting to study the “experiential 
learning” (Politis, 2005) more thoroughly taking place during the process of dis-
covering, planning and exploiting a business opportunity. Related to this is the 
function of previous learning and experiences: Do “habitual entrepreneurs” be-
have differently than “first time entrepreneurs”? Following the holistic approach 
taken in this study, it is also important to try to get a fuller understanding of the 
new venture creation process, involving e.g. entrepreneurial motivation and in-
dividual capabilities as factors taken into consideration.
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Appendix A 
The interview guide 

Stage 1. Idea formulation 
1. What education do you have? 
2. What are your prior work experiences?

(If they are more than one, is their knowledge complementary or “more of the same”?) 
3. Are there any experiences of prior enterprise? If there are, how have these influenced the 

decision to start a new venture? 
4. How and when did the idea of the business arise?
5. When, where and how did the prototype/concept develop? Who were involved?
6. Describe the uniqueness of the idea related to competitors’ existing alternative. 
7. What customer need was supposed to be fulfilled and to whom?
8. How did the company satisfy the customer needs? 
Stage 2. Opportunity recognition 
9. Why did you choose to start a new venture? 
10. What has influenced your decision to start a venture? (i.e. role models, motivation, your 

own capabilities, others’ belief in you and your opportunities) 
11. What opportunities did you see when you chose to start a new venture? 
12. Were there obstacles to starting the venture? 
13. Describe the uniqueness of the product related to competitors’ products. Were there any 

early customers involved in the product development?  
14. Who influenced the product or concept development?
15. What was it that made you choose to develop exactly that product/concept? 
Stage 3. Pre-start planning and preparation
16. What was the market and competitive situation like at the time of the venture start-up? 
17. What were the criteria for your market segments or niche? 
18. Describe the characteristics of the market compared to the competitors. What were the 

market segments or niche’s characteristics?  
19. How was the venture’s strategy prepared? 
20. What kind of networks or relations existed at the time of the start-up? (More than one?)
21. What financial opportunities did you find for the product development and the venture’s 

start-up?
22. How much time did you spend on the product development, the search for finance and on 

finding potential partners? 
23. Who were interested in your business idea and development? What support did you get?
24. What characteristics or traits do you think have an influence on your enterprise? (If there 

are more founders, do they complement each other?) 
25. Describe the venture’s core competence compared to competitors’ competence. Who owns 

this competence?
26. Did you miss any important competence in the venture? 
27. What tangible assets (or other assets) did you need in order to get started? 
28. Have you participated in any new venture support activities? Or have you had any train-

ing in enterprise or business development? (What kind of support, with whom, when, how 
and why) 

29. Have you had any mentor to help and guide you? If you have, what was his/hers function 
during the time? 
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Stage 4. Entry and launch
30. At what point did you start the new venture? (Was it in relation to some event or activity?) 

Why did you start at this point?
31. Did you start the venture before the product/concept was fully developed?  
32. How and when did your first contact with customers occur? 
33. Was there any established customer contact before the venture was started? If there was, 

how did it affect the venture’s start-up? 
34. Describe how the venture influenced (canvassed) the targeted market at the entry? (How 

did you attract the customers? Where were the customers located geographically?)
35. What kinds of relations did the venture have besides the customer relation in the begin-

ning? (Like investors, suppliers, mentors or other supporters, and so on)  
36. How have these parties influenced the venture’s start-up? How have these been handled? 
37. What expenses arose connected to the product development and venture start-up? How 

were these financed?
38. Did you need immaterial property rights at the venture’s start-up? If yes, what and why?
39. How was the venture organized at the start-up? (Responsibilities, the distribution of work, 

problem solving and so on)  
40. What kind of businesslike skills did you have in the venture at the start-up? (Credibility/ 

track record)  
Stage 5. Post-entry development
41. How have you influenced (canvassed) the market after the venture’s start-up? How have 

you increased the demand?
42. Describe your number of customers and repurchasing customers today in comparison 

with the start-up.
43. Is there anything that indicates that your venture has been accepted as a trustworthy sup-

plier, and in that case, how?
44. How do you act so that more customers will choose your company instead of the competi-

tors?
45. How are you going to develop your market segment or niche in order to grow? 
46. How has the venture’s credibility/track record developed after the start-up? 
47. Did you need to hire employees in connection with the start-up or afterwards? How is the 

venture organized today?
48. How are the responsibilities, delegation, distribution of work and problem solving dis-

tributed today?
49. Has the venture had any difficulties in getting the support needed from external actors in 

order to be able to develop the venture?
Additional  questions
50.  Has there existed a social network consisting of family members, friends and others dur-

ing the start-up process? What function did this network have and has it changed? 
51. Does the venture have a professional or an owner-based board of directors? (Now and in 

the beginning) 
52. When did you set up the board of directors and why? What function did it have during 

that period?
53. Have you had any sounding board that helped you as a manager during the process? And 

in that case, has his/her function changed over time?
54. How has the venture grown? (e.g. turnover, organization, markets).  






