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Abstract
 

Background:  Throughout the last years, we have been able to experience 
one of the most significant economic disruptions in history: 
The Digital Revolution. In a world that becomes more and 
more digitalized, companies must get an understanding of the 
fundamental rules of doing business in the digitalized business 
world in order to be able to innovate effectively and succeed 
with their business. 

Purpose:   The purpose of this paper is to get an in-depth understanding 
on how the digitalization affected the dynamics of doing 
business, and what the necessary key components are 
according to the literature and interviewees to succeed as a 
business in the digital era. 

Method: Our contribution to the theory is achieved by conducting a 
multiple-case study in which eight case companies were 
selected and interviewed via semi-structured interviews. 
Subsequently, a grounded analysis was conducted to identify 
the subjective success factors of the interviewees which 
resulted in five major themes which contribute significantly to 
a firm’s success.  

Conclusion:   We came to the conclusion that the main success factors for 
Start-Ups in the digital transformation are: 1. Lean Approach 
to Customer Orientation, 2. Entrepreneurial Goals & Culture, 
3. Participation in the Entrepreneurial Ecosystem, 4. 
Integration & Utilization of Third-Party Technologies, and 5. 
Acquisition of Capital for Business Growth. 
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1 Introduction 

The first chapter is an introduction in the research subject of success factors of Start-ups 

in the digital era. The chapter starts with a description of the background of this research 

topic, followed by the identified problem within this field of research, and ends with the 

purpose of why this study is relevant to research. 

 

“It is not the strongest of the species that survives, nor the most intelligent that survives. 

It is the one that is the most adaptable to change” - Charles Darwin 

1.1 Background 

Throughout the last years, we have been able to experience one of the most significant 

economic disruptions in history: The Digital Revolution (Schwaferts & Baldi, 2018). 

Digitalization, in this context, can be understood as using digital technologies to alter and 

develop a business model and additionally providing new value and revenue-generating 

opportunities. It is, therefore, a shift towards a digital business (Gardner glossary, 2018). 

With the digitalization, industry barriers are broken down; new opportunities are created 

and simultaneously making old businesses models obsolete, which had been successful 

for decades. The digitalization has significant effects on society and the economy 

(Schwaferts & Baldi, 2018; Weil, 2015). 

 

Merriam-Webster (2019) defines revolution as “a sudden, radical, or complete change.” 

Indeed, the digital revolution has to be seen as such. A revolution can be seen as 1) 

Suddenly, as the changes brought about by digitalization have occurred throughout the 

last ten to fifteen years. 2) Radically, as no mercy is shown for businesses who fail to 

adapt to this digital transformation. 3) Completely, as it changes and creates industries as 

well as influencing the way we interact and do business. In a nutshell: The business 

environment is going through a significant transformation and, therefore, companies and 

entrepreneurs must adapt to become and stay competitive (Hitt et al., 2001). 

 

The invention of the World Wide Web (WWW) in the 1990s, the development of the 

internet, information systems, mobile, and smart devices, altered our lifestyle, and 

unlocked new possibilities. It enabled the connection of former incompatible systems, 
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towards inter-organizational integration and networking. Thus, it gave us access to vast 

amounts of functions and information (Leimstoll et al., 2018; Schwaferts & Baldi, 2018). 

According to Boersma & Kingma (2005), the digitalization made its introduction in 

companies through the use of information systems to create internal management systems 

such as Customer Relationship Management (CRM) and Enterprise Resource Planning 

(ERP). Hence, the early digital technologies merely served as a tool to improve the 

efficiency of a business, reduce costs and the optimize business processes (Ash & Burn, 

2003; Kauffman & Walden, 2001). 

 

This process is seen as the beginning of the disruption of standard industry frameworks 

which were slowly expanding from value chains to complicated (Digital) Ecosystems at 

an unprecedented pace and global scale (Gerth & Peppard, 2016). In recent years and the 

past two decades, new business models and interlaced value-added structures were 

introduced by the digitalization of cross-company procedures (Leimstoll et al., 2018). 

Thus, we are now able to interact at any time not just with each other, but also directly 

with companies. Moreover, we are becoming co-creators as many firms nowadays are 

dependent on our input and interaction (Nambisan et al., 2017).  

 

For many companies, such as Facebook, we are the product since our data is an integral 

part of the company’s business model (Weill, 2015). Through social media, we are 

sharing reviews and creating content for firms which are crucial for the success of 

organizations. Our word-of-mouth becomes one of the most important aspects when 

buying a product, as we trust other people on social media (e.g., influencers) more than 

the (traditional) marketing campaigns of firms (Granovetter, 1973; McAlexander et al., 

2002). Through crowdfunding, we enable entrepreneurs to start their businesses in which 

they do not have to rely on classical (venture) funding methods such as banks or investors. 

It seems like the digital transformation has unlocked unprecedented opportunities and 

empowered people to contribute to the value chain or ecosystems and makes clear: The 

market has become more open and accessible, hence, changing the traditional factors that 

determine the success of enterprises.
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1.2 Problem Discussion 

Considerable research in the literature, regarding the success factors of Start-ups and 

entrepreneurs, has been done. However, the literature neglected the influence of the 

digital transformation on businesses (Quinton et al., 2018). There is a gap in the literature 

for concepts and frameworks of entrepreneurship in the digital era (Autio et al., 2017; 

Bharadwaj et al., 2013; Quinton et al., 2018; Sussan and Acs, 2017), as well as how digital 

platforms and networks can be used by companies to evaluate and develop opportunities 

(Archdivilli et al., 2003; Elahe et al., 2019; Fuentes et al., 2010; Mattsson & Standing, 

2018). Due to the infancy of this research topic, there is little understanding on the effects 

of digitalization on the performance of Start-ups, how entrepreneurs adapted to the new 

ecosystem and how they successfully lead the digital transformation in their organization 

(Li et al., 2018).  

By evaluating these articles, it becomes clear that more research needs to be conducted 

between digital frameworks and entrepreneurial narratives of successful Start-up 

companies. Such narratives would enable us to identify the factors which made success 

possible in the age of digitalization. According to Hitt et al. (2001), the common believes 

about success factors for traditional business models have changed. In this context, the 

authors highlight the necessary changes a company must go through to stay competitive 

in the period of digitization. A significant role in this regard plays the utilization of digital 

platforms, which serve as a venue where value is both created and captured (Nambisan et 

al., 2018). As a result of this, digital platforms and networks provide a unique framework 

for entrepreneurs which had not been there before the digital transformation (Autio et al., 

2017). Especially throughout the last decade, these platforms and networks have grown 

rapidly and become a valuable tool for entrepreneurs and companies to advertise, create 

ventures, seek (seed) funding, build communities, or co-create with users, i.e. create a 

competitive advantage (Autio et al., 2017; Bharadwaj et al., 2013; Mattsson & Standing, 

2018; Gans & Stern, 2003; Sussan & Acs, 2017).  

According to Barney (1991), a company can achieve a competitive advantage when it 

strategically exploits its internal resources in relation to external opportunities. Thus, 

Amitt & Zott (2001) and Bharadwaj (2013) link Barney’s (1991) resource-based-view 

with the external developments of the digital era so that, now, companies need to exploit 
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their internal digital resources to be able to reach a competitive advantage in an 

increasingly digitalized market where external opportunities are found in digital platforms 

and networks. Overall, entrepreneurs now find themselves in a Digital Ecosystem which 

offers new opportunities through open interaction with users, companies, and institutions 

(Sussan & Acs, 2017). The digital infrastructure also leads to a democratization of 

entrepreneurship, where different individuals from diverse backgrounds are involved in 

the life of a company (Aldrich, 2014). 

In this context, resources & organizational learning are some of the most critical aspects 

when starting and running a successful business (Hitt et al., 2001). A company can now 

develop their key capabilities by continually seeking feedback from both customers and 

competitors more comfortably and efficiently (Stern & Gans, 2003). Through this 

research, we aim to contribute to the existing knowledge in the literature, by firstly, 

creating an understanding of how digital frameworks and the dynamics of the digital 

transformation can be used more wisely by entrepreneurs and, secondly, helping 

entrepreneurs to avoid common mistakes in the early stages of growth. 

Therefore, our study is based on qualitative research where we conducted (in-depth) 

interviews with Start-ups that were founded during the digital transformation, which 

showed a positive development in financial profitability. In the interviews, our questions 

were based on the success factors identified in the literature.  

1.3 Purpose 

Over the past decades, a vast amount of research and publications have been done on 

entrepreneurship and its correlation to innovation. Especially with regards to the 

businesses creation process and how entrepreneurs manage to achieve and sustain their 

competitive advantage in the digitization era (Gatewood et al., 1995; Hitt et al., 2001; 

Quinton et al., 2018; Smith et al., 2017). Moreover, countless studies have identified how 

opportunities are discovered and developed by entrepreneurs (Baron, 2006; Fuentes, 

2010; Hitt et al., 2001; Rastkhiz et al., 2019; Standing & Mattsson, 2018; Weil, 2016). 

However, the digital transformation also altered the dynamics of the business 

environment and introduced new business models. Businesses need to adapt to the 

preferences of the market in which entrepreneurs are operating (Li, et al., 2018; 

Nambisan, 2017; Westerman & Bonnet, 2015). The importance and relevance of this 
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topic are illustrated by a noteworthy statistical finding identified by Sussan & Acs (2017): 

Smartphones needed ten years to reach a diffusion rate of 40%, while electricity required 

40 years to achieve 10%. Furthermore, the authors expect that the GDP of digital 

technology will increase from 8% in 2015 to 25% in 2030. Given the rapid growth of 

technology, businesses experienced an unprecedented growth of new possibilities to 

deliver value to their customers and grow their business accordingly (Subramaniam et al., 

2019). According to Evans & Wurster (1997), the internet has not changed the 

fundamental economic laws and theories, but it has changed the dynamics of doing 

business, the way it communicates with customers and captures value. 

By conducting in-depth interviews and researching Start-Ups on how the digital 

transformation of companies changed the way how value is created and captured, our goal 

is to provide the reader a theoretical framework that enables an understanding of the 

metrics of doing business in the digital era on a meta level. Besides, the introduction of 

digital artifacts (i.e., various types of data such as video, images, text formats, etc.) and 

platforms unlocked new opportunities and made it easier for entrepreneurs to establish 

new businesses (Nambisan, 2017). It also made the cost of entry for start-ups much lower, 

therefore creating more room for entrepreneurial experiments, resulting in a more 

frequent disruption of markets (Nambisan et al., 2018). In essence, the rise of digitization 

has led to the point that researchers question the traditional research about innovation and 

entrepreneurship (Nambisan et al., 2017). New research in this field would give us an 

understanding of the core principles of digitalization that determine the performance of 

an enterprise. This leads us to our research question: 

What are the critical success factors of Start-Ups in the digital transformation? 

The purpose of this paper is to get an in-depth understanding on how the digitalization 

affected the dynamics of doing business, and what the necessary key components are 

according to the literature and interviewees to succeed as a business in the digital era. In 

today’s Entrepreneurial Ecosystem (EE), we are consistently called upon to innovate or 

die. However, to be able to innovate effectively and succeed with your business, one must 

get an understanding of the fundamental rules of doing business in the digitalized business 

world. 
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2  Frame of Reference 

In the following chapter, the theoretical background of our research is presented and 

discussed. Firstly, the characteristics of digital transformation will be explored where 

after the success factors in the digital transformation are identified. This exploratory 

review of the literature will allow us to generate a framework for the company interviews 

and deepen our understanding of the research topic. 

The “Third Industrial Revolution,” which some also call “Digital Revolution,” has greatly 

influenced the global economy throughout the last thirty years. Especially the digital 

transformation and digitization have been responsible for disruptions in every industry. 

Notably, since the introduction of the iPhone in 2007 as well as the continually evolving 

internet availability, mobile devices, and social networks have contributed to significant 

changes (Schwaferts & Baldi, 2018).  

 

To understand this transition process, traditional entrepreneurship literature was chosen 

as well as recent articles in which the effects of digitalization on entrepreneurship have 

been analyzed. Throughout the literature review, four main categories of the digitalization 

with regards to the performance of businesses have emerged: 1) Opportunity 

Identification & Development, 2) Entrepreneurial Ecosystems, 3) Market Entry Factors 

and 4) Access to Venture Funding. Furthermore, frameworks will be presented to 

understand the drivers for innovation and digitalization. Thereby, the authors focus 

mainly on the aspects of generativity, weak ties, users & agents, social capital, as well as 

the democratization of entrepreneurship. The characteristics mentioned above of the 

digital transformation are being evaluated in the next chapters by including relevant 

literature for both pre- and post-digitalization eras. This enables us to develop an in-depth 

understanding of the research topic, which helps us ultimately answer our research 

questions. 

2.1 Characteristics of Digital Transformation 

2.1.1 Definition – Digital Transformation 

Westermann et al. (2014, p. 1) state that digital transformation is “the use of technology 

to radically improve the performance or reach of enterprises.” We believe that this 
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definition fits to the research of this paper as our study explores the success factors of 

businesses in the digital transformation. However, as we are interviewing Start-Ups in 

our research, it makes sense to extend the definition; Dehning et al. (2003), states that 

digital transformation also refers to companies entering a new or existing market.  

Another appropriate definition of the Digital transformation is provided by the 

multinational tech-firm Salesforce (2019), which states that the “Digital transformation 

is the process of using digital technologies to create new — or modify existing — business 

processes, culture, and customer experiences to meet changing business and market 

requirements. This reimagining of business in the digital age is digital transformation. It 

transcends traditional roles like sales, marketing, and customer service. Instead, digital 

transformation begins and ends with how you think about, and engage with, customers.  

As we move from paper to spreadsheets to smart applications for managing our business, 

we have the chance to reimagine how we do business — how we engage our customers 

— with digital technology on our side”. Start-Ups and entrepreneurs are in the focus of 

this study as we examine firms which have been founded during the digital era. Thus, the 

literature review explains the digital transformation and how it changed the way 

entrepreneurs identify and develop opportunities and how they leverage them through the 

use of ecosystems. 

2.2 Opportunity Identification & Development 

The selection and identification of opportunities are considered to be one of the most 

essential abilities of entrepreneurs and businesses (Stevenson et al., 1999). Opportunity 

identification and development is a crucial part of entrepreneurship (Venkataraman, 

1997). It is the very basis of any Start-Up or established business (Shepherd et al., 2015). 

The exact definition of entrepreneurship is heavily debated in the literature, and there is 

no consensus among scholars on the precise meaning of the word entrepreneurship. 

According to Cunningham & Lischeron (1991), people who engage in entrepreneurship 

are defined as individuals who exploit and seize untapped opportunities in the market. 

Davidsson (2004, p. 15) however, defines entrepreneurship as “competitive behaviors 

that drive the market process.” Ardichvili et al., (2003) argue that the literature lacks a 

comprehensive theory of opportunity identification and development. However, the 

authors mention that five major factors influence this process:  
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1) entrepreneurial alertness; 

2) information asymmetry, and prior knowledge; 

3) social networks;  

4) personality traits; and 

5) type of opportunity itself 

Opportunity development is defined as a continuous, proactive process where businesses 

renew their operations (Ardichvili et al., 2003). It is crucial for companies to accept and 

embrace changing market conditions and new technologies. If businesses fail to do so, 

companies face serious risks to lose their competitive advantage (Turuk, 2018). External 

market forces such as changes in consumer needs, demands, behaviors, new (information) 

technologies & competitive environment, not only have a direct impact on the way 

businesses capture and deliver value but also on the innovation process (Pucihar et al., 

2019). This process of continuous development and innovation in the literature is also 

referred to as Business Model Innovation (BMI). According to Bouwman et al. (2018, p. 

105), BMI is defined as ‘’an incremental change in the way businesses deliver and capture 

value to its customers’’. To signal success and the competitiveness of businesses, the 

critical aspect is to project an innovative image in today’s business environment (Chua, 

2018). 

2.2.1 Entrepreneurial Alertness 

Entrepreneurial alertness is a crucial component of opportunity recognition and the 

success of an enterprise (Cardozo, 2003). Entrepreneurial alertness is defined as 

“scanning and searching for information, connecting previously-disparate information, 

and making evaluations on the existence of profitable business opportunities” (Tang et al. 

2012, p. 77). This process of information collecting and assessment is described by Baron 

(2006) as a cognitive framework, or also called “connecting the dots.” Baron (2006) 

argues that by following and monitoring changes in technology, demographics, political 

factors, etc., specific patterns will evolve and thus by being alert to those changes, 

opportunities will present themselves. 
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2.2.2 Information Asymmetry, and Prior Knowledge 

As, connecting the dots is described by Baron (2006), as an essential factor for the 

identification of opportunities, information asymmetry and the prior knowledge of an 

entrepreneur too plays an important aspect for the recognition of opportunities 

(Ardichvili, 2003). Information asymmetry is the possession of information held by one 

party without the other party knowing this (Shane & Cable, 2002). Entrepreneurs leverage 

information asymmetry to identify opportunities and exploit them. People tend to 

recognize and identify opportunities by the information that was prior known to them 

(Von Hippel, 1994). In light of this, Shane (2000) argues that the entrepreneur only gets 

triggered and can connect the dots, if this opportunity is derived from specific prior 

knowledge or experience.   

 

Conversely, the exponential growth of technology over the past three decades radically 

changed the environment in which opportunity recognition and development is 

accomplished. With the invention of the WWW in the 1990s, the entire world became 

instantly connected, the collection and exchange of information became easily accessible 

for individuals all across the globe (Schwaferts & Baldi, 2018). In contrary to the pre-

WWW era, accessibility of information was far more limited and not as easily accessible 

for the general public as it is nowadays. In today’s contemporary world, networking, and 

information collection has become far more accessible by using platforms such as 

Google, LinkedIn, and Yahoo. 

2.2.3 Social Networks 

Going from information asymmetry and prior knowledge, a link can be drawn to Social 

Networks. Having a social network as an entrepreneur is “not a luxury but of central 

importance” for an entrepreneur (Granovetter, 1973, p. 1378). Entrepreneurs rely heavily 

on personal networks. (Salaff & Greve, 2003). According to the authors, (social) networks 

serve several important purposes such as the enlargement of networks, positioning oneself 

in the proximity of prospects and potential business partners, as well as relationship 

structures (i.e., weak ties). There is a general consensus in the literature that networking 

is a form of social capital (Brown & Duguid, 2002; Himanen & Castells, 2004). Casson 

& Giusta (2007, p. 221) state that according to the network literature, “social capital can 

be defined in terms of the creation of high-trust social networks.” Entrepreneurs benefit 
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from social capital in a numerous amount of ways such as Capitalizing market 

opportunities, identifying, collecting, and allocating scarce resources, preventing failure, 

enhancing innovation, and the competitiveness of small firms. (Smith et al., 2017). Social 

capital is critical for the success and performance of an enterprise (Stam et al., 2014; 

Smith et al., 2017). Baron (2006) states an interesting finding on a conducted survey that, 

entrepreneurs were less likely to find an opportunity through public information such as 

magazines, newspapers or trade publications, but instead found them through personal 

contacts. Given this statement, it supports the theory that having knowledge alone is not 

sufficient to identify an opportunity and achieve success, but having an active social 

network also is to be considered of equal importance (Leyden et al., 2014).  

 

The invention of the internet gave the public access to information, leading to a rise of 

microblogging and social networking sites (SNS). SNS are defined as “web-based 

services that allow individuals to construct a public or semi-public profile within a 

bounded system, articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, and 

view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others in the system” (Boyd 

& Ellison, 2010, p. 211). Not only has SNS transformed the entrepreneurial opportunity 

identification and development, but also it made companies aware of the importance of 

SNS and the need of a sustainable online strategy to stay competitive (Scuotto et al., 

2017). Entrepreneurs use SNS differently than offline networks to gain the social capital 

needed to build and grow their businesses: SNS are used by entrepreneurs to leverage 

vast amount of network information, diversify and broaden their network, which would 

be too time-consuming in offline networks (e.g., trade fairs) (Smith et al., 2017). 

Networks with a strong international orientation, are also considered to be of a major 

contribution to high firm performance (Musteen et al., 2010). However, entrepreneurs 

must be cautious about assessing the quality of information accessed through SNS. An 

increasingly growing network may lead to the deterioration of information quality, and 

thus, the given information should not be accepted blindly unless one has strong ties with 

the source of information.
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2.2.4 Personality Traits  

Entrepreneurship is a way of thinking or mindset where individuals seek opportunities, 

take calculated risks, deal with failure and leverage resources in a creative way (Krueger 

Jr et al., 2000; Kuratko & Morris, 2018). This particular mindset within people comes 

naturally with certain personality traits. However, in the literature, the connection 

between entrepreneurship and its personality traits is heavily debated and filled with 

controversies. Most scholars agree upon the fact that personality traits are inherent to 

entrepreneurship but disagree and refute which personality traits are directly allocated to 

the entrepreneurial behavior. When reading throughout the literature, we can see that 

locus-of-control, and self-efficacy, are considered to be of major contribution towards the 

success of an entrepreneur (Baum & Locke, 2004). Brandstätter (2011), additionally 

states the personality traits of an entrepreneur also consists of the need for achievement, 

innovativeness, stress tolerance, risk-taking, and a passion for work. One could say that 

all these traits are quite common and come naturally when thinking about an 

entrepreneurial person. In light of this, there is a debate in the literature whether 

entrepreneurs are born with these traits. Cunningham & Lischeron (1991) researched six 

different entrepreneurial teaching models which the literature has defined. However, what 

can be concluded from this article is that entrepreneurial traits are not born but are instead 

created or developed in a process, and there is not one fit of the entrepreneurial teaching 

model. This statement is further supported by the previously discussed article of Fuentes 

et al. (2010), that entrepreneurs are not born until they act upon a given opportunity. In 

brief, the entrepreneurial traits consist of the earlier mentioned topics in 2.1.2, namely, 

opportunity identification and development. 

2.2.5 Type of Opportunity Itself 

Opportunity identification is one part of the entrepreneurial process. Analyzing whether 

the opportunity itself is worth pursuing and profitable is a more important capability one 

must have. Adel Rastkhiz (2019) states that successful entrepreneurship depends on the 

ability of the entrepreneur to select the right opportunity. In the light of this, entrepreneurs 

are more likely to engage in an opportunity when it is unique, demanded by the customer 

but also if the entrepreneur possesses the right skills and knowledge (Mitchell & 

Shepherd, 2010). In the digital era, knowledge of the internet and how businesses are 
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created online is a key component (Standing & Mattsson, 2018). As discussed, the 

invention of the internet, changed the dynamics of how the world does business, exerts 

politics, and invents new technologies. This has led to an incomprehensible amount of 

new possibilities and opportunities. Since time and resources are limited, the entrepreneur 

must choose which opportunity is worthwhile to pursue, thus requiring a systematic 

process of opportunity identification and evaluation (Bryant, 2007).  

2.3 Entrepreneurial Ecosystem (EE) 

2.3.1 Classical Entrepreneurial Ecosystems 

 

Figure 1 - Structure of an Entrepreneurial Ecosystem (based on Stam, 2015) 

The success of a business is, to a great extent, dependent on the structures and factors 

around the firm (Stam, 2015). Therefore, economic growth is more likely to occur if 

groups of entrepreneurs work and interact together in ecosystems (Stam et al., 2009, 2011; 

Wong et al., 2005). According to Spigel (2017, p. 50), “entrepreneurial ecosystems are 

combinations of social, political, economic, and cultural elements within a region that 

support the development and growth of innovative Start-Ups and encourage nascent 
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entrepreneurs and other actors to take the risks of starting, funding, and otherwise 

assisting high-risk ventures.”  

Thus, such ecosystems provide a landscape for entrepreneurs in which the necessary 

framework is given to developing ideas to start businesses easily. According to the World 

Economic Forum (2013), the essential pillars of EEs are the availability of human capital, 

access to international and local markets, major universities, as well as regulatory 

frameworks which support entrepreneurship. In the literature, Spigel (2017) & Autio et 

al. (2017) argue that EEs are not to be defined as clusters, social capital, networks, 

economic geography, or innovations systems. However, these components can be part of 

it. In this regard, Acs et al. (2017) state that EEs are to be seen as systems which promote 

the discovery and pursuit of entrepreneurial opportunities. However, all of the 

frameworks mentioned above have in common that factors outside of the companies exist 

which strongly influence the overall competitiveness of firms (Stam, 2015). As seen in 

Figure 1, there are multiple factors influencing the entrepreneurial activity in an 

ecosystem leading to overall value creation.  

Accordingly, in our research, the term “entrepreneurial ecosystem” (EE) will be used to 

describe the environment in which a business is operating and what kind of external 

factors influence the way a firm does business. The mentioned characteristics of 

ecosystems provide firms with human- and social capital, as well as resources. According 

to Amit & Scott (2001), it is crucial for businesses to leverage, acquire, and generate 

resources to be competitive. Such resources, which are one of the most dominant factors 

in a company’s success, are mostly found in the EE in which the business acts (Asheim 

et al., 2011; Porter, 2000). 



 
 
 

  14 

2.3.2 Digital Entrepreneurial Ecosystems (DEEs) 

 

Figure 2 - Digital Entrepreneurial Ecosystems (based on Sussan & Acs, 2018) 

Through the digital transition, the traditional EE is significantly disrupted, as classical 

interdependencies change in both scope and nature (Subranamiam et al., 2019). The 

digital disruption transformed the EE into the “digital entrepreneurial ecosystem” (DEE), 

which is defined as “…a self-organizing, scalable and sustainable system composed of 

heterogeneous digital entities and their interrelations focusing on interactions among 

entities to increase system utility, gain benefits, and promote information sharing, inner 

and inter-cooperation and system innovation.” (Li et al., 2012, p. 119) 

According to Sussan & Acs (2018), one of the most important aspects of a DEE is the 

Digital Infrastructure (DI). Through the use of digital technologies, a DI “is a socially 

embedded mechanical system that includes technological and human components, 

network, systems, and processes which generate feedback loops that are self-reinforcing” 

(Sussan & Acs, 2018, p. 59). Tilson et al. (2010) add that DI is steadily changing due to 

various installed technologies and because of the users who operate and design these 

systems. As an open system, a DI is neither centralized, nor does it have certain 

predefined functions or strict boundaries (Sussan & Acs, 2018). Therefore, a DI provides 

the platform for a DEE on which anyone can connect to and interact with each other. 

Suddenly, what has once been a dependency on local and regional structures, has now 

changed through the embedment of digital technologies (Autio et al., 2017). The 
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digitalization enables companies to move from a more linear value chain to an ecosystem, 

where customer data is stored and evaluated (Amitt & Sott, 2001). Sussan & Acs (2018) 

mention that, in a DEE, there are non-living and living components. According to the 

authors, digital technologies can thus be viewed as the non-living component, and users 

can be seen as the living component. The ongoing and dynamic changes resulting from 

the interaction between those components are responsible for the creation of this 

ecosystem. As stated by Dini et al. (2011), one can assume that such ecosystems are open-

source oriented, user-driven, and bottom-up. A significant benefit of open-source systems 

is that content is user-generated and not controlled by a governing organization (Gurati 

et al., 2012). Further, the bottom-up structure allows users to bring in knowledge and 

information, thus altering the structures of the ecosystem (Sussan & Acs, 2018). Lastly, 

the user-driven component can be seen as one of the most unique and revolutionizing 

aspects of DEE (Nambisan, 2017). This is because, according to Li et al. (2017), a DEE 

is a meta-organization. The main characteristics of meta-organizations are that the 

individuals in those organizations might have their cognitions, motivations, and 

incentives; however, they are not linked by a formal form of authority such as a contract 

of employment (Gulati et al., 2012). Hence, DEE fulfills these criteria, since the users of 

such systems not only act autonomously but also provide free-labor (Sussan & Acs, 

2018). For most companies nowadays, those users are an integral part of the business 

model.  

Sussan & Acs (2018) highlight the importance of users: They can be seen as anyone who 

can access and operate a technological device such as a smartphone or a computer. Being 

an open-source architecture, the internet was designed to grant the participation of the 

users. Interestingly, the internet has led to a “volunteering-culture” where users provide 

free-labor for other users and organizations in terms of, i.e., writing codes, reviews, etc. 

Further, Sussan & Acs (2018) introduce the role of agents, who can be seen as the 

entrepreneurs in the DEE. Those agents profit from the interaction and engagement of 

users as their data is used as a digital resource to develop services and products further. 

Cusomano & Geldi (2013) regard the efforts of users as the “game changer” for business 

models in the digital transition. Because of this, many companies nowadays act as 

“matchmakers” as they connect one user group with another group of users (Autio et al., 
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2017; Sussan & Acs, 2018). Such business models have appeared because of the 

digitalization and enable companies such as Airbnb or Uber the foundation for their 

success. These companies allow their users to engage as “user entrepreneurs,” in terms 

of being able to offer services and goods on the platforms to consumers provided by the 

companies. 

It becomes clear that the use of digital infrastructures has led to the creation of various 

business models. According to Weill (2015), one of the new business models is known 

as “ecosystem driver.” This means that through the evaluation of customer data, the 

company is able to “match” the needs of customers with providers. In this case, the 

customer data becomes a digital resource which companies utilize and leverage to create 

other business models. This process is called generativity, where innovative outcomes 

can be promoted through inputs from broad, uncoordinated audiences (Zittrain, 2006). 

In terms of generativity, Amazon is a prime example of an ecosystem driver. The core 

product of Amazon is to sell goods to customers. However, through the use of customer 

data, the firm can expand its business model to offer other kinds of services. Thus, 

leveraging digital resources enables ecosystem drivers to offer possibilities to other 

providers to establish relationships with customers. Other examples for such companies 

are Apple or Microsoft.  

Weill (2015) also identifies other digital business models apart from the ecosystem 

drivers: Omnichannel businesses, Suppliers, and Modular Producers. Omnichannel 

businesses also use customer data to create customer relationships; however, they do not 

provide an ecosystem for other providers to use. Therefore, they are merely acting on the 

value chain. Suppliers are also acting on the value chain and do not have as much 

knowledge about their customers. The main reason for this is that these firms sell their 

products through other companies. A Modular Producer, on the other hand, provides an 

ecosystem without having substantial knowledge about their customers, yet being able to 

adapt to any ecosystem. One example for such companies is PayPal as they provide a 

“payment ecosystem” without altering their business model using customer data.  

In terms of digital ecosystems, Subranamiam et al. (2018) differentiate between 

Production Ecosystems and Consumption Ecosystems. In a Production Ecosystem, 
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companies can make use of technologies to improve their production efficiency and 

capabilities. Such technologies could, for instance, involve sensors which make the 

production more efficient and overall could improve the cost structure and the overall 

competitiveness. In a Consumption Ecosystem, data is collected through the products, 

which becomes an asset for a firm to exploit. The benefit for companies by collecting 

such information is that the company can get insights into the behavior of consumers and 

therefore provide tailor-made solutions/advertisements to the consumers or third parties. 

Smart devices are an example of such a consumption ecosystem.  

2.3.3 Importance of Strong and Weak Ties in DEE 

According to the studies of the American sociologist Granovetter (1973), weak ties are 

responsible for the success of people in a network. In his opinion, weak ties occur when 

people do not frequently interact with each other, and when there is a small emotional 

intensity of the relationship. Further, according to Kavanaugh et al. (2005, p. 120), “trust 

is less personal, (and) based on indirect, secondary relations.” In strong tie interpersonal 

relationships, groups tend to “lock themselves into” their opinions and, therefore, 

information flows are limited. Thus, the authors conclude that strong ties are harmful to 

doing business. (Steier & Greenwood, 2000). Generally speaking, entrepreneurs profit 

from information flows with others on social media, which are characterized by weak ties 

(Kavanaugh et al., 2005). Linking weak ties to DEE is especially interesting: Such 

ecosystems are highly characterized by weak ties as there are countless ways of 

interacting with large groups of people from different areas. In their research, Kavanaugh 

(2003) and Hampton (2003) reveal that the number of weak ties in social groups and 

throughout communities are increasing significantly through the internet.  

 

Particularly, word-of-mouth and online influencers have a significant impact on the 

purchasing and decision-making behavior of customers, as people are easily convinced 

by them, even though they might not know them personally (De Veirman et al., 2017). 

Granovetter (1973) argues that by having a weak tie with an individual or a group, one 

can easily acquire the information managed by that particular group. As an example, 

entrepreneurs utilize their weak ties in social networks by reaching out to individuals who 

are employed in a particular industry from which the entrepreneur would like to retrieve 

information. Linking it to section 2.2.3 of Social Networks, weak ties are an effective and 
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efficient way of collecting information. Therefore, we conclude that networking in a DEE 

can profit greatly from those ties as entrepreneurs are already able to access a vast amount 

of information merely by knowing a small group of people. According to Putnam (2000), 

weak ties can also be called “bridging social capital” and, thus, become one of the most 

important resources for entrepreneurs nowadays. In this regard, Nambisan et al. (2017) 

identified that entrepreneurship in the age of digitalization profits from “fluid boundaries” 

– meaning that actors taking part in the creation of businesses are continuously evolving 

and can be sourced from all over the world. Therefore, companies make use of those weak 

ties to learn and improve their business models continually. 

 

Overall, it is clear that the digital transition has revolutionized the EE. Not just for 

companies but also the customers. Digitalization has not only enabled companies to 

benefit from ecosystems but also empowered them to create their ecosystem. But the 

creation of such DEE does not just provide the benefits mentioned above; they also enable 

companies to enter markets more easily. The next section discusses new opportunities for 

companies to enter markets which have been brought about by the digitalization. The 

classical pillars of EEs have been further developed, making it easier for companies to 

acquire social and human capital, and as well to internationalize. 

 

2.4 Market Entry Factors 

As the last section of characteristics of the digital transformation, market entry factors are 

being evaluated. Why and how entrepreneurs enter the market in the first place has been 

much debated and analyzed by scholars (Baron, 1998; Krueger et al., 2000; Santarelli & 

Vivarelli, 2007). Traditionally, the literature identified the following factors responsible 

for market entry: Social status of the individual in terms of personal wealth (Krueger at 

al., 2000; Lofstrom et al., 2013); and local and regional influence and surroundings 

(Santarelli & Vivarelli, 2007). Throughout the digital transition, the initial factors have 

changed and given individuals more incentives to engage in founding a company. This 

change has often been referred to as the “Democratization of Entrepreneurship” (Aldrich, 

2014) and will be discussed further in 2.4.2. 
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2.4.1 Personal Wealth as Entry Factor 

One of the most popular concepts is that entrepreneurship is generated through the social 

status of the person who aspires to become an entrepreneur (Krueger at al., 2000). 

According to Lofstrom et al. (2013), individuals are more likely to engage in 

entrepreneurship when they possess a high amount of personal wealth, which, according 

to Investopedia (2019) can be understood as the value of all assets a person owns. They 

continue that it depends on the capital-intensity of the industry, meaning that in some 

industries, less capital is required to start a business. Evans & Jovanovic (1989) agree that 

having more valuable assets increases the likelihood of engaging in entrepreneurship. 

However, there is a debate among scholars whether this is true, as Hurst & Lusardi (2004) 

have found that it is indeed only the top percent of entrepreneurs who start their businesses 

because of their personal wealth. Further, the reason for this was found out to be that 

wealthy people have a higher preference to become entrepreneurs due to lower 

opportunity costs. Therefore, other factors, such as entrepreneurship out of emergency – 

when an individual decides for him- or herself that entrepreneurship is the only option to 

create wealth, have to be taken into account. Therefore, entrepreneurship could, for 

instance, be generated through emergency – meaning that a person might feel the urge to 

start his/her own business as there are no other options available for the individual. In this 

regard, Santarelli & Vivarelli (2007) explain that entrepreneurship can be a way to escape 

possible unemployment. Further, job losses can be seen as a push-factor for individuals 

to engage in founding their own companies, as individuals in such a situation could see 

entrepreneurship as their only option to earn money again.  

 

2.4.2 Democratization of Entrepreneurship 

As mentioned in section 2.3.2, the digitalization has enabled individuals to start 

companies more efficiently. Aldrich (2014) calls this phenomenon the Democratization 

of Entrepreneurship, which, in this case, can be understood in two different ways: Firstly, 

everyone can engage in entrepreneurship and, secondly, others can help the entrepreneurs 

to become profitable with their ventures. As discussed in previous chapters, this mainly 

happens through co-creation in social media and other EEs. Additionally, other aspects 

of starting a business are becoming easier: Businesses find it simpler to do collaborations 

with others as well as even gaining seed funding through online methods such as 
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crowdfunding or business incubators (see section 2.5). Moreover, Baron (1998) states that 

individuals are traditionally reluctant to start ventures as they often perceive the 

opportunity costs as too high. Through the democratization of entrepreneurship, we 

conclude that those opportunity costs are decreasing and thus enabling more individuals 

to engage in entrepreneurship. Further, traditional regional and local structures are not as 

important anymore as they used to be since the internet has enabled entrepreneurs to be 

able to seek feedback, resources, as well as human and financial capital online. Social 

media allows them to get in contact with other entrepreneurs so that alliances, as well as 

collaborations, can be achieved easier. Moreover, creating a prototype has become a lot 

less costly as entrepreneurs nowadays have significantly more resources available such 

as tools to develop websites, apps, or even physical products (Hatch, 2013).  

2.4.3 The concept of “side businesses” 

Interestingly, as identified in the chapter before, the internet has enabled entrepreneurs 

not only to start an entirely new venture but also allowed the engagement of building a 

company as a “side-business” in an easier way as before the digitalization. According to 

Thorgren et al. (2014), up to 80% of entrepreneurs nowadays create their businesses while 

still being employed. The authors continue that the primary motivation behind this 

development is that individuals would like to pursue what they are passionate about, and 

the internet helps them significantly in this regard. New technologies in connectivity and 

social networks enabled the entrepreneur to quickly and efficiently set up a website or 

sales platform (Sussan & Acs, 2018). Moreover, new business models have emerged such 

as drop shipping, where the entrepreneur does not have to store the product he or she 

would like to sell as it is directly shipped from the producer to the customer (Singh et al., 

2018). Thus, lowering the market entry barriers and overall facilitating entrepreneurship. 

2.5 Venture Funding 

An interesting link can be drawn in the literature of strong and weak ties and the funding 

of ventures. According to Steier & Greenwood (2000, p. 613), "the success of a new 

venture often depends on an entrepreneur's ability to establish a network of supportive 

relationships." In other words, as discussed in section 2.3.3, the success of a venture is 

depended on the ability to create strong and weak ties. These ties can serve as a gateway 

to capital. Within the financial capital markets, there are different kinds of capital sources, 
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an entrepreneur or small business owner can tap into. The most popular and cost-efficient 

way of acquiring capital is through bank institutions. However, banks are reluctant and 

very cautious to lend money to entrepreneurs and (small) businesses due to the (high) 

possibility of the failure of the venture (Bhide, 1992). Additionally, Bhide (1992) states 

that because of this reluctance by banks to finance Start-Ups and young businesses, 

entrepreneurs often struggle to finance their business, and therefore look for alternative 

sources of capital. Therefore, entrepreneurs have the option to acquire funding through 

other well-known sources of capital funding, namely, through Business Angels (BAs) or 

Venture Capitalists (VCs). The latter two sources of capital both can invest considerable 

amounts of capital in the venture; however, they differ from each other. According to 

Mason & Stark (2004), a BA is more focused on acting as a mentor or believing in the 

entrepreneur to succeed, whereas VC tends to invest in more risky and innovative 

companies (Nanda & Rhodes-Kropf, 2013). 

 

Although the literature states that BAs and VCs are considered as alternative sources of 

capital, De Bettignies & Brander (2007) argue that an entrepreneur should only opt for 

Venture Capital when it can bring in inimitable (managerial) experience in the venture. 

If not, the entrepreneur would prefer the bank as a source of capital because the 

entrepreneur does not sell any of his shares and thus decreasing the control over his 

company. However, this argument is somewhat ambiguous. As Steier & Greenwood 

(2000) argue in their article, strong ties (in this case referring to the relationship between 

the entrepreneur and a VC or BA), are needed as a gateway to capital and the experience 

is often more urgently required rather than the money. However, yet due to the extreme 

due diligence of banks as mentioned by Bhide (1992), an entrepreneur may find it 

extremely hard to acquire capital, thus making VCs and BAs a viable option to opt for this 

kind of financing. VC is primarily concentrated in a few (high tech) industries such as 

telecom, medicine, and internet companies (De Bettignies & Brander, 2007; Stevenson et 

al., 2019). In the literature, we can find that these kinds of companies use VC not only as 

a mean of financing but is also used a strategy for high growth companies that try to 

achieve a first-mover advantage (Davila et al., 2003). According to the authors, attracting 

Venture Capital to the firm is a signal that a company is on the path towards a remarkable 

market growth, thus enhancing its credibility of success and continuous growth. Another 

unique characteristic of VC is that besides being primarily concentrated in specific 
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industries, it is also heavily centralized geographically (i.e., places such as Silicon 

Valley). 

 

With the digital revolution, a new form of funding has become available for 

entrepreneurs; Crowdfunding. With the emergence of crowdfunding, the typical location 

of entrepreneurial ventures starts to shift away from places such as Silicon Valley. 

Through means of public funding, capital infusion is no longer done by VCs (Stevenson 

et al., 2019). Crowdfunding is a new financing phenomenon on the internet where a 

variety of new ventures or individuals can acquire funding from many individuals, in 

return for a future product or equity (Mollick, 2014). This new form of financing has a 

tremendous potential for (innovative) entrepreneurs to collect vast amounts of capital and 

to become an effective tool to “test the waters” of a product in the market. On the other 

hand, it may also have the potential to disrupt the business, as, according to Lehner et al. 

(2015), the company may not be able to cope with the explosive growth and demand of 

their product. In addition, the authors also warn companies who use crowdfunding to be 

careful of what they claim to deliver, as where with the aforementioned argument, it could 

seriously affect the reputation or legitimacy of the business. There is little known about 

the success of crowdfunding in the literature. However, in a profound research article of 

Mollick (2014), he states several aspects of factors that are linked to the success of a 

crowdfunding campaign. Further, he identified that crowdfunding projects mostly 

succeed by narrow margins, or otherwise fail by large amounts. Secondly, projects that 

project or signal a high quality also tend to be more successful. Lastly, projects that 

geographically reflect the (underlying) culture of that region also tend to show a higher 

possibility of achieving the funding target. 

2.6 Success Factors 

According to Business Dictionary (2019), a success factor can be identified as “the 

combination of important facts that is required to accomplish one or more desirable 

business goals.” As business goals can differ for each company, we believe that a firm is 

successful once it is growing or showing significant potential for growth. 

After reviewing the articles on the digitalization process of businesses and its ecosystems, 

we identified five key attributions that became evident that significantly contribute to the 
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success of a business in the digital age. These major themes from the literature can be 

seen as success factors, which can be seen as the incremental factors enabling firms to 

grow and reach profitability: 1) Generativity, 2) Entrepreneurial Ecosystem, 3) Social 

Capital, and 4) Democratization of Entrepreneurship. In order to confirm these beliefs, 

in-depth interviews with entrepreneurs will verify, reject, or propose additional factors 

that are of key importance for the overall success of a firm.   

 

Figure 3 - Success Factors identified in the literature (own illustration) 
 

2.6.1 Generativity 

Generativity can be understood as a process where the evaluation of customer data, the 

company is able to “match” the needs of customers with providers. In essence, the 

customer data becomes a digital resource which companies can both utilize and leverage 

in order to create other (new) business models. Throughout the literature, this factor 

became evident as a driver of success since the digitalization of the entire world created 

this new “resource.” This utilization and generation of data is generated through the Users 

& Agents concept and unlocked a vast amount of opportunities and improvements for 

consumers as well as businesses.  
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2.6.2 Entrepreneurial Ecosystem (EE) 

The literature identified the EE as one of the main success factors for firms nowadays. 

Part of this is also the DEE, which grants entrepreneurs access to other entrepreneurs, 

investors, universities, and other resources. Thus, the ecosystem serves as a community 

where entrepreneurs and institutions connected to entrepreneurship gather. Such an 

ecosystem can, for instance, be found on in cities where many Start-Ups operate or 

nowadays also online on Social Media.  

2.6.3 Social Capital 

Social Capital is one of the most critical aspects of the success and performance of a 

venture and relates to the creation of high-quality (social) networks that have productive 

benefits. Entrepreneurs utilize Social Capital to find new business opportunities, access, 

exchange, and inquire vast amounts of information that help businesses to evaluate 

business processes, market information, and establish weak & strong ties. Another critical 

aspect of achieving high-quality Social Capital is by positioning oneself in the proximity 

of prospects, potential business partners, and as well as relationship structures.  

2.6.4 Democratization of entrepreneurship 

In general, the democratization of entrepreneurship relates to the development of DEEs, 

in which users can offer their services (i.e., in terms of IT-services such as coding) for 

other entrepreneurs to be able to contribute to the development of the venture. While users 

can offer their services for compensation, they also provide free-labor in terms of writing 

reviews or giving advice in forums or other sites for companies. In a nutshell, the 

democratization of entrepreneurship enables everyone in the entrepreneurial ecosystem 

to take part in entrepreneurial ventures. 
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3 Methodology 

The methodology provides us with a systematic and theoretical framework on how this 

research paper is constructed. In this chapter, our choices regarding research 

philosophy, approach, strategy, design, data collection, data analysis, and research 

ethics will be explained, discussed, and justified. The purpose of this chapter is to clarify 

why we chose the following methodological frameworks and concepts and how they 

contribute to answering our research question. 

  

 

Figure 4 - Applied Research Onion (based on Saunders et al., 2012) 
 
Figure 4 gives an overview of the frameworks which are going to be used in order to 

conduct the study. In the following paragraphs, the methods will be explained. 

 

3.1 Research Philosophy 

According to Easterby-Smith et al. (2015, p. 47), Ontology can be defined as 

“philosophical assumptions about the nature of reality.” Therefore, it can be seen as 

assumptions about the way people view the world. Moreover, both epistemology and 

ontology characterize the way people behave in the social world.  
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The four pillars of ontology consist of Realism, internal realism, relativism, and 

nominalism. In this study, the theory of relativism is applied. Relativism is a theory close 

to realism and presupposes the concept that there are numerous different viewpoints from 

different participants resulting in many distinctive existing truths. In terms of our study, 

we examine how various companies make use of digitalization and the improvements 

brought about by the digital transition. In this regard, it is the main goal to appreciate and 

understand the diverse experiences individuals have concerning the success factors in the 

digital transition (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). Therefore, through the interviews, we 

gained an in-depth understanding of the factors that made the success of those firms 

possible, and thus, we believe the ontology of relativism to be the most appropriate. 

 

Epistemology can be understood as to how our knowledge is built and justified (Dawson, 

2002; Jackson, 2017; Walliman, 2006), and further, what is generally accepted in the 

practice of social sciences (Saunders et al., 2012). Easterby-Smith et al. (2015) thereby 

differentiate between social constructionism and positivism, which is further separated 

into strong constructionism and strong positivism. Each of those dimensions is 

characterized by different research designs, aims, starting points and, thus, alternative 

methods on how the phenomenon of success factors in the digital transformation can be 

explored in the world of social science.  

 

According to Easterby-Smith et al. (2015, p. 51), epistemology aims to inquire “how we 

know what we know.” For our study, the answer to this statement lies in an in-depth 

understanding of the respondents to analyze the research topic. We believe that the 

method of social constructionism is appropriate as it focuses on how individuals make 

sense of their world and their surroundings and thus allowing us to interpret our empirical 

findings flexibly. Therefore, we are interested in the feelings and thoughts of the 

interviewed people. In contrast, we believe the concept of positivism cannot be applied 

in our cases, as this term views reality as objective truths and is not dependent on the 

views and feelings of individual actors (Crossan, 2003). 

 

When it comes to our research topic, we believe that every company in a way is unique 

and the success factors of these individual companies may vary according to industries. 

However, when linking the key factors that enabled the companies to thrive and 
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experienced over time, we should be able to identify and construct a framework of the 

success factors which could be replicated and applied to other firms or industries. 

Ultimately, our findings are created through the interaction between the interviewed 

companies and us, the researchers. This is mainly because the phenomenon of success 

factors in the digital transition is constructed by variables and can, therefore, be 

considered unique. 

3.2 Research Approach 

To identify the success factors of Start-Ups in the digital era, there are two different 

research approaches to be considered: Firstly, the deductive approach, which aims to 

derive information from the literature to be tested and validated later in the research. 

Usually, such an approach requires a hypothesis which will then be confirmed or 

disconfirmed (Saunders et al., 2009). Therefore, deductive approaches are mostly used in 

quantitative studies where a survey among a significant sample size is used to test a 

hypothesis (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). We believe that regarding our research question 

a deductive approach is not feasible, as the literature does not show a specific theory 

regarding a company’s success factors which could be tested through the application of a 

deductive approach.  

 

Secondly, an inductive approach could be used where the research field is entered without 

an extensive theoretical background in order to build the theory through the collection of 

empirical data (Maylor & Blackmon, 2016). This approach is most common in the field 

of qualitative research as a new theory is generated through the emerging data. In terms 

of our study, we believe that an inductive approach is more appropriate, as our research 

question cannot be answered in a way where a hypothesis could be confirmed or 

disconfirmed. According to Miles & Huberman (1994), an inductive approach is most 

practical when aiming to comprehend the nature of a particular phenomenon better. Even 

though our theory is generated through the evaluation of empirical data, the use of an 

inductive approach does not mean that literature is not used extensively throughout and 

before the research process so that insides about the topic can be gained (Saunders et al., 

2009). In the end, the inductive approach allows us to establish a theoretical framework 

about the critical success factors of Start-Ups in the digital transformation. 
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3.3 Research Strategy 

In our study, we are interviewing entrepreneurs, managers, or people employed in Start-

Ups, where each of the interviewees shares a different view of success factors in the 

digital era. As the success of a company and the underlying success factors describe a 

highly complex social process, which needs to be explained by qualitative data from 

different cases, we are choosing the multiple case study (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). 

According to De Massis & Kotlar (2014, p. 16), a “case study is a particular strategy for 

qualitative empirical research that allows an in-depth investigation of a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real-life context” and is an appropriate tool “to answer how and 

why questions or to describe a phenomenon and the real-life context in which it occurred” 

(De Massis & Kotlar, 2014, p. 16). Because of the emergence of this topic, we wanted to 

understand the success factors from different viewpoints, and therefore, we interviewed 

multiple companies which have been founded in the digital transition.  

 

In the interviews, the individual behaviors and feelings of the prospects regarding the 

success factors of their businesses in the digital transformation are important to us. 

Therefore, the interview guide consists of open why and how questions (Yin, 2003) while 

keeping our research topic in mind (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Compared to a single case 

study, the main difference lies in conducting multiple interviews for multiple cases to find 

similarities between them. For us, these similarities then contribute to either confirming 

or disconfirming the success factors identified in the literature as well as potentially 

adding new success factors which had not been mentioned by scholars (Maylor et al., 

2016; Vannoni, 2015).   

 

Moreover, the reliability of the thesis is increased due to using multiple different cases as 

empirical evidence. The disadvantages of multiple case studies are that conducting them 

could be time-consuming and expensive (Yin, 2003). Further, a topic is not as profoundly 

investigated in a multiple case study approach than it would be in a single case study 

approach (Dyer & Wikins, 1991). 
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3.4 Research Design 

 

Figure 5 - Research Design (based on Paek & Lee, 2018) 
 
As mentioned in section 3.3, our study is based on a qualitative research design. This 

means that non-numeric data is used and generated. Therefore, semi-structured in-depth 

interviews were conducted with eight firms to explore the experiences, behaviors, and 

characteristics of success factors in the digital transformation. After that, the language 

and spoken words are analyzed so that an understanding of the phenomenon can be 

gained. The interview guide is based on open how and why questions. After conducting 

the interviews, the content was analyzed and compared continuously and evaluated using 

the themes and topics that were identified in the literature. Through this process, we were 

able to come up with our findings from the cases. 

3.5 Data Collection 

The data collection within a qualitative approach ranges from textual data to diaries, to 

written correspondences. The data collection will be gathered through both primary and 

secondary sources. The data collected through primary sources consists of newly gathered 

information through in-depth interviews held with the interviewees, that help us construct 

an understanding of the research subject on a meta level (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). 

For the primary sources, companies are chosen, which are in the state of survival, or 

growth. Therefore, we are interested in companies which have the necessary funds to 

sustain themselves or to take part in a growing process. 

Further, we only took companies into account which were founded after 2005. Secondary 

data consists of already existing data, such as company background, website, and news 

articles. Since we do not create this data, we critically had to analyze the quality of such 
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data to safeguard the quality. An overview of the secondary data used can be found in the 

references, and the secondary data which we inquired for our research consists of 

company website information as well as internal documents. 

 

The following table gives an overview about the companies that were interviewed in this 

thesis: 

 
Company Industry Country Employees Type of interview Duration 

A Online Germany 14 Skype 56 min 

B Accessories Germany 3 Skype 65 min 

C Venture 

Capital 

USA 11 Skype 

 

73 min 

D FMCG Germany 3 Skype 45 min 

E Robotics Germany 17 Skype 70 min 

F Banking The Netherlands 8 Telephone 60 min 

G Mobility The Netherlands 3 Skype 71 min 

H Mobility The Netherlands 3 Skype 55 min 

 

Table 1 - Interviewed Case Companies (own illustration) 

3.6 Design of Frame of Reference 

By reviewing the literature of already existing knowledge and published articles by other 

researchers in this field, we were able to construct the frame of reference which enabled 

us to review of what is already known about the research subject in order to avoid 

repetition, as well as the exploration of existing relationships and/or new patterns in the 

existing data. The implication of literature in our research is of crucial importance to 

critically and analytically study the quality published literature to explore the 

relationships and patterns with the collected primary data. The method used in collecting 

the relevant literature was done with a systematic approach followed by the snowball 

approach. Due to the infancy of our research topic, little research has been done and 

therefore, limiting our current scope of the literature of the effects of digitalization on 

businesses. By implementing the Snowballing approach, we identified the most relevant 

articles that are published on the impact of digitalization on companies and identified the 
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main themes and trends. By continuing the search for relevant and vital data, we identified 

more articles by looking at the keywords used by the authors of the main articles. 

Additionally, we also scanned through the references in search of articles which are 

relevant to our research topic. We continued this method until no more new insights were 

discovered. Following this method, we were able to gradually identify the main topics of 

relevance within our research topic. When the main issues and themes became evident, 

we then were able to selectively search for literature regarding the specific themes, which 

helped us to explore and get an understanding of the issue. Therefore, we systematically 

and thoroughly examine our data by identifying and developing themes and were able to 

draw relationships, contradict, and ultimately evaluate the findings before implementing 

them into our research. 

 

3.7 Data Analysis 

In terms of analyzing our findings, the two concepts of either content analysis or 

grounded analysis emerge in conducting a qualitative study. According to Easterby-

Smith et al. (2015, p. 188), content analysis can be described as “drawing systematic 

inferences from qualitative data that have been structured by a set of ideas or concepts.” 

In such an analysis, content is searched for in a more deductive approach. In our case, 

however, we believe that grounded analysis is more appropriate. Easterby-Smith et al. 

(2015) state that both content- and grounded analysis share similar techniques, however, 

grounded analysis “aims to derive structure (i.e., theory) from data in the process of 

comparing different data fragments with one another, rather than framing data according 

to a pre-existing structure. This is what makes grounded analysis ‘open’ to new 

discoveries" (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015, p. 191). Therefore, more emphasis is put on the 

statements of the participants to build theories which are grounded in the data. It is, 

therefore, a more holistic approach than content analysis. The necessary steps for 

applying the grounded analysis are Familiarization, Reflection, Open coding, 

Conceptualization, Focused Re-coding, Linking, and Re-evaluation. The disadvantage of 

the grounded analysis is that structuring the data can be a complicated process and often 

confusing for the researcher. On the other hand, the advantage is that throughout the 

analysis process, the researcher is close and open to the data until the final parts of the 

research process. Further, the confusion in making sense of the data can be avoided by 
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using systematic coding as well as memo-writing techniques (Easterby-Smith et al., 

2015). 

 

3.8 Research Ethics 

An important aspect is the ethical considerations, which cannot be ignored in research. 

The importance of implementing ethics into our research is to safeguard the integrity of 

our findings and research participants. Our focus of data collection lies on Start-Ups that 

are founded after 2005. The reason for this is that in our opinion, the effects of 

digitalization on the business environment started to become disruptive after 2005. The 

companies eligible for our thesis do not necessarily have to be profitable already, as they 

could also be in a stage of survival or growth. During our research, we will reach out to 

entrepreneurs and managers for participation. 

For this reason, the implementation of ethical codes in our research is slightly different 

than normally used in social sciences. According to Bell & Bryman (2007), the main 

difference between social- and management research codes are the potentially harmful 

economic effects on the research participant or organization. The effects of research can 

have far stretching results when ethical considerations are not taking into account. It could 

lead to harmful (economic) effects to the company, employees, change working patterns, 

or payment systems within the company (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). The objective of 

our research study is to avoid any harm towards individuals and companies who take part 

in our research. For this reason, we follow the ten key principles of research ethics as 

presented by Easterby-Smith et al., (2015, p. 122). 

 

1) Ensuring that no harm comes to the participants. This can be ensured to not cause any 

physical or psychological harm to our participants such as stress, pain, anxiety or 

diminishing the self-esteem. 

 

 2) Respecting the dignity of our research participants. No personal or political questions 

were asked which could hurt the dignity of our participants.  
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3) Ensuring a fully informed consent of our research participants. By informing our 

interviewees on the purpose of our interview and who we are as researchers and how the 

information will be used in our study.  

 

4) Protecting the privacy of our research participants. The personal names and company 

names will be anonymously mentioned in our research. 

 

5) Ensuring the confidentiality of our research participants. Any identifiable information 

gathered through the interviews will not be made available to or accessed by anyone but 

our thesis supervisors and the research community. 

 

6) Protecting the anonymity of individuals or organizations. In our thesis we are neither 

revealing the names of the companies nor of the individuals who were interviewed. All 

of the interviewees are staying anonymous so that their privacy can be ensured.  

 

7) Avoiding deception about the nature or aims of our research. The nature and aims of 

our research are clearly defined and communicated to the research participants. They were 

fully informed about what it is we would like to find out and how their participation can 

help us reach this goal. 

 

8) Honesty and transparency in communicating about our research. The aim of our 

research is to contribute knowledge, thereby we ensure that all of our claims or sources 

are properly referenced in order to safeguard the honesty, accuracy and openness of the 

information. 

 

9) Avoidance of any misleading or false reporting of research findings. As mentioned 

earlier, the aim of our research is to research the objective truth and are aware of the 

subjective inclinations of this study. We shall not alter the information gathered that will 

lead to unsupported findings.  
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Moreover, Easterby-Smith et al. (2015) mention that in management research there is an 

increased risk of running into complications in three main areas: 1) the avoidance of 

deception on the real purpose of our study, 2) trade-offs when conducting fieldwork, and 

3) the control and use of data obtained. When it comes to safeguarding the quality and 

integrity of our research and the use of (secondary) sources, we follow the guidelines 

provided by the American Psychological Association (APA). The ethical principles 

addressed by APA ensure that all the professional activities of researchers are protected 

(White & McBurney, 2012). When using secondary sources, we provide that the most 

relevant information of the articles is mentioned and adequately referenced, to avoid any 

plagiarism and harm done to the researcher. Lastly, our aim is also to contribute 

knowledge to our field of research. Therefore, we aim to be as objective, openminded, 

and politically neutral when analyzing and formulating our findings. 

3.9 Research Quality 

For our research to be useful, it needs to be relevant, credible, and attractive to others 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). For us, the quality of the research starts with the reflection 

of the type of kind of data collected, and further, why, where, and which data is not 

considered to be relevant. According to Lincoln & Guba (1985), the trustworthiness of 

our research in terms of research quality can be measured by the following criteria: 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. As trustworthiness is 

ensured, the reader is persuaded that the work is worth his/her confidence and attention. 

Therefore, this concept is used in our study to describe and evaluate the quality of our 

techniques and research methods. 

Additionally, many of our sources have not been cited or peer-reviewed as much as other 

well peer-reviewed/researched topics due to the infancy of this field of research. 

Nonetheless, we mainly retrieved data from journals with an impact factor higher than 

4.0 to ensure the quality of our data. In-depth interviews with entrepreneurs and industry 

experts also play a crucial role as a source of quality data. By systematically and 

thoroughly questioning interviewees, we can compare, judge, and build connections to 

our theoretical framework and the practical field. In the end, this data will help us to 

construct, asses, and simultaneously recognize contradictions in the theory. Although we 
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acknowledge the fact that a qualitative study tends to be prone to subjectivity, we aim to 

construct a theory with objective truth. 

3.9.1 Credibility 

In terms of credibility, it must be guaranteed that the findings are authentic and genuine. 

Further, the research must be consistent in investigating the reviewed phenomenon. To 

meet this goal, much emphasis is put on applying an appropriate research design so that 

decisive and valuable insights can be gained to explore the topic in-depth. Moreover, 

credibility also refers to the alignment of the responses of the interviewees concerning 

our analysis and interpretation. Additionally, suitable participants must be selected and 

an environment allowing accurate and open responses ensured (Jensen, 2012a).  

3.9.2 Transferability 

Transferability can be understood as the possibility to apply the study to diverse contexts 

(Jensen, 2012b). To make this possible, Lincoln & Guba (1985) state that it requires a 

comprehensible description of the situation and method of how the data was collected. 

Therefore, we are providing detailed explanations of our research strategy and data 

collection. Further, our method of analysis is precisely described. When it comes to the 

interview participants, the history of the individuals or their companies is provided to give 

substantial background information. We believe that sufficient information is provided 

about how the data is collected, and the interviews are created to enable others to evaluate 

and make sense of our study.  

3.9.3 Dependability 

The third criterion is dependability, which demands that the research can be reproduced 

by other researchers in the future (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To do so, our method, data 

collection, and analysis are well described to facilitate the reproducibility. However, we 

are aware that our research, being qualitative research, is conducted in a changing 

environment, which in turn affects the replicability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In our study, 

the participants were asked subjective opinions about a particular phenomenon which was 

currently in process at the time the data was collected. Thus, the researchers must be 

aware that the answers to our interviewees may change if the research is conducted again 
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in the future. Additionally, the responses of the participants refer to unique characteristics 

and unique history of the company they founded or are employed in. 

3.9.4 Confirmability 

According to Lincoln & Guba (1985), confirmability demands the researcher to be neutral 

and objective in his/her research. Further, Jensen (2012c) states that interpretations and 

findings need to match and have to be verified through the data collected. We are aware, 

that we, as interviewers are part of the investigation. Therefore, we made sure to ask open 

questions to avoid steering the conversation in a particular direction.  

Additionally, the participants were given much time to think about their answers before 

follow-up questions were asked. After every interview, the main statements were 

summarized, and the participants were asked whether they consider those statements 

complete and accurate or not. Concluding, we believe that we undertook sufficient actions 

to make sure that the findings are only coming from the participant’s responses and not 

shaped and modified by a bias from our side. 
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4 Empirical Findings 

In this chapter, the empirical findings of our research study are presented. The results of 

the interviews are presented firstly with the background information about the company, 

followed by the empirical findings of success factors of each individual company.  

4.1 Company A  

4.1.1 Background 

The first company we interviewed, is a small Start-Up from Germany, focusing on 

providing articles and information about trending topics on the news. Their unique value 

proposition is that they do not only show the news reports of the mainstream media such 

as the small news sites in Germany (such as ZEIT, Spiegel, Welt, etc.) but also the 

viewpoints of small, independent bloggers who are usually reporting directly from the 

areas where the reported incident has occurred. On their platform, people are then able to 

read the arguments from different political viewpoints. The Start-Up was founded in 2015 

and consists of 14 people, including the two founders (Case Company A, 2019). In the 

interview, we were able to speak to one of the two founders who currently acts as editor 

in chief as well as business developer. The Start-Up has experienced substantial growth 

in the last years as their user base is increasing every month; however, it can be 

categorized as a surviving Start-Up. The reasons for this categorization are that despite 

increasing revenue through new users every month, it is still difficult for the company to 

create enough profit to be able to pay salaries for their interns, which is why they are 

being employed voluntarily. The founder stated that he is very confident about the future 

development of the firm as his company is currently working on a new project, which he 

hopes will attract investors.  

 

4.1.2 Success Factors 

In terms of success factors, it becomes evident that the business model requires digital 

technologies to work, “Without the internet, it would not be possible to create such a 

platform.” In the interview, the founder gave us an overview of the factors which helped 

them to create their offers and made their business grow. Firstly, he mentioned the 

importance of knowing what kind of products the customers would like to see. In this 
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regard, extensive market research was conducted at universities and also through surveys 

with people who fit into their target customer group. He mentioned that he “went to 

universities and on the streets in big German cities to interview people and to collect data 

about what people think about the problem we are trying to solve.” Through these 

interviews, the company was able to gain an understanding of customer needs. The 

founder of the firm mentioned in this regards that on the one hand, it is crucial to listen 

to the customers, however, on the other hand, it is not possible to implement every aspect 

which is mentioned by the interviewed people.  

 

He stated that “if you ask 1000 different people about their opinions, then you are going 

to end up with 1000 different opinions which you cannot implement all together”, 

therefore, according to him, customers do not really know what they actually want as the 

product about to be created might satisfy needs which the customers do not know exist. 

He emphasized that being customer-driven nowadays should be at the core of the business 

model. This is why the company conducted extensive tests with a mock-up product to 

find out how customers would react to it and therefore, to create data which they could 

analyze. The most relevant feedback was then categorized and implemented. The founder 

stressed that his company is using a lean approach, meaning that they are constantly 

iterating their business model and offers to stay competitive.   

 

The company makes use of social media and analytic tools to get in contact with potential 

customers. Further, in terms of democratization of entrepreneurship, the firm benefits 

from independent IT-specialists who are offering their services online. In this regard, the 

founder stated that “we are working together with coders in Brazil, which we found 

through social media. It is great how digital technologies enable you to get in contact 

with anyone and how this can help you to grow your business.” It was surprising for us 

to hear that the company especially makes excellent use of offline marketing efforts to 

create awareness. In this regard, the two founders regularly have lectures and talks at 

universities where students and professionals are targeted as potential customers. 

Through those talks and lectures, the founders hope to get people to sign up to their 

newsletter and in the end, to become a paying member of the platform. 
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4.2 Company B 

4.2.1 Background 

Company B is a producer of a GoPro1 accessory which allows the camera to be “thrown” 

in the air to create aerial shots without the use a drone. The company was founded in 2016 

in the Netherlands (Case Company B, 2019) by four former friends during a university 

project and is in the stage of survival. During the project, the group spotted a gap in the 

accessory market of GoPro. After working on the project for a year, only one out of the 

four group members continued. The current team consists of three persons running the 

business. The uniqueness about their business model is that they are the only company 

providing this type of product which provides a cheap alternative for aerial shots other 

than drones. During the interview, we spoke to one of the team members who joined in 

2018. The interviewee told us about his experiences as an entrepreneur and how the 

company markets itself in the digital business environment. The company is especially 

interesting for our thesis due to the nature of its business model of being digital and being 

a modular producer. The company’s success is much dependent on the utilization of 

digital technologies and platforms by serving the community of the ecosystem around a 

well-known action camera brand. 

4.2.2 Success Factors 

The interesting component about this company is that their business model is a Modular 

Producer which is based around a well-known global brand of action cameras. One of the 

drivers of success in this company is that they successfully were able to provide a cheaper 

alternative of taking aerial shots other than the use of expensive drones, and, were able to 

create a product that offers the users of the community a unique way of creating content. 

Since their business is profoundly reliable on the users & agents of creating content, it 

became evident that creating social media exposure by influencers and (social) media 

platforms is of critical importance. One way they successfully leveraged the online 

exposure was when they raised capital by launching a Kickstarter2 campaign. The 

                                                
 
1 A small, water-proof, and robust video camera which is mainly used by athletes such as snowboarders 
and surfers to record themselves  
2 A well-known crowdfunding platform 



 
 
 

  40 

Kickstarter campaign became trending, and this gained them in a short amount of time an 

incredible amount of brand exposure. The product got picked up by worldwide well-

known news outlets and websites in which they received a ton of positive articles. 

Although it gave the company a successful push forward, the interviewee told us that this 

success is of short period and a lot of work still needs to be done to market the product 

successfully. Another strong component of their strategy is that they picked the right 

Social Media influencers who would have the right fit to the product. The collaboration 

with the influencer also gained them a significant number of new customers since one of 

his aerial shots was featured in a trailer of the well-known action camera brand. Talking 

about one of the entry barriers the company faced, is the entry to the B2B market due to 

insufficient profit margin. Therefore, they mainly focused on the B2C market and with 

success. By organically growing the company, they kept the costs low and did not have 

to invest capital in a production line. Another factor of importance to achieve success 

proclaimed by the interviewee is the people that work within the Start-Up. Having a 

passion for what you do and having the drive is seen as the driving force behind the 

success. When talking about the previous co-founders during both last and current 

endeavors, both times the initial founding group consisted of multiple people but was 

reduced to only one who was willing to continue with the project. 

4.3 Company C  

4.3.1 Background 

Company C is an accelerator company based in New York City, United States with the 

mission to connect the world’s best tech companies with the tech community in New 

York City (Case Company C, 2019). It was founded in 2012 and has 11 employees with 

the belief that talent and opportunities are evenly distributed all around the world.  It is a 

growing organization that is performing very well and making a profit. The company 

focusses on three aspects. Firstly, the company collaborates with 28 foreign governments 

to connect and assists international Start-Ups and companies who want to establish a 

foothold and grow on the American Market, as well as to export knowledge to the foreign 

governments to kickstart their domestic EE. Secondly, the company runs accelerator 

programs where they connect CEO’s, entrepreneurs, and Start-Ups with venture 

capitalists, business angels, governmental institutions, or industry leaders inside and 
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outside the US. Thirdly, they organize conferences with industry leaders in collaboration 

with partner governments and corporations in cities around the world. The company was 

conceptualized when the founder of the company saw a severe inefficiency to connect 

foreign entrepreneurs with venture capital in the United States which was mostly 

exclusive to areas such as Start-Up hubs like Silicon Valley, New York, Shenzen, Tel 

Aviv, etc. By bridging the gap in EEs worldwide to the ecosystem of New York City, a 

tremendous value and wealth can be created for both parties. The interviewee held the 

position as a Director of Business Development within the accelerator company. 

Currently, the company has connections with 28 foreign governments, accelerated over 

1000 companies, the top 150 companies raised over 2 billion USD, and more than 2000 

were created in New York City and other domestic areas. 

4.3.2 Success Factors 

One of the critical factors that made this company successful is that the company utilizes 

the EE that is present in their geographical area and connect it with opportunities across 

borders. According to the interviewee, Americans are not much aware of what is going 

on outside the US. Due to the democratization of entrepreneurship, great opportunities 

await outside of US as well.  

 

Aside from being part of a successful accelerator company, the interviewee also gave us 

a unique view in the world of Start-Ups and VCs. The interviewee stated that “the typical 

entrepreneurial ecosystems haven’t changed; it still is San Francisco, New York, Boston, 

Tel Aviv, London, Shenzen.” By having this well-formed ecosystem present, a lot of 

knowledge and capital is available to the entrepreneurs in this ecosystem. The result of 

why the traditional ecosystems have not changed is because these hubs are located in 

markets where there is less bureaucracy for Start-Ups to grow rapidly, and an abundance 

of knowledge and capital, creating a pull effect for wealth creation and equity in which 

Start-Ups and ecosystems thrive. What became evident when talking about EEs is that 

the less regulatory demands and barriers Start-Ups have to meet, the better the EEs and 

Start-Ups flourish. The interviewee mentions the reasons for this are that “42% of the 

high growth Start-Ups and unicorns in the last 15 years were created the United States 

40% of them in China, which means that the rest of the world has to play with 18% and 

obviously, that's an enormous loss of wealth creation.” The absence of private capital 
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being invested in Start-Ups severely limits the ecosystem from flourishing with all the 

consequences following from that. Besides the importance of ecosystems, the interviewee 

also stated some aspects that he saw as important when working with Start-Ups. A critical 

element for achieving a higher success rate among their Start-Ups is the creation of the 

right team. Not necessarily by having the people with right skills in your founding team, 

since these skills become a commodity rather than a unique ability and can be easily 

outsourced to low waged countries such as Ukraine or India, but the importance of finding 

the right cofounders with the right mindset and know how to sell a technology or product 

in a market. A significant aspect of success lies in the motivation of the entrepreneurs, 

pragmatism, taking risks, and the willingness to grow at all costs. As the contemporary 

business environment is saturated on many levels, serving customers in a niche industry 

can be very profitable as where the market might be too small initially for more prominent 

companies to enter. Companies who can create a reputable business in combination with 

scalability and are able to automate sales processes have had great success in the 

interviewee's experience.  

4.4 Company D 

4.4.1 Background 

This Start-Up is a small company from Aachen in Germany, which focuses on the 

production and distribution of an eco-friendly, environmentally sustainable alcoholic 

wine-based drink (Case Company D, 2019). The company is in a survival stage. We had 

an interview with the founder and CEO who told us that the firm has been in existence 

since 2015 and has managed to grow organically. As of now, the firm is in a stage of 

survival as there are no large projects concerning expansion or funding planned. In April 

2019, the Start-Up had three employees, but currently, the founder and CEO is the only 

person remaining in the company. The product itself is produced by other companies 

which focus on the production of juice and alcoholic beverages. The firm has worked 

with large retail companies to be able to sell the products in their stores. In doing so, they 

managed to negotiate cooperation with one of the largest ecologically-friendly 

supermarket chains in Germany. As of now, the product is only sold via online shops and 

through the supermarket chain. So far, the Start-Up has not yet received any funding from 

investors. In this regard, the interviewee revealed that “it sounds like a cliché, but the 
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investors in Germany are very conservative and are only interested in revenue and not in 

the idea.” Thus, he is struggling to find investors and is at this moment not looking for 

other sources of capital. However, he stated that “the company survives as our sales are 

going up. It is not a big profit but enough to get by.” The founder sees this company as a 

“side-business” while he is still in university – however, he plans on growing the company 

organically and devoting all of his time into the business once he has graduated.  

4.4.2 Success Factors 

As the company is in the business of FMCGs, having a proper branding strategy is of 

crucial importance. At the early stage of starting his business, the interviewee stated that 

he underestimated this process in the beginning, but once he began to focus on his digital 

branding strategy and content creation for multimedia, he quickly realized that this gave 

him a significant boost in sales and brand awareness and is also more cost-efficient. Thus, 

he decided to story tell his entire supply chain to promote and showcase his sustainable 

natural product. He received a lot of positive feedback from his customers, and by adding 

this sustainability to his story, customers felt more connected to his product. However, 

having only an online branding strategy with an FMCG product is not sufficient. A 

significant part of growing an FMCG beverage company is dependent on analog and 

physical promotion by attending (organic) fairs, grocery chains, bars, and cafes. The 

downside of this is that according to the interviewee, the costs are significantly higher 

since he has to physically distribute a massive product and spent a lot of time traveling 

and meeting customers. To mitigate this constraint, he focusses on increasing his regional 

network organically, rather than reaching out to regions far from his home. When it comes 

to funding his venture, the interviewee mentioned that it is hard to find an investor who 

is willing to invest in a project that does not have huge profits or a stable revenue stream. 

Especially when talking to high net worth individuals who have family firms, the German 

culture of risk avoidance is a limiting factor. In light of this, the interviewee also believes 

that relief of taxes in the first year of starting your business could help a significant 

amount of Start-Ups to grow in the early stages. Ultimately, one of the main drivers of 

growth within the company is, according to the interviewee, to surround yourself with the 

right people but also to make sure you locate yourself in the right environment that fits 

your product. Moreover, utilizing digital technologies that assist or take over your daily 

work while you, as an entrepreneur, can focus on the critical aspects.  
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4.5 Company E 

4.5.1 Background 

Company E is a Start-Up from Southern Germany, which manufactures vending 

machines for many kinds of groceries which can also be operated by smartphones (Case 

Company E, 2019). Thus, customers can pre-order and pay on their phone and then pick 

up their groceries at the vending machine. In this interview, we spoke with the founder of 

the company who is responsible for strategical operations and technical aspects, whereas 

his co-founder is mainly responsible for IT-related matters. The firm was founded in 

2017; however, the founder revealed that he had been working on the idea with his co-

founder since 2014. Currently, the Start-Up has 17 employees and operates two vending 

machines in Stuttgart, Germany. What separates them from other vending machine 

manufacturers is that their robotic systems can be installed in any establishment from 

small rooms to large warehouses. For the first year, the company served as a B2C 

company which operated the two vending machines and advertised regional products 

which were sold in them. However, the firm is currently undergoing a business model 

reconstruction and now acts as a B2B company which is developing and designing robotic 

vending machine solutions for other supermarket chains. At this moment, the company is 

not yet profitable; however, the firm has received various scholarships and funding from 

the local and federal government. Therefore, the company can sustain themselves, which 

is why we are classifying the firm as a surviving company which is growing steadily and 

has the potential to reach high growth in a few years.  

4.5.2 Success Factors 

Both the founder and the co-founder studied mechanical engineering together at the 

Karlsruhe Institute of Technology in Karlsruhe, Germany. This university is known for 

having a very entrepreneurial scene and ecosystem. Thus, one of the success factors for 

the company has been the EE in Karlsruhe, which helped them at every step from the 

conceptualization of the business idea. “Once we had the idea, students wanted to write 

their master thesis about us. This was great because they were doing all the market 

research for us!” The firm, therefore, profited greatly from this ecosystem in terms of 

social capital and generativity. It has also been the university which provided them with 

their first scholarship to help them on a monetary basis. Once the firm had been founded, 
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the company profited from various aspects of digitalization. For instance, the technology 

necessary for the construction of the robotic vending machine technology is provided by 

both larger companies in the region and also smaller Start-Ups. The founder stated that 

“10 years ago we would not have been able to build such systems and to be able to 

connect to so many people who have provided their expertise to us.” In other words, first 

of all, the digitalization was necessary to be able to create their value proposition, but it 

also helped to make the communication to potential partners easier.  

 

One of the most important factors leading to the success of the firm mentioned by the 

founder was that “we built a prototype very early on which was necessary to persuade 

investors that we can manufacture the product.” Moreover, “we were not taken seriously 

in the beginning, and it took a while to convince people that we can seriously fulfill what 

we claim.” The working prototype was placed in a strategically important location in the 

middle of Stuttgart. Through the placement of this prototype, the Start-Up was able to 

create a lot of awareness about their product, which eventually leads to investors 

becoming interested in it. “One of the investors which we currently work with has seen 

our prototype at the main station in Stuttgart and immediately got in touch with us.” The 

importance of investors and funding, in general, was certainly underlined by the 

interviewee. He stated that they are continually looking for funding; however, they have 

been fortunate in the past as “we cannot complain about a lack of funding. Especially the 

German government has done a lot for us.” Therefore, the founder claims that the 

company is now in a comfortable position where they can decide whom they would like 

to work with in terms of Venture Capitalists or Business Angels. This is also the reason 

why the firm is now looking for investors who also bring in a lot of knowledge rather 

than just capital.  

4.6 Company F  

4.6.1 Background 

The interviewee in this company is an innovation manager at a bank in the Limburg 

province, the Netherlands, who helps Start-Ups innovate, connect, grow, and scale their 

business. In his position, he is responsible for assisting and consulting SMEs, Scale-Ups, 

and Start-Ups. In this regard, his department elaborates on how they can help 
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entrepreneurs and their companies with the finance and growth-related issues and 

evaluate possibilities for cooperation (Case Company F, 2019). During his career, our 

interviewee has dealt with many entrepreneurs and companies, and therefore, he gained 

the knowledge of countless successful business cases and the underlying success factors. 

In the interview, the innovation manager told us that it is his goal to make “Limburg more 

of a (Start-Up) hub than Eindhoven.” To foster innovation and help entrepreneurship, the 

bank gives out loans with low interest rates, which can be paid back after a certain grace 

period, thereby allowing the entrepreneur to develop ideas or products. The innovation 

manager also mentioned that there is a general trend in the Netherlands about giving 

entrepreneurs loans or grants to enable them a more comfortable start into their business. 

For instance, the Dutch government also gives out loans up to 200.000 Euros to 

entrepreneurs and Start-Ups. Further, the interviewee identified that “wealthy people 

nowadays rather invest their money into projects as they do not see attractive interest 

rates for their capital.” 

4.6.2 Success Factors 

This case is especially compelling, as here the success factors for Start-Ups are not 

derived from the company in which the interviewee is employed but rather from the Start-

Ups the interviewee works with. As an innovation manager, the interviewee has worked 

with countless Start-Ups and has, therefore, been able to evaluate and analyze many 

different business cases. The interviewee sees the essential success factor in the creation 

of a network and stated that “Start-Ups need to find a community so they can exchange 

ideas and experiences which will make their firms run more efficiently.” He went on that 

his firm is helping Start-Ups by creating such a community where entrepreneurs have the 

chance to learn from each other but also to be able to receive financial assistance from 

the bank where the interviewee is employed. When entrepreneurs and third parties are 

actively engaging and participating in such ecosystems, the ability to find investors and 

acquire funding also becomes easier. When such ecosystems are flourishing, governments 

and high net worth individuals notice that there is wealth to be gained by investing in 

such ecosystems, thus creating a mutual interest for both the companies and investors. 

Besides trying to create an ecosystem for entrepreneurs, the interviewee, and his division, 

they also try to foster a culture of innovation. In the effort of bringing different institutions 

together with entrepreneurs, one of the responses they received was, “Are you going to 
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take over our business?” Once they began cooperating, they quickly realized that such 

collaborations bear fruits rather than creating fear and threat of competition. When asking 

the interviewee his opinion on what makes or break a Start-Up, he mentioned that “The 

entrepreneur has to go into the process for 100 percent.” and that “It is all about the 

creation of the right mindset.” Besides having the right mindset, the interviewee stated 

the creation of the right team that shares this kind of mentality is equally of importance. 

Especially when it comes to SMEs that have been in business for a couple of decades or 

engineers who are solely focused on developing a product, fostering innovation and 

customer experience is a key driver of success and growth. Companies need to continually 

iterate and adapt to the needs and requirements of the market and customers.  

4.7 Company G 

4.7.1 Background 

In this case, we were speaking to the founder and CEO of a tech company, which is 

building solar cells on trucks to create energy to increase the fuel efficiency of fleets up 

to 5.5%. The company has been operating for four years, and at this moment, they are in 

a funding round to grow the business and to approach more customers. The firm is based 

in the Netherlands and is targeting the European market where, according to the founder, 

they are only competing with one large company which is having a similar business 

model. Currently, there are three people in the firm, whereas the CEO is responsible for 

product development and finance. The other two co-founders have a technical 

background, and the interviewee calls them “the brains for technological projects and 

electrical systems.” Thus, they engage to a vast extent, directly in the development of the 

actual product. The company has strategic partners from which it either purchases the 

parts or which produce the electrical components for them. Therefore, the value 

proposition lies in the system which connects those parts to reach a more energy-efficient 

fuel consumption of trucks. The customers are transportation companies in Europe and 

the founder stressed the importance of collaborating with large logistics companies, as 

“80% of all Dutch transportation vehicles (i.e., freight trucks) are owned by 15-20% of 

the transportation companies.” In the interview, the founder mentioned various factors 

which he believes made the company successful and which are going to lay the foundation 

for growth opportunities. It was exciting for us to hear that the founder describes himself 
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as a “serial entrepreneur, who is interested in growing businesses” and revealed to us 

that he is planning to sell his venture to a major player in the market once the company is 

grown large enough. 

4.7.2 Success Factors 

The interviewee believes that motivation and drive are the most important values when it 

comes to be an entrepreneur. He especially stated that “you can have the best team in the 

world and an amazing idea, but there will always be desperate moments where you need 

to pull through. And that only happens if you have the drive and the motivation.” He 

further stated that digital technologies have helped him greatly as “you can learn almost 

anything about any topic while conducting online research”. His firm makes use of such 

online technologies especially when it comes to connecting with other entrepreneurs and 

when seeking funding opportunities. For instance, his cofounder engaged in research for 

seeking accelerator programs which helped the company to take part in an accelerator-

camp in Portugal and Spain. Being in this camp has enabled the firm to become part of a 

larger European EE which connected them to the biggest Dutch Start-Up accelerator, 

namely Rockstart. The founder mentioned the mentoring though Rockstart has helped 

him greatly. Surprisingly not in terms of funding, but rather in terms of social capital. He 

mentioned that “funding is important, but still I am very selective when it comes to 

partnering up with institutions”. Therefore, the firm profits significantly from experts 

from the Start-Up scene which evaluate his firm’s development and work with him to 

make smart decisions regarding growth opportunities. He states that “we are definitely 

looking for smart money”, meaning that the combination between funding and guidance 

through experts from the Start-Up scene is a great benefit for small growing businesses. 

Further, he also states that the right team is a crucial factor for the creation of a business. 

When asking what he would have done differently if he could start his business again, 

then he answered that he would have hired 1-2 more people in the beginning in order to 

be able to cope with extensive amounts of workload. 
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4.8 Company H 

4.8.1 Background 

Company H represents a Start-Up located in the Netherlands that focusses on providing 

data-driven solutions for smart devices. The company builds an app to optimize inland 

waterborne transportation by providing real-time data to the supply chain with the aim to 

reduce congestions on the rivers, lower fuel consumption and CO2 emissions (Case 

Company H, 2019). The interviewee has extensive experience in doing business and also 

has experience in prior ventures. The company was founded in 2016 and employs three 

people. The business is growing and is generating revenue. The interviewee is a seasoned 

businessman who was asked to initially help the company to grow as a project, but one 

year later, he joined the company as co-founder and became a major stakeholder. The 

interviewee is the project leader, and in total, there are three persons employed within the 

Start-Up. The business idea was conceptualized when the founder of the company noticed 

boats queuing up for the docks for an extensive period of time. By providing real-time 

data to the captain on the ships, docks, and harbors, there is a lot of efficiencies, time, and 

cost savings improvements possible. For a long time, investors had difficulties in 

understanding how the app solution serves a real value for the businesses in inland 

waterborne transportation. After collaboration with a well-known telecom provider in the 

Netherlands and doing research together with a renowned University, outsiders 

eventually began to see the possibilities with the app the company created.  These research 

collaborations gave the Start-Up useful insights and validation of their business, which 

ultimately lead to the government becoming their first customer.  

4.8.2 Success Factors 

During the interview, it became evident that the region and business environment where 

the Start-Up is operating is very conservative towards new technologies. One of the main 

challenges with the conceptualization of the business was to convince the industry, 

governments, and investors with the idea of using big data to create a business model 

serving inland waterborne transportation. One of the biggest successes the company 

achieved was to get funded and acquiring the government as its first customer. This 

success was achieved by firstly collaborating with universities and a well-known Dutch 

telecom provider, and secondly, due to the persistence and effective use of the 
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interviewee’s social capital. The interviewee states: “I realized that not many 

entrepreneurs have that network or the ability to find the right way to open the doors. 

However, when they do find the right doors, it is important to find the right 

communication.”  It is of importance to know how to convince and sell your mission and 

vision. Another success factor identified during the interview is that because of his 

extensive social capital, he is actively engaging in his EE to collect, share, learn, and 

establish new connections to grow his business. Experience also plays an incremental part 

in the success of running a business. “The most important part of entrepreneurship is 

being an entrepreneur. Looking back at my previous endeavors, I thought I was an 

entrepreneur, but I was not. I learned a lot from my mistakes, and this is a process 

everyone has to go through. You need to get out of your comfort zone and surround 

yourself with people that are far cleverer than you are.” 
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5 Analysis 

In this chapter, the results from the empirical findings will be analyzed in order to 

construct a theoretical framework in which similarities, differences between the cases 

will be discussed and also new findings will be highlighted. Moreover, we are explaining 

the relationship to the success factors which were identified in the literature and how they 

relate to the new findings.  

 

Figure 6 - Connection between Success Factors identified in the literature to Success 
Factors derived from the interviews (own illustration) 
 

When researching the literature, we identified the initial factors as listed in 2.6 as critical 

factors contributing to the overall success of firms on a meta-level. However, when 

conducting the grounded analysis of the interviews, we discovered new themes that are 

critical for the success of a Start-Up. Although the success factors were identified in the 

frame of reference, they appear to be not as measurable and tangible as the new themes 

which have emerged through the grounded analysis. The new themes that have been 

identified are, in our opinion, more measurable, tangible, and give a better explanation of 

how they are utilized in practice by the interviewed firms. Figure 6 shows how the success 

factors which were identified in the literature, are connected with the success factors 

which have been revealed from the grounded analysis. 
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5.1 Lean Approach to Customer Orientation 

The first theme that was identified from the interviews is that the companies have a lean 

approach to customer orientation. When conducting the conversations, most of the 

interviewees stated that they are placing significant emphasis and value on the 

conceptualization of their business model, as well as the creation and evaluation of digital 

and offline marketing strategies. To achieve this, iterating the business model and 

continually safeguarding the value proposition have been important factors for all of the 

interviewees. While all of the interviewed firms underlined the importance of being 

customer-driven, it has been only companies A, B, C, and D who have actively engaged 

in seeking feedback from customers. Correspondingly, company A, stated that they are 

continually asking themselves the questions “Who are our users? How do we provide 

value for them? How can we test as cheaply as possible?” to ensure that their value 

proposition is in line with the recent and anticipated developments in demand and market. 

Company C stated that “you need to develop a strategy and know your customer 360 

degrees.” The companies mentioned above which are actively seeking feedback from 

their users thereby profit significantly from the utilization of digital technologies to 

receive feedback inquired through social media sites, email newsletters, online surveys, 

or contact forms on websites.  

This is in line with the literature as, according to Amitt & Scott (2001); Cusomano & 

Geldi (2013); Dini et al. (2011); and Sussan & Acs (2018), platforms enable users & 

agents to interact more efficiently and effectively. The authors revealed that users become 

co-creators of businesses as their reviews and feedback provides significant insights on 

how the business model of companies can be altered to fit the demands of the market and 

the customers. As identified in the literature, the concept of users & agents is an integral 

part of the idea of Generativity (Zittrain, 2006), which we have recognized as one of the 

success factors in the digital transformation. Such practices were also confirmed by 

company B, which stated that “Our business needs to be customer-driven, which is why 

we ask our customers for feedback as often as possible. Thereby we are approaching our 

customers in a friendly and humble way to ensure a great customer experience.” 

However, according to them, it is also essential to prioritize and cluster the received 

customer feedback to understand which changes are more incremental. Company B stated 

in this regard that “Not all feedback is considered. We are always scanning for most the 
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important feedback as we are aware of many problems in the business that have to be 

solved but cannot be tackled at the moment.” Company A shared a similar opinion and 

stated that “[…] we cannot implement every customer feedback because some contradict 

each other.” However, for this company, it was especially important to receive feedback 

during the prototyping phase. In contrast, companies E and G did not believe in asking 

potential customers for feedback during the development of prototypes as they were 

afraid of third parties stealing their intellectual property. Thus, the prototypes were 

developed until the companies perceived them ready for the market. 

 

Another part of the Learn Approach to Customer Orientation is how firms effectively use 

marketing strategies to target potential customers. In light of this, the research participants 

gave different answers on this subject. In general, all of the firms agree that using 

marketing strategies which have to be taken into consideration, is an essential aspect for 

the overall success of their companies. While analyzing the data, we noticed a difference 

in how each company conducts such strategies. For instance, Companies A, B, D, and E 

stated that offline marketing had been one of the critical factors in creating awareness and 

finding customers for their businesses. All of these companies have engaged in active 

participation in events such as trade fairs, pitch nights, conferences, and panel 

discussions. Company A stated that “we are doing a lot of offline marketing, for instance, 

we are going to universities where we are holding lectures and try to get people to sign 

up for the newsletter." 

In contrast, company D revealed that “we had a lot of success in the beginning through 

personal promotion; however, that cost too many resources. Later we found out that 

digital marketing is a lot cheaper than offline marketing.” Thus, offline marketing had 

been vital for them in the beginning, but they had to come up with other marketing 

strategies, which were more cost-efficient. While questioning the strategy part during the 

interviews, we found out that companies A, B, and D are currently using digital marketing 

strategies whereas company E used to engage in digital marketing in the beginning but 

has now stopped to do so as they have changed their business model from a B2C to a B2B 

approach. Companies A and B have underlined the importance of measuring the 

outcomes of their digital marketing efforts. To do this, they use analytics tools such as 

Google Analytics and Google Ads to track their progress in terms of conversions. Thus, 

the companies argued that digital technologies had enabled them to track the impact and 
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awareness of their advertisements and overall to increase their knowledge about the 

customer. Another tool mentioned by company B was the crowdfunding platform 

Kickstarter, where the firm raised money to start their business. The interviewee told us 

that “our company had overwhelming success with our crowdfunding campaign. We 

gained a lot of capital and publicity. The tremendous success made it difficult to deliver 

all the ordered products on time. It served for us as a promotion tool as we were trending 

on Kickstarter.” It is in line with what Lehner et al. (2015) state that companies may not 

be able to cope with the explosive growth and demand of their product. Thus, engaging 

in crowdfunding can not only provide capital for firms but also promote the company 

significantly. Company A told us in this regard that they are also planning a crowdfunding 

campaign this year because they also believe it to be a great promotion tool for their 

platform. Overall, when linking and analyzing the different subjects to each other, we 

identified that our research participants interact with their customer at an early stage in 

combination with adequately using Generativity to iterate their business model to meet 

the customer demands. 

5.2 Entrepreneurial Goals & Culture 

The second theme that was derived from the grounded analysis is a combination of 

entrepreneurial goals and culture. Starting with the entrepreneurial goals, we found out 

that the creation of the right team that has the same goals and mindset played a vital role 

to take into consideration when starting a venture. Company C revealed to us that 

“creating the right team is very important. The elasticity of the team is also an important 

factor as running a business is a team effort.” Company F added in this regard that “the 

entrepreneur needs to be able to reflect his or her believes on his or her employees.” 

Thus, the mentioned companies emphasize the entrepreneurial mindset of the team very 

much. They see it as a critical factor for the entrepreneurial process, which company B 

referred to as the will to “be persistent even if a project does not work out. The team 

members should be able to cope with failures and learn from them. Especially in our 

Start-Up, many mistakes were made, and the team must be able to cope with it.” Along 

with this, company G had similar views on this “The creation of the team is really 

important since even in bad times, you need to pull each other through, and this will make 

or break your company.” In their statements, the companies confirm what has been 

evaluated in the literature by Baum & Locke (2014) and Brandstätter (2011) who stated 
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that the typical traits of entrepreneurs are self-efficacy, the need of achievement, 

innovativeness, stress-tolerance, risk-taking, and passion for work. Thus, the respondents 

agreed that they would experience difficulties if team members lack some of the criteria 

mentioned above. For instance, companies B, D, and E had to restructure as the core team 

members left the company because they did not share the initial vision of the firm 

anymore. For instance, company B stated that “four people started the company, but three 

of them left so in the end, only the founder was left.” 

 

Interestingly, company D experienced the same situation as the firm is also founded by 

four people, but due to mistakes at the beginning of the company’s lifecycle, three people 

left the Start-Up. On the other side of the spectrum, company H stated: “My other co-

founder and I are black and white when it comes to personalities and perspectives. We 

sometimes have heated discussion on the trajectory of the company, but in the end, our 

differences complement each other significantly.” 

 

Of course, the question arises how entrepreneurs engage in the creation of “the right” 

team. Company A stated that they are actively using their network to look for like-minded 

people. According to the literature, this would be defined as effectively using the weak 

ties of the Social Capital of the entrepreneur (De Veirman et al., 2017; Hampton, 2003; 

Kavanaugh et al., 2005; Nambisan et al., 2017). An interesting finding emerged that prior 

entrepreneurial experience of team members was mentioned by the interviewees to be a 

prerequisite to find out whether individuals have the potential to become part of the 

founding team. In the literature, Shane (2000) and Von Hippel (1994) identified, that prior 

knowledge makes it more likely for individuals to engage in entrepreneurship and thus 

team members with previous experience can also perform better in entrepreneurial 

ventures. Companies B, C, and E also confirm this. Companies G and F told us that 

mistakes at the beginning of the entrepreneurial process were mainly due to the 

inexperience of their team members. Interestingly, Aldrich (2014) and Baron (1998) 

identified that the democratization of entrepreneurship enables individuals to follow 

entrepreneurial opportunities easier as the opportunity costs decrease. 

 

Another observation during the data analysis was that companies struggle because team 

members are not able to relate to the company culture or the entrepreneurial culture in 
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general. Company F stated in this regard that “many people only focus on day to day 

operations but neglect to engage more into business development and innovation that 

lead to the growth of the company.” Besides the company culture, the cultural aspects 

around the firm were mentioned as equally important factors contributing to the success 

of the interviewed firms. One of the most critical factors in this regard is seen by the firms 

in the behavior of investors. Company D complained that “investors in Germany are very 

conservative and reluctant to invest in the business because they want to see a profit, and 

they do not invest in just an idea.” Company H additionally shared concerns about the 

culture of capital funding in the southern region of the Netherlands namely; “Business 

Angels or Venture Capitalists in our region only invest into projects when they are 100% 

certain they will recoup their investment, and demand 50% of the shares in the company, 

whereas, in the US, investors have a different attitude towards investing in Start-Ups.” 

Correspondingly, company E claimed that “in the US you don’t need to be profitable to 

get funding.” This statement is in line with the opinion of company C which operates in 

the United States on behalf of investors, stating that “in the United States, high net worth 

individuals are willing to take their money from private markets and put them into private 

businesses.” Thus, he believes the United States to be a more friendly culture for 

entrepreneurship as “Investors in the United States understand the concept of a Start-Up 

model and have a more tolerant risk culture.” But cultural differences across countries 

do not only affect the availability of funding but also the market entry barriers. For 

instance, company E said that it was hard to enter the German market because “Germans 

are skeptical about new technologies, especially in terms of groceries. That is because 

the German society is a bit traditional and conservative.” Company A also identified the 

conservativism of German people and companies as a challenge as “traditional 

companies handle the cooperation differently as they are a lot more conservative. In our 

case, the digital media platforms are a lot more flexible in their decisions and open for 

cooperation.” Thus, the firm profited from the cooperation with young firms as 

established and older media businesses were skeptical about their business model and the 

firm had to go through many formal processes to be able to work with the media company. 
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5.3 Participation in the Entrepreneurial Ecosystem  

The third theme that became evident is the importance of participation of entrepreneurs 

in the EE. As been identified in the literature, the success of a business is, to a great extent, 

dependent on the structures and environment around the firm.  

As explained by company C, “The typical entrepreneurial ecosystems basically have not 

changed, it still is San Francisco, New York, Boston, Tel Aviv, London, Shenzen, etc. 42% 

of the high growth Start-Ups and unicorns in the last 15 years were created the United 

States -  40% of them in China. Which means that the other 18% is widely distributed 

across the globe.” According to Stam (2015), Start-Ups who are located near thriving 

ecosystems, tend to perform better and grow quickly due to the access to knowledge, 

resources, capital, and investors. When discussing this topic with the interviewees, 

company G mentioned: ”We are located in a bad part of the region where there are not 

a lot of Start-Ups, and there is a lack of an entrepreneurial ecosystem. It would be better 

if we were located near Eindhoven, for example, as it is the tech hub of the Netherlands”. 

Besides, company F, which is located in the same region as company G, also mentioned 

that in their area, there is a lack of an effective EE where Start-Ups and businesses can 

flourish. As a result of an ineffective EE, company H mentioned that: “not being located 

in an ecosystem can limit the growth of a company. […] not many entrepreneurs have the 

network or the ability to find the right way to open the doors”. 

 

When reviewing and analyzing the data derived from the interviews, it showed that in all 

cases, the Start-Ups made significant use of the ecosystem to grow their business. The 

resources that were found and utilized by the Start-Ups within these ecosystems, are in 

line with the World Economic Forum (2013), which state the four most important pillars 

of the EE: The availability of human capital, access to international and local markets, 

access to major universities, as well as regulatory frameworks that support 

entrepreneurship. However, the four pillars mentioned by the World Economic Forum, 

are only part of the ecosystem and do not explain the underlying relationships and causes 

that make the EE and the participation in it so crucial for the success of Start-Ups. 

 

The literature describes EEs as a landscape for entrepreneurs that provides the necessary 

framework to quickly develop ideas to start businesses (Spigel, 2017). This statement 
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becomes present in our interviews. Interestingly, most of the people who have been in an 

educational institution have already unknowingly been active in such ecosystems. 

Company B, E, D, and G’s business ideas were conceptualized when they were studying 

at the university or working on a university project. It is this where we find a connection 

to statements of Baron (2006) and Sussan & Acs (2017), that when surrounding or 

locating yourself in an EE, it dramatically enhances the discovery and pursuit of 

entrepreneurial opportunities.  

Another aspect of the EE is that these communities serve as an instrument where 

experiences and ideas are shared among the entrepreneurs to learn and help each other.  

 

All research participants acknowledged the fact that being active in an EE would greatly 

benefit them. However, despite this knowledge, some Start-Ups did not actively engage 

in this ecosystem for various reasons. Company E mentioned that they purposely did not 

make many efforts to network, as they would rather spend time on developing the product 

and disliked the activity of attending (networking) events. Company G also did not 

actively engage in connecting with the ecosystem out of fear that competitors might steal 

their business concept. Thus by not participating in the EE, they were not able to inquire 

feedback from other participants in the EE. Therefore, they complained that “developing 

something that we don’t have a lot of knowledge about, and not having the ability to learn 

from others, significantly slowed down our learning process.” Company D at first 

engaged actively in attending networking events and fairs across Germany to promote 

their product, but later experienced that it would be more effective to focus on their region 

closer to home. They stated that by focusing closer to their regional structures, they could 

use their Social Capital more efficiently. Company B, C, and F achieved great successes 

by positioning themselves right in the middle of the EE by constantly increasing their 

network, exchanging information, experiences, and looking for strategic partners.  

 

Therefore, it is what Granovetter (1973) claims that having a social network as an 

entrepreneur is not a luxury, but of central importance for an entrepreneur. By building 

on increasing your social capital as an entrepreneur, we can confirm the findings of Stam 

et al. (2014) and Smith et al. (2017), that social capital is critical for the success and 

performance of an enterprise. This finding was confirmed by Company H mentioning: 

“[…] not many entrepreneurs have the network or the ability to find the right way to open 
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doors necessary to grow the company or have access to resources.” Entrepreneurs are 

finding an important channel to access such resources in the DEE by using social media, 

which enables them to get in contact with professionals, customers, investors, etc. All of 

the interviewed companies stated that they are using social media to get in contact with 

other professionals, investors, etc. This is in line with the literature of Li et al. (2012), 

stating that Start-Ups make significant use of the structures present in the DEE. For 

instance, company G uses the DEE for research purposes, as is mention: “[…] you can 

learn almost anything about any topic while conducting online research.” Additionally, 

Start-Ups also utilize the DEE to acquire third Third-Party technologies that support their 

business operations. This will be further discussed in section 5.4.  

 

What became evident within the data from the interviewees is that access to capital and 

governmental structures play a crucial role in successful EEs. To start with access to 

private capital, company C states: “The success of ecosystems is related to the available 

capital and investors. Successful ecosystems, therefore, tend to be centralized around 

pools of private capital.” What we found out is that, in contrary to the well-known 

thriving EEs, Start-Ups in the “unknown” or regional ecosystems, have a harder time 

acquiring capital due to the limited availability of it. However, company F mentioned 

that: “Due to the economic situation where interest rates are nearly 0%, we see an 

increase of private capital looking for alternative investments.” This indicates that such 

regions have an increase in access to capital and investments in Start-Ups. But the 

problem with this “new” capital entering this market is that according to company H: 

“Business Angels or Venture Capitalists in our region only invest into projects when they 

are 100% certain they will recoup their investment and demand 50% of the shares in the 

company.” This poses problems to Start-Ups as they cannot meet those demands of the 

investors. Company D, E, and G mention that: “When it comes to attracting investors, 

the most important part of it is that you both share the same values and vision.” When 

analyzing, we can see a connection between the success of an ecosystem and its culture, 

as described in the Entrepreneurial Goals & Culture section. 

 

The other factor influencing the success of an EE is the creation of favorable conditions 

for entrepreneurs constructed by governments. According to company C: “Bureaucracy 

limits the amount of (foreign) investments in the ecosystem.” As an example, company C 
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mentioned the implementation of the GDPR law in the European Union (EU), which 

created a significant entry barrier for companies to grow in the EU due to the regulations 

and costs that are implied with this law. Company D mentions that: “Governmental 

regulation and bureaucracy are a huge a burden for Start-Ups. Tax declaration or 

complying with (regional) laws makes it difficult to innovate freely for Start-Ups.” 

Nevertheless, the data out of the interviews showed that governments do provide or at 

least make an effort to establish a favorable environment for entrepreneurs. In most of the 

cases, they provide Start-Ups with a loan with favorable interest rates or other beneficial 

conditions, as company A, E, G, and I received funding from governmental institutions.  

5.4 Integration & Utilization of Third-Party Technologies 

The fourth theme derived from the data is how Start-Ups integrate and utilize third-party 

technologies to support their business. As mentioned in section 5.3, the DEE provides 

Start-Ups with Third-Party technologies that significantly benefit their business 

operations. For instance, company E uses cloud services as a way to integrate and 

facilitate optimal working conditions for their employees. Company G uses the third-

party technology provider Github 3to receive assistance with the development of the 

coding of their technology. For the companies A, B, and D that focused on the B2C 

market, online marketing tools such as Google Analytics or Social Media insights added 

great value to the workflow of the companies. During the interviews, we noticed that all 

of the research participants in one way or another used or collaborated with third party 

(technologies) to develop their business. Company A, which stated: “It is evident that the 

business model requires digital technologies to work, without the internet, it would not 

be possible to create such a platform which our business is built upon.” Company D 

mentioned the importance of utilizing digital technologies that assist or take over your 

daily work.  “It is important as a Start-Up to make use of digital technologies that make 

your daily business operations more efficient and easier, even if they would not be cheap 

to acquire. The time you are able to spend on the actual development of your business is 

far more valuable.” Company A, G, and H collaborated with third-party software 

engineering companies to develop the technical side of their product. Company A stated 

that: “[…] we are working together with coders in Brazil which we found through social 

                                                
 
3 An online platform on which users co-work on software projects 
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media. It is great how digital technologies enable you to get in contact with anyone and 

how this can help you to grow your business.” Company D and G also source their 

technical development part from a third party through the platform such as GitHub. 

Taking all the statements mentioned above into account, it shows how the 

democratization of entrepreneurship helped entrepreneurs to benefit from Third-Party 

technologies to grow their business. 

Similarly, they outsource the production of the physical product as well through third 

parties. Interestingly is that company A, B, E, and G found their suppliers by actively 

researching the DEE. These findings correlate with Nambisan et al. (2017), where 

entrepreneurship in the age of digitalization and democratization of entrepreneur profits 

from “fluid boundaries.”  

 

Another finding we can identify out of the data is that besides utilizing third-party 

technologies as a way to improve your business, we also noticed that the users & agents 

play an important role nowadays. Company A, B, and D’s success of their business 

partially lies in the hands of their customers, as they are actively sharing their experiences 

with the product through the social media channels. For all the research participants, the 

use of social media channels served as a vital instrument to reach out to their (potential) 

clients to not only sell their product, but also the received feedback. Company E, G, and 

H’s product development is also much dependent on the data that is generated by their 

users. These findings correlate with Cusomano & Geldi (2013), which proclaim that the 

utilization of data generated through users & agents is a “game changer” for business 

models in the digital transition. What we can see is that the customer data becomes a 

digital resource which companies utilize and leverage to create other (new) business 

models. It would support the theory of Zittrain (2006) that this relates to the process of 

generativity, where innovative outcomes can be promoted through inputs from extensive, 

uncoordinated audiences (i.e., the customer’s data becomes an asset for the company).  
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5.5 Acquisition of Capital for Business Growth 

The fifth theme which we identified throughout the interviews is the acquisition of capital 

for business growth. In the literature, attracting venture capital is believed to be a 

significant factor for the growth of a company and can be responsible for the overall 

success of the firm (Davila et al., 2003). When asking the firms what their most critical 

entry barrier was, companies A, E, and C replied that it was the availability of capital to 

grow their business. In terms of which kind of funding and how to receive capital for their 

ventures, the interviewees had different strategies. In the interviews, we found out that 

the first starting point to receive capital was through governmental organizations or 

entrepreneurship competitions, as the risks are significantly lower than with other capital 

strategies.  

For instance, company E mentioned, “we won a lot of prizes and competitions which have 

helped us, in the beginning, to be able to build or prototypes.” Company A had similar 

experiences with taking part in competitions. In the interview, the founder of company A 

mentioned that “[…] we received funding from different sources, and it helped us a lot 

because the money came from competitions and we did not have to pay it back.” Both 

companies stated that they used digital technologies to find and apply for these funding 

opportunities. In the literature, Nambisan et al. (2017) & Putnam (2000) already identified 

the importance of “bridging social capital” - or the effective use of weak ties to build 

relationships with others which can in this case also lead to finding potential partners for 

funding purposes. However, as already mentioned in section 5.1, it is not just through 

digital platforms but also through offline events that our interviewees got in contact with 

partners. We can draw a link to section 5.3 of the Participation in the Entrepreneurial 

Ecosystem. Company C stated: “The success of ecosystems is related to the available 

capital and investors. Successful ecosystems, therefore, tend to be centralized around 

pools of private capital”. We could observe that the interviewed companies used both 

digital media and offline events to find partners to collaborate with. 

When it comes to strategies for acquiring funding from investors, we received different 

answers. For instance, company B believes that “you have to be careful with investors” 

as “[…] you need the right investors, and they have to fit the company.” In the case of 

company B, the founder mainly refers to the values which the Venture Capitalist or Angel 
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Investor incorporates, as the business focuses primarily on environmental sustainability. 

Company C stated in addition to this: “Early stage investors could have different 

incentives, as they may want to exit out earlier than the entrepreneur.” Besides the 

importance of sharing the same values, we also identified that they are specifically 

looking to attract the knowledge into the company that comes along with Venture Capital. 

Company C, E, and G agreed that funding should not just be about money itself but also 

knowledge. Thus, company E (C, G) states that “we are definitely looking for investors 

who can also bring in knowledge into the company – we are looking for smart money.” 

In order to find the right investors, the companies C, E, and G revealed that they are using 

their social capital to both get in contact but also know more about the investors. The 

scholars also identified social capital as one of the most critical aspects for firms to be 

successful as companies use their contacts to create social networks which are 

characterized by high-trust (Casson & Guista, 2007; Smith et al., 2017; Stam et al., 2014). 
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6 Discussion 

In this section, we will discuss the findings of the theoretical background along with the 

empirical findings in order to derive conclusions about what factors made the interviewed 

Start-Ups successful. These conclusions either confirm the literature or point out new 

learnings which add new insights to the existing knowledge. 

Based on the analysis of the success factors of the companies which were derived through 

the grounded analysis (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015), we developed propositions which 

address which factors firms need to take into consideration to increase the success and 

performance of their venture. Thus, the propositions are addressing the identified success 

factors which are (1) Lean Approach to Customer Orientation, (2) Entrepreneurial Goals 

& Culture, (3) Participation in the Entrepreneurial Ecosystem, (4) Utilization and 

Integration of Third-Party Technologies, and (5) Acquisition of Capital for Business 

Growth. The existing literature will be used to elaborate on the propositions in order to 

identify emergent contributions and similarities to the theory. 

Lean Approach to Customer Orientation 

After evaluating the interviews, it became clear to us that Start-Ups operating in the digital 

transformation have to put the customer at the center of their operations at any time. The 

technological progress creates a fast-paced environment, where customers have the 

choice between a high number of firms which provide similar value propositions. 

Therefore, we identified that companies constantly evaluate and iterate their business 

model to be able to fit the customer’s needs. This constant change of business strategy is 

called a lean, and firms are using various methods to inquire data about customers. Firstly, 

customer data is generated via digital platforms where companies interact with users. 

Previous studies have indicated how digital platforms serve as tools for companies to get 

in contact with customers, and moreover, how they value and implement the user’s 

feedback and therefore making them co-creators for the firm’s value propositions (e.g., 

Amitt & Scott (2001); Sussan & Acs (2018); and Dini et al. (2011)). This was confirmed 

by the interviewed companies which stated that feedback of users is inquired regularly 

and then evaluated and categorized to reflect on the current state of the business. 

Successfully done, firms profit not only from valuable insights from the users but also 

build a better relationship with their customers. In turn, customers feel that their feedback 
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and reviews have an impact on the business model of a firm and therefore, feel valued. 

Secondly, companies are making use of tools such as Google Ads and Google Analytics. 

These technologies use and create big data about the preferences and behaviors of 

customers, which then allows firms to target their products and services to the right 

audience at the right time. 

Consequently, we conclude that companies nowadays are using a lean approach to stay 

competitive while keeping the customer in focus. To do that, companies have to become 

data-driven and use digital technologies to inquire about all types of data about the 

customers. Therefore, we summarize our observations in the following proposition: 

Proposition 1: The success of a venture is dependent on the continuous iteration of the 

business model which requires companies nowadays to be customer- and data-driven. 

Entrepreneurial Goals & Culture 

Being a rather traditional success factor, it still applies that the right team is crucial for 

the success of a Start-Up. Thus, the vision and goals of the team members have to be 

aligned along with entrepreneurial character traits of the individuals. In the literature, this 

topic is very well-researched – for instance, in studies by Baum & Locke (2014) and 

Brandstätter (2011) who investigated which traits characterize successful entrepreneurs. 

From the interviews, we can conclude that entrepreneurial ventures struggle to survive if 

team members lose vision or motivation due to difficulties or challenges in business 

operations. Entrepreneurs are using the prior experience of candidates as an indicator and 

prerequisite whether the person could be a valuable addition to the team. Effectively using 

the Social Capital both through offline and online (social media) platforms (e.g., 

LinkedIn), can help companies to find the right candidate who shows the necessary prior 

experience to fit the firm. The reason why we argue the importance of due diligence when 

creating the right team is because of the democratization of entrepreneurship. As 

identified by previous studies (Aldrich, 2014; Baron, 1998), digitalization enabled 

individuals to engage in entrepreneurship or other business opportunities much more 

quickly. Thus, we conclude that this is a reason why team members decide to leave the 

company if they are not in line with the company’s vision anymore to pursue a different 

opportunity.  
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Moreover, it became evident to us that the cultural dimensions around the ecosystem in 

which the Start-Up operates have a significant impact on the company’s success. Our 

findings indicate a strong relationship between a greater risk-culture and the availability 

of venture capital in such ecosystems. Furthermore, complicated bureaucratic procedures 

in countries such as Germany make it harder for entrepreneurs to start their companies. 

We can conclude that Start-Ups generally flourish better in “entrepreneurship-friendly” 

cultures where investors are less risk-averse and where the governmental structures 

support and encourage engagement and participation in entrepreneurship. Our findings 

are summarized in the two following propositions:  

Proposition 2a: Even though the digital transformation has changed the dynamics of 

doing business drastically, creating the right team for the venture is still of critical 

importance as identified by the traditional literature.  

Proposition 2b: The democratization of entrepreneurship resulted in a loss of 

premeditation among team members and can be considered as a crucial barrier to 

overcome for the creation of the right team.  

Proposition 2c: Start-Ups need to understand the cultural dimensions of the firm’s 

ecosystem to successfully acquire and utilize resources.  

Participation in the Entrepreneurial Ecosystem 
 
Throughout the research, we identified that the EE plays a central role in the success of 

Start-Ups. As has been identified in previous studies (Stam, 2015; World Economic 

Forum, 2013), our findings are in line stating the importance of these structures and 

environmental aspects around a firm and its relation to the success of a venture. In 

addition to this, we discovered in our research that the success of a venture is also 

dependent on the quality and geographical positioning of the venture near such an 

ecosystem. Furthermore, we identified that it is the active participation in the 

Entrepreneurial Ecosystem by the venture which contributes significantly to the success 

of the company as well as the use of digital technologies found in the DEE. 

Throughout the research, we identified that the EE plays a central role in the success of 

Start-Ups. As has been identified in previous studies (Stam, 2015; World Economic 
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Forum, 2013), our findings are in line stating the importance of these structures and 

environmental aspects around a firm and its relation to the success of a venture. In 

addition to this, we discovered in our research that the success of a venture is also 

dependent on the quality and geographical positioning of the firm near such an 

ecosystem. Furthermore, we identified that it is the active participation in the EE by the 

venture which contributes significantly to the success of the company as well as the use 

of digital technologies found in the DEE. 

To start with, the responses of our interviews led us to conclude that the quality of the EE 

is highly dependent on the availability and accessibility of capital and resources. In light 

of this, the data out of the interviews reveals that thriving EEs tend to be located around 

pools of private equity and countries or regions that provide favorable conditions for 

innovation and investments. These findings are in line with previous studies (i.e., Spigel, 

2017; Stam, 2015) that such factors are of importance to provide the necessary framework 

for entrepreneurs to easily develop ideas and boost the growth of businesses. All of the 

interviewees mentioned that bureaucracy limits the growth of companies. Therefore, 

governmental structures play an integral part to provide favorable conditions for the 

entrepreneurs to establish innovative companies, which in turn attracts investors. When 

analyzing all the data collected in our research, we observe that governments are able to 

create a “pull-effect” of wealth creation and resources by fostering such ecosystems. The 

creation of such thriving ecosystems should be in the interest of governments since these 

ecosystems have the potential for colossal wealth creation and employment in the region.  

Provided that successful ecosystems are of great benefit to entrepreneurs and ventures, 

we argue that Start-Ups who are located near successful ecosystems, tend to perform 

better and grow quicker than those who do not. Therefore, we argue that it is of 

importance to consider the geographical positioning of your venture near such thriving 

ecosystems. By doing so, you position yourself in an area where there is a vast amount of 

knowledge, resources, capital, and investors.  

Lastly, as mentioned previously, ventures need to participate actively in the EE. As stated 

in previous studies (Stam et al., 2009, 2011; Wong et al., 2005), economic growth is more 

likely to occur if groups of entrepreneurs work and interact together in ecosystems. 

However, during our interviews, we discovered that entrepreneurs or co-entrepreneurs in 
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their ecosystem, are more focused on the aspect “what is in it for me” or are afraid to 

share their business ideas with third parties for several reasons, rather than collaborating. 

By actively participating in the EE rather than excluding themselves, companies can 

successfully grow their businesses. The ecosystem contains vast amounts of resources 

that can be leveraged for the growth of businesses. However, this concept of sharing 

experiences and collaborating rather than competing, is not fully embraced yet by the 

participants in the ecosystem, as was described by our research participants. Therefore, 

the ecosystem must be educated of the benefits of interacting actively with each other, as 

described in the previous section of Entrepreneurial Goals & Culture. By doing so, the 

entire ecosystem and its participants benefit from each other. 

Interestingly, Subranamiam et al. (2019), state that the digital transformation significantly 

disrupted the traditional EE. However, rather than being disruptive, we found that the 

DEE enriched the traditional EE. In light of this, we neither see any data supporting the 

findings of Autio et al. (2017), that the dependency on local and regional structures of the 

EE has now changed through the embedment of digital technologies. Although the DEE 

has enabled new ways of communicating, provided services and introduced new 

technologies, which Start-Ups use to support their business operations, the data shows 

that the participation and positioning of yourself physically in the EE is far more critical 

than just relying on being present in the DEE. 

Proposition 3a: The success of a Start-Up is dependent on the participation by the 

entrepreneur or venture in the EE and the DEE.  

Proposition 3b: Local and regional structures of EEs remain to be of significant 

importance to entrepreneurs and are not as drastically disrupted by the digitalization as 

proclaimed by the literature. 

Utilization & Integration of third-Party Technologies 

As has been stated by previous studies (Ash & Burn, 2003; Kauffman & Walden, 2000; 

Schwaferts & Baldi, 2018), the digital revolution disrupted the business world and created 

vast amounts of new digital technologies that are used by companies as tools to improve 

efficiency, reduce costs and optimize business processes. When interviewing the Start-
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Ups, all of the research participants made use of such digital technologies. The utilization 

and implementation of third-party technologies provided by such companies, allows 

Start-Ups to be more focused on the actual growth and development of the company, 

rather than developing and managing their own internal and/or external processes. 

Through the democratization of entrepreneurship, the use of cost-effective solutions 

aiding the business processes of ventures has increased significantly. Additionally, 

although the costs of such technologies may be a budget constraint, all of the research 

participants concluded that the time you save on inefficient internal business process and 

being able to allocate that time towards the actual development of the business is 

incremental for the success of a venture. With the digitalization of the business world, 

cost-efficient third-party collaborations are easily found and acquired through Social 

Networking Sites. When it comes to the use of such partnerships, the findings of Autio et 

al. (2017) reveal, that the digitalization has enabled entrepreneurs to engage in 

collaborations with third-parties from all over the globe.  

Proposition 4: As confirmed by the literature, the democratization of entrepreneurship 

enables companies more easily and effectively to utilize third-party technologies acquired 

all over the globe in order to support their business operations. Such collaborations are of 

crucial importance for Start-Ups in the digital transformation. 

Acquisition of Capital for Business Growth 

As already identified in the literature, venture capital is one of the most significant factors 

for companies to be successful (i.e., Davila et al., 2003). In our findings, we can confirm 

that capital is also mentioned as a significant entry barrier for the interviewees. However, 

how and which kind of capital is acquired by firms in the digital transformation has been 

neglected. Our main findings indicate that entrepreneurs carefully choose which type of 

capital they would like to acquire. This is mainly because the overall strategies and goals 

of the investors need to be in line with the company’s values. Moreover, companies aim 

to attract smart capital – thus, the investors should not only bring in capital but also 

knowledge, experience, and access to professional networks. We found out that the 

interviewed companies which attracted smart capital profited from better networking 

opportunities and increased access to resources. 
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Firstly, the interviewed companies agreed that governmental support and/or competitions 

provide the necessary framework to start business operations but also to increase the 

firm’s awareness and reputation. Afterward, funding rounds are used to generate more 

capital from either venture capitalists or angel investors. Moreover, Crowdfunding can 

also be used as a valuable tool to both receive funding but also to create awareness. In 

terms of how companies get in touch with investors, we observed that entrepreneurs use 

their weak ties (or bridging social capital) and personal networks to create relationships 

with institutions or wealthy individuals (Nambisan et al., 2017; Putnam, 2000). In this 

regard, especially social networks are seen as an essential tool in the literature as they are 

characterized by high-trust (Casson & Guista, 2007; Smith et al., 2017; Stam et al., 2014).  

On the one hand, digital technologies simplify the relationship-building processes as 

entrepreneurs use digital platforms for networking. Therefore, entrepreneurs nowadays 

have the advantage of collecting more information about the investors, which results in a 

higher likelihood of finding cooperation partners that can bring both capital and 

knowledge into the company. On the other hand, our findings indicate that offline 

networking is still used as a valuable tool to connect with investors. All in all, the 

following propositions were derived from our research: 

Proposition 5a: Digital Networks and the use of weak ties enable entrepreneurs to keep 

closer relationships to investors and thus increase the possibility of finding investors 

which both bring in valuable knowledge and are in line with the company’s values. 

Proposition 5b: Choosing investors which bring in knowledge and increase the network 

rather than attracting merely capital significantly increases the chances of success of the 

Start-Up.  
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7 Conclusion 

Our study aimed to answer the following research question: What are the critical success 

factors of Start-Ups in the digital transformation? While researching this topic, we found 

out that little research had been done on the effects of digitalization on businesses and 

what the critical components are to succeed in the digital transformation period. To 

answer our research question, we performed a qualitative research study with an inductive 

approach in order to better comprehend the nature of this new research phenomenon. By 

thoroughly and systematically analyzing the literature, we were able to gain a deep 

understanding of the underlying forces influencing the success factors of Start-Ups in the 

digital transformation. The snowball-approach was then applied to the literature, which 

enabled us to define Generativity, Social Capital, Entrepreneurial Ecosystem, and 

Democratization of Entrepreneurship as the main themes in the literature affecting the 

success of a business in the digital transition period. The identified themes enabled us to 

understand the dynamics of businesses nowadays and helped us to construct open-ended 

questions for the in-depth interviews we held with eight promising Start-Ups and industry 

experts. To build new knowledge, we applied the Grounded Analysis on the data derived 

from the interviews. By using the Grounded Analysis, we were able to systematically 

identify similarities and differences across the different case companies to generate new 

insights into our research topic. 

 

Interestingly, when analyzing and conducting the grounded analysis on the data from the 

interviews, we discovered that the success factors that we were identified in the literature, 

are not as measurable and tangible as the ones that have been derived from grounded 

analysis.  Within our research, we identified five factors that influence the success of a 

Start-Up in the digital transformation period, namely: 1) Lean Approach to Customer 

Orientation, 2) Entrepreneurial Goals & Culture, 3) Participation in the Entrepreneurial 

Ecosystem, 4) Utilization of Third-Party Technologies, and 5) Acquisition of Capital for 

Business Growth.  
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Lean Approach to Customer Orientation 

As the world and its technologies are rapidly changing, so are the needs and demands of 

customers. The digitalization creates a fast-paced environment, in which companies must 

be data-driven to become and stay competitive. Consequently, firms must be able to alter 

their business model according to the received customer-data consistently.  

 

Entrepreneurial Goals & Culture 

One of the most significant factors why Start-Ups are successful is related to the 

entrepreneurial goals & culture: Firstly, the core team of the Start-Ups needs to consist of 

like-minded people who show both entrepreneurial premeditation but are also in line with 

the entrepreneurial vision of the founder. Secondly, the cultural dimensions of the 

ecosystem in which the firm operates need to be understood to acquire and use the 

resources provided in the ecosystem effectively. 

 

Importance of Participation in the Entrepreneurial Ecosystem 

Throughout the entire research, the EE played a crucial role in the success of a venture. 

The significance of the EE has been well researched in the literature, and there is no doubt 

that it affects the success of a Start-Up. However, our findings showed that in addition to 

the EE, the participation and geographical location in the ecosystem is also to be 

considered of critical importance for the success of Start-Ups. We argue based on our 

findings that Start-Ups who are located in regional and local (underdeveloped) EEs are 

not as effective as those who are located in well-known high-quality entrepreneurial 

ecosystems. Furthermore, we conclude that Start-Ups must make use of digital 

technologies provided by the DEE, to find, acquire the resources needed inside or outside 

their traditional EE. 

 

Utilization of Third-Party Technologies 

With the digitalization of the business environment, vast amounts of new digital 

technologies enabled businesses to run more efficiently and cost-effectively. Our findings 

showed that Start-Ups are dependent on third-party technologies that help them to run 

their business more effectively. Additionally, due to the democratization of 

entrepreneurship, such third-party collaborations are also easily acquired across the globe, 

therefore making them a strategically cost-efficient option.  



 
 
 

  73 

Acquisition of Capital for Business Growth 

The importance of capital for a business to grow is well-known and researched in the 

literature. However, which type of capital is chosen by entrepreneurs to grow their 

business, is under-researched. We found out that entrepreneurs carefully select what kind 

of capital they attract and under which conditions. The findings from our research showed 

that entrepreneurs who attracted smart money immensely benefited from an abundance 

of resources and networking opportunities. Another result derived from our study is the 

role of the government in supporting and providing favorable conditions for entrepreneurs 

to start and grow their business. 

  

7.1 Theoretical and Practical Implications 

As the topic of digital transformation is emerging, not many studies have been done about 

this phenomenon – especially regarding the success factors of Start-Ups. The success 

factors proposed in our research can serve as a “starting point” for further studies to 

investigate this topic. The success factors that are mentioned are measurable and tangible 

for businesses to evaluate and address the most critical components for Start-Ups to 

consider increasing the probability of success with the venture. In terms of practical 

implications, we believe that our findings can contribute to entrepreneurs who are 

planning to start a venture or are already in the process of doing so. Our findings serve as 

a holistic framework of success factors which need to be taken into account to increase 

the performance of the venture. As the results are obtained both by the literature and eight 

different case companies, we can conclude that our framework is repeatable can be 

applied to any real-life context. Moreover, we believe that our research is in the interest 

of policymakers and governments to understand what conditions are necessary for Start-

Ups to flourish. 

 

7.2 Limitations 

During our research, we ran into some limitations that are important to consider when 

evaluating this study. Firstly, due to the limited time frame, it was not possible to create 

a longitudinal study which would have created deeper insights into which strategies firms 

use to be successful. For this reason, the theoretical framework and findings that are 
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derived from our data, does not take into account how the success factors or dimensions 

of this have changed over time, therefore. Secondly, the research participants in our 

interview consist of a broad range of industries, also limiting the research of benefits and 

challenges within each industry. Coupled with this, the research conducted is aimed to 

develop a holistic understanding of the success factors within Start-Ups on a meta level. 

It is essential to mention that these success factors might not work in all industries since 

every industry is unique, and therefore, there are also individual factors that influence the 

overall performance of a Start-Up. It posed a significant challenge for us to analyze the 

complexity of the different case studies critically. Thirdly, we were not able to research 

the effect of regional or local government structures on the growth or limitation of 

entrepreneurial opportunities. Since our focus of the study and research participants was 

aimed at interviewing entrepreneurs, we did not interview any policymakers as this would 

not have been in line with the topic of our thesis. In light of this, we discovered in our 

research that the presence and availability of capital within an ecosystem or region plays 

a significant role in the overall development of the business environment.  

 

7.3 Future research 

From the limitations, we can derive areas for future research. Firstly, more extensive 

studies could be conducted by interviewing a higher number of companies in a 

longitudinal study. Moreover, studies could be done which identify the success factors of 

companies in specific industries. Additionally, future research is recommended on 

investigating how regional and local government structures affect the growth or limit 

entrepreneurial opportunities within EEs. In light of this, studies with policymakers or 

other influential individuals from an ecosystem could provide further insights into the 

research question. Furthermore, as capital significantly affects ecosystems, future studies 

could show in what way the health of an ecosystem is affected by the amount and 

availability of venture capital. 
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9 Appendix 

 

Interview Guide 

Personal information interviewee  

Could you please tell us a little bit about:  

- Yourself  
- Your position  
- Your responsibilities  
- The company you work for  
- What year is the company founded  
- Who are your customers?  

Entrepreneurial Opportunity Identification & Development  

- How did you identify the problem or idea? Was it found through actively looking 
for it, out of necessity, emergency, or identified by coincidence?  

- Are you already making a profit?  
- Can you describe the difficulties you had to manage during the process of 

identifying the problems and finding a solution?  
- When it comes to creating your Business Model, did you employ any 

methodology, model, approach, tool or instrument to support and enable this 
process? Omnichannel, Supplier, Ecosystem Driver, Modular producer?  

- How is your Start-Up organized in order to create and deliver your value 
proposition to your customers and what where you major challenges in this 
process?  

- What are the key operations and processes, your resources and competencies, and 
are any third parties involved in the value creation and delivery processes? 

- Did you have any prior knowledge in this field when you started this Start-Up? 
(If yes, do you think there is a correlation between having prior knowledge in a 
field and the rate of success of a Start-Up?)  

- Could you tell us something about how local government structures helped or 
limited entrepreneurial your growth? 

- How did you fund your Start-Up? Do you think it became more easier to find 
funding with the digitalization?  

Digitalization of the business environment  

- How do you experience the digitalization of the business environment and could 
you give us an example on how you utilize digital platforms or technology to stay 
competitive?  

- Could you give us an example of how your Start-Up is challenged by the 
digitalization of the business environment?  
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- Since the business environment and ecosystem became more digitalized, how do 
you experience the entrepreneurial ecosystem being used by entrepreneurs in your 
region?  

- What are according to you the biggest entry barriers Strt-Ups face nowadays? 
Which problems or challenges are related to this?  

- What are according to you, the most critical steps to undertake as a Start-Up to 
grow and stay competitive?  

Additional Questions  

- How do you look for customers/clients?  
- What are, according to you, the main benefits of the internet in terms of the 

success of your company? (What kind of services/tools do you benefit the most 
from?)  

- How do they componentize the business mode and how do you evaluate its merits?  
- How do you scout for employees?  
- Looking back, what would have been done differently and why?  
- Are you confident with the future? What is your outlook?  
- Which tools/sites helped you the most for the success of your business?  
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Grounded Analysis 

 

 
 

 
 

 

Themes

Went to fairs and events in the region and talked to 
dealers and shops. Biggest retail chain accepted the 
product and sells it in 35 of their stores.

Government is a burden because it is really difficult 
to do tax return as a Start-Up. The bureaucracy
should be changed to make it easier. Other 
companies do it better and give Start-Ups great tax 
incentives. Logistics is also a problem because 
many ways are not sustainable. 

Location High growth startup not changed, still 
traditional locations. "New" ecosystems, do not 
reach unicorn level status that quick.

Success of ecosystems is related to available capital 
and investors. 

Analog Networking/Events/Product 
Distribution through Offline Channels

Bureaucracy limits growth/Logistics 
not environmentally sustainable

Entrepreneurial Ecosystems / Newer 
Start-Up Hubs not as successful 
because Ecosystem not fully matured

Success of Entrepreneurial 
Ecosystems

Success of Entrepreneurial 
Ecosystems

Early Funding important for growth

Well known ecosystem have vast amounts of capital and 
knowledge. 

Growth of startups are dependent on VC.

Entrepreneurial Ecosystem

Governmental structures

Entrepreneurial Ecosystem

Participation in the 
Entrepreneurial 
Ecosystem

Open codes Concepts Categories

Market research & confirmation of the 
market for a need or problem is 
important. Being able to pivot rapidly. 

They first want to concentrate on 
selling subscriptions. 

Company is a modular producer. Goal is 
to break loose from GoPro and expend 
into other cameras as well.  

Company had a great success with 
crowdfunding campaign. Gained them 
a lot of capital and publicity. Due to 
overwhelming success, difficulties 
delivering the product but made it on 
time.  Free promotion. 

Willingness to grow at all costs. 

Failing fast is applicable to software 
engineers. Pivoting in his opinion not 
good, you did not understand the 
customer. Lean startup method 
questionable. 

Business Model Strategy

Business Model/Modular 
Producer

Business Model Strategy

Crowd funding/Digital 
Platforms

Culture

Does not agree with 
Pivoting

Customer focus

Strategy

Digital Strategy 

Strategy

ThemesOpen codes Concepts Categories

Lean Approach to 
Customer 
Orientation 

Creation of the Right 
Team

Typical struggles that make companies 
fall apart: bootstrapping, loss of 
efficacy and interest among young 
people, Technical projects or engineers 
think too much on product not 
customer. 

Most important aspects is motivation 
and drive. 

Traditional companies handle the 
cooperation differently as they are a lot 
more conservative. The digital media 
platforms are a lot more flexible in 
their decisions and open for 
cooperation. 

Skills more important than degrees. 
Focusing too much on degrees limits 
the opportunities for highly skilled or 
talented people to contribute in the 
entrepreneurial ecosystem.

Elasticity of the team is a important 
success factor. Team effort.

In order to succeed you need to be 
pragmatic. You need to find your niche. 
You need to be humble and not 
defensive.  The willingness to ask the 
market. 

People leave because of 
Loss of 

Passion/Vision/Drive

Culture

Personal Characteristics

Creating the right core-
team of people

Pragmatic/Finding niche

Creation of the right 
team

ThemesOpen codes Concepts Categories

Entrepreneurial 
Goals & Culture

Culture

Culture
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Funding

The investors need to fit to the 
company which is why they had to be 
selective about the investors for their 
firm. However, if they run out of money 
they would just partner up with any 
investor. 

They are definitely looking for investors 
who can also bring knowledge into the 
company other than just money. So 
they are looking for smart money. 

Traditional companies handle the 
cooperation differently as they are a lot 
more conservative. The digital media 
platforms are a lot more flexible in 
their decisions and open for 
cooperation. 

Early stage investors have different 
incentives, they want to exit out early 
then grow companies.

Angel investors are more difficult to 
attract due to long due diligence 
process, a waste of time for 
entrepreneurs. BA syndicates are better 
because of committed pool of capital. 

Business Angels often do not bring the 
resources.

Investors need to share 
the Company's Values

Early Funding important 
for growth

Smart Money

Smart Money

Choice of Type of Capital

ThemesOpen codes Concepts Categories

Acquisition of 
capital for 

business growth
Choice of Type of Capital

Use of Third-Party 
technologies

The internet has helped greatly and 
speeded up the process. Github as an 
open source system. Wanted to 
develop a prototype so they used the 
internet to build their code which they 
could then bring to a professional 
developer. Github is a good tracking 
system for versions, etc. 

They are using cloud services which is 
great because now they do not have to 
invest in servers on their own. Also 
they believe that ordering parts is a lot 
easier now via the internet as they do 
not have to call the companies or 
physically meet them. 

Coding through Github; The most 
useful in this era is Alibaba! You can 
talk to so many Chinese suppliers 
which are good alternatives to 
European or Indian suppliers. 

Pre installed tools on platforms to track 
business, Instagram Insights, Google 
Analytics. 

Digitalization has enabled their 
business model and it would not have 
been possible to do it 10 years ago

They are also using Slack for 
communication and they benefit a lot 
from the internet because they are a 
team which is not on the same spot all 
the time so they need to communicate. 

Use of Third Party 
Technology, 

Collaboration with 
Individuals.

Use of Third Party 
Technology, 

Collaboration with 
Individuals

Utilization of Digital 
Technologies/Measuring 

KPIs

Idea Conceptualization 
through Rise of 
Technology

ThemesOpen codes Concepts Categories

Utilization & 
Integration of 
(third) party 
technologies

Opportunities 
through 

Digitalization 

Use of Third Party 
Technology, 

Collaboration with 
Individuals

Use of Third Party 
Technology


