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Abstract 


Purpose – This thesis sets out to understand what drives and enables high growth in 
 modern high-growth firms (hereinafter HGFs). Design/methodology/approach – We 
 approached this research from two sides. First, we conducted a qualitative analysis of 
 seven HGFs in Europe and enhanced our understanding through a review of the major 
 academic frameworks on the strategic management of HGFs. Then, we brought both 
 sides together in a discussion to understand how the growth-drivers defined by the 
 reviewed literature explain the high growth of the sampled HGFs, and to identify 


potential additional growth-drivers that our inductive analysis highlighted. Findings – We 
 have found that some of the growth-drivers help understand how high-growth was 
 enabled in our sampled HGFs. Furthermore, we have not just been able to contribute 
 with new perspectives on growth-drivers and how they had been executed in HGFs, but 
 also have been able to introduce new attributes to the academic conversation that have 
 not been discussed yet in this field of research. Research limitations/implications – This 
 research was conducted amid the Covid-19 pandemic, for which our sample comprises 
 of seven founders of HGFs. On a conceptual level, this research has been able to shed 
 light on a gap between current research on high-growth in firms and what is happening 
 in modern HGFs. Originality/value – This study is the first study connecting product-
 market fit, product-channel fit, business model fit, and virality in the context of HGF 
 research. 


Keywords:  high-growth  firms,  gazelles,  entrepreneurship,  founder  characteristics, 
product-market fit, virality, partnerships, network, unique customer value, agile strategy, 
diversification, hiring, planning, blitzscaling.
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1.Introduction


Back in 1996, when the Internet was rather young and unexploited, BackRup, a small 
 student project was founded by two PhD Student and one their professor which aimed at 
 developing a search engine that would help users find anything they wanted on the 
 Internet. With some initial growth within the first four years, this company gained enough 
 traction to sustain economic growth and finance its first employees. However, they had 
 not properly understood the best business model for that target group they were 


addressing. It was not until one of their experiments demonstrated such an impact in the 
 market that it substantially changed its business model, while the firm experienced 
 exponential growth (Google, 2020). Under its new name, Google gained market 


leadership within a few years and was named the fourth most valuable company in the 
 United States in 2019 (Duffin, 2019).  


This research sets out to understand the approaches HGFs like Google took to achieve 
 this growth. Over the decades, Google passed a multitude of milestones which 


accelerated its growth exponentially, continuously triggered through projects that have 
 initially started as consumer experiments and resulted in the diversification of the firm's 
 capabilities along their customers’ user journey (Sokolov, 2014). Google functions as an 
 example for the many HGFs that have risen over the past decades due to new 


capabilities in the market. It is unclear what actually enabled this growth, however, there 
 are a multitude of scientific and unscientific theories trying to makes sense of the 


phenomenon of HGFs, and with this research, we want to bring those theories into 
 context to each other. 


In this chapter, we present the reader the role of this research within the context of the 
 current academic conversation as well as the motivations, objectives, and research 
 question that builds the foundation for this research. 



1.1 Research Question & Objective 


Before we introduce the motivation and context of this research to our reader, we want to 
create clarity and transparency for the reader, by elaborating on our research question:  



(9)How do high-growth firms set themselves up for exponential growth? 


The purpose of this thesis is to understand what drives and enables high growth in 
 modern HGFs. In doing so, we conduct a small qualitative study on HGFs in Europe, to 
 record and analyze their growth process in an inductive study. We build an 


understanding of the matter by reviewing the major theoretical frameworks on the 


strategic management of HGFs published between 1986 and 2019. This process allows 
 to answer our research question from two sides: firstly, we focus on how the current 
 academic frameworks can explain the observed growth processes in our sample group. 


This process helps to understand the relevance of the identified growth-drivers for our 
 sample group. Secondly, we investigate which additional growth-drivers contribute 
 significantly to high-growth in our sample that are currently underrepresented in the 
 academic field.


The objective of this paper, for us researchers and the reader, is to be well-versed in the 
 leading theories on the strategic management of HGFs and to understand the prevalent 
 mechanisms that have caused high-growth for the sampled firms. 



1.2 Academic Conversation in Context 


The purpose of this section is to place the research subject in the context of the HGFs’ 


strategic management and entrepreneurship field. In the academic field of strategic 
 management of HGFs, the intensity of growth is bizarre, especially as it is caused by an 
 innovation and diversification strategy. In an extensive literature review on the strategic 
 management of HGFs, Demir, Wennberg and McKelvie (2017) show that the commonly 
 identified growth drivers between 1980 and 2010 focus more on optimization, sales and 
 human resource strategies, rather than on innovation-driven strategies. In 2005, 


Barringer, Jones and Neubaum developed a framework to identify the growth drivers of 
HGFs. With a current Field-Weighted Citation-Impact score of 6.11 by the academic-
paper database SCOPUS, and cited by 281 future papers in the field of strategic 
management and entrepreneurship, their framework became a fundamental piece and 
foundation for the future academic understanding of what supports HGFs’ growth. 



(10)In the years leading to Barringer et al.’s (2005) research, entrepreneurship and 
 exponential growth of tech-firms gained more popularity in the private sector, which 
 provoked the development of frameworks outside of academia, on how high-growth is 
 achieved. One prevalent framework of the private sector is the concept of Blitzscaling, 
 developed by LinkedIn founder Reid Hoffman and his co-author Chris Yeh (2018). While 
 the Blitzscaling concept does not build upon scientific research, the professional 


expertise accounted to their authors caused Blitzscaling to be highly utilized and 


discussed among the media and industry landscape, as it appears to match the growth 
 process of tech-incumbents such as Google, Amazon, and Facebook (Sullivan, 2016). 


However, we have encountered a gap in the literature on strategic management of 
 HGFs, reviewing the growth-drivers identified by Barringer et al.’s (2005) framework and 
 the research building upon it (Demir et al., 2017), as well as the growth-drivers identified 
 by the Blitzscaling concept (Hoffmann & Yeh, 2018). Considering the societal and 


commercial relevance of this topic, this research sets out to investigate this gap, with the 
 objective of contributing to the understanding of the mechanics behind modern HGFs 
 and to inspire future research to fill the gap in the literature that this paper aims to 
 identify.   



1.3 Background 


This paper is about HGFs, described by the OECD (2010) as “all enterprises with [an] 


average annualised growth greater than 20% per annum, over a three year period” 


(p.61) and where growth is either measured in terms of turnover or number of 
 employees. 


Additionally, there are two main frameworks that build the basis of this paper. Firstly, 
 there is the unscientific concept of Blitzscaling (Hoffman & Yeh, 2018) which inspired our 
 research and made us eager to investigate the relevance of theories surrounding HGFs. 


Secondly, there is the article from Barringer et al. (2005) that identifies attributes of 
HGFs, which we will touch upon later in the literature review (Chapter 2, Literature 
Review) . This article is the backbone of our research in terms of high-growth attributes 



(11)and we set ourselves to investigate their relevance 15 years after on a sample of seven 
 companies spread across Europe and industries. 


  



A Brief Review of the Blitzscaling Concept 


Blitzscaling was first mentioned in September 2015 by Reid Hoffman - co-founder of 
 LinkedIn and current partner at Greylock Partners - in a Stanford University course 
 (Greylock Partners, 2015). Taking its meaning from blitzkrieg - translated literally as the 
 lightning war in the german language. It is, therefore, a recent concept defined as “a 
 technique for rapidly scaling companies by prioritizing speed over efficiency in the face 
 of uncertainty” (Global Scaling Academy, 2018: p.1) and gained popularity with the 
 publication of a book around the topic in 2018 written by Reid Hoffman and Chris Yeh.  


The Blitzscaling concept is a high-risk tool that requires complete and conscious buy-in 
 from all investors and stakeholders to invest large amounts of financial resources into 
 the all-or-nothing scenario of dominating the market (Hoffman & Yeh, 2018). The case-
 examples connected to Blitzscaling are the tech-incumbents Amazon, Google and 
 Facebook (O’Reilly, 2019; Hoffman & Reid, 2018; Kuratko, Holt & Neubert, 2019).  


In the case of Amazon, when it was founded in 1994, Amazon went through an 


exponential growth period between 1995 and 1998, by growing from 11 employees to 
 2100. They achieved this growth by fully committing in an all-in pursuit of the dominant 
 market position. Other examples of companies that successfully managed to blitzscale 
 include Apple, Paypal, Airbnb (Hoffman & Yeh, 2018; Kuratko et al., 2019; O’Reilly, 
 2019;). 



1.4 Structure  


In order to answer our research question and to further the understanding of HGFs, we 
have structured the paper as follows. In the literature review, we start by laying out the 
articles, theories, and concepts that will inform our research. More specifically, we dive 
into the evolution of HGFs, the characteristics associated with their founders, employee 
recruitment, and selection process, as well as HGF’s attributes and business practices. 



(12)We then proceed to outline the methodological foundation of our research, its limitations 
 as well as ethical considerations. We continue by laying out and analyzing the results of 
 our primary and secondary data. This section is followed by a discussion, which 


streamlines our findings and the theoretical concepts that inform our research. Lastly, 
we conclude on the implication of our findings for future research.  
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2. Literature review  


This chapter provides the reader with an overview of the current literature on HGFs. We 
 start this chapter introducing HGFs, to take a look at the research behind it, and how it 
 changed over the years from 1986 until 2019. We hope to lay out the different aspects 
 that research emphasized within the different decades. Building upon this knowledge, 
 we will dive deeper into the recent literature on the specific growth-drivers that have 
 been defined by Barringer et al. (2005).



2.1 Introduction to High-Growth Firms


Investigating HGFs has been a prevalent topic for many researchers in the 


entrepreneurial and managerial fields prior to this research (Eisenhardt & Schoonhoven, 
 1990; Penrose, 1960), yet the HGFs as a research object appears to be too complex 
 and challenging to assess, which creates widely distorted research findings across the 
 mentioned fields (Coad, Daunfeldt, Johansson, & Wennberg, 2014; Daunfeldt Elert & 


Johansson, 2014; Nicholls-Nixon, 2005; Powell & Sandholtz, 2012). Demir et al. (2017) 
 ascribe the origins of the fragmentation of this research field to three main reasons: 


"inconsistent definitions, sampling challenges, and organizational complexity" (p.431). 


The nature of HGFs creates difficulties for the research process, as it is difficult to 
 achieve a comparable and representable sample size (Daunfeldt et al., 2014) and the 
 rapid pace by which these firms change their organizational structures during their 
 growth process (Nicholls-Nixon, 2005; Powell & Sandholtz, 2012). Achieving a 


representable sample size encounters its first challenge at the beginning of the process, 
 referring to describing the criteria of eligible firms.  


HGF as a term is inconsistently used among scholars in terms of how it can be 
measured (Coad et al., 2014), the timely lengths it needs to be sustained by the firm, 
and the speed in which the growth occurs (McKelvie & Wiklund, 2010). What scholars 
agree upon is that HGFs grow "at or above a particular pace, measured either in terms 
of growth between a start and end year, or as annualized growth over a specific number 
of years” (Coad et al., 2014: p.95; Demir et al., 2017: p.431). Regardless of the type of 
growth, these firms go through, most of them experience major organizational and 



(14)structural changes along the way. These changes make it difficult to empirically sample 
 and track their growth process, as they are either managerial and hierarchical changes 
 or even organizational changes, caused through merger and acquisition activities 
 (Daunfeldt & Halvarsson, 2015; Daunfeldt et al., 2014). The complexity of intangible 
 conditions as described earlier creates significant challenges for management teams to 
 strategize for and during rapid growth, in relation to average-growth firms (Covin & 


Slevin, 1990; Delmar & Shane, 2003; Delmar et al., 2003; Powell & Sandholtz, 2012). 


Taking these conditions into consideration, it gets easier to understand the 
 fragmentation of this research field.  


The purpose of this literature review is, therefore, to assess and connect the current 
 prevalent theories on the enablement and management of rapid growth in small to 
 medium-sized firms. Along the way, we will present the reader with an overview of how 
 the field of high-growth research has shifted its focus over the decades, to dive deeper 
 into the relevant drivers of high-growth. The starting point for our literature review and 
 the theoretical foundation is Barringer et al.'s (2005) article: A quantitative content 
 analysis of the characteristics of rapid-growth firms and their founders. 



2.1.1 Defining High-Growth Firms 


There are several ways of how research refers to HGFs, with the initial accounts leading 
 back to Hambrick and Crozier (1985). The distinction in focus always regarded the 
 speed in which these firms are growing. With labels as stumblers and stars as described 
 by Hambrick and Crozier (1985), or mice and gazelles (Birch & Medoff, 1994 in Guerrero 


& Axtell, 2013). Birch and Medoff (1994) set a direction on how these firms were 


understood and referred to by researchers that followed thereafter. Nevertheless, many 
 researchers have added their own set of variables to their individual definitions of HGF, 


"including the type of firms studied, the measures of growth used, and the mode of 
growth" (Demir et al., 2017: p.432). The increased utilization of varying variables is at 
the root of the sampling problem and is an inherent structural problem of research in this 
field. Following Demir et al.’s (2017) reasoning, we needed to take specific aspects into 
account during the process of defining HGFs. Using the types of high-growth companies 



(15)can create a biased sample-set, as there are HGFs in any industry. however, younger 
 firms account for the majority of rapid-growth firms (Daunfeldt, Elert & Johansson, 2016; 


Delmar & Shane, 2003; Delmar, Davidsson & Gartner, 2003).  


In regards to the measurement of growth, most empirical studies fall apart in the 
 understanding of what it is that is growing. Growth as such can come in the form of 
 annual revenue, numbers of employees, increased performance rate, and many more, 
 which could only be compared relatively to each within specific points in time (Havnes & 


Senneseth, 2001). Demir et al. (2017) show that empirical studies that use relative 
 growth as a variable tend to over-sample smaller firms, whereas studies focusing on 
 absolute growth tend to over-sample larger firms (Delmar, 1997). This led to the decision 
 to mainly focus on studies that use relative growth factors as a foundation for their 


findings, as this thesis aims to understand HGFs that are currently in the process of 
 undergoing high-growth. These intangible definitions and inconsistent tracking measures 
 of high-growth in various studies pose a challenge for this paper in producing a 


consistent definition of HGFs. This is furtherly corroborated as most scholars state their 
 skepticism "about the emergence of a single definition of HGFs, as different research 
 questions require different definitions of firm growth” (Coad et al., 2014: p.105).  


With this paper, we want to investigate how contemporary Barringer’s theory is, in light 
 of modern HGFs and mechanisms highlighted by the Blitzscaling strategy, which 
 focuses mostly on technology-enabled growth (Hoffman & Yeh, 2018). Barringer et al. 


(2005) define HGFs as companies with an annual growth rate of 15%, measured on 
 employee size (2005). Keeping the above-mentioned perspectives on HGF definitions in 
 mind, we adapt Barringer et al.'s definition, replacing the focus on employees with 


annual revenue, as we believe that high-tech companies’ growth in revenue is mostly 
 independent of the number of employees. 



2.1.2 Research on High-Growth Firms over the Decades 


Barringer et al. (2005) aimed to understand the systematic differences between HGF 
and what they describe as their low-growth counterparts. Their review builds on 55 



(16)research articles published between 1989 and 1996 on firm growth, with one conclusion 
 being that these publications share "little agreement on what factors affect growth" 


(Barringer et al., 2005: p.666) similar to the reasons mentioned above. Although 
 Barringer et al. (2005) acknowledge the fragmentation of this research field, they 
 manage to conceive a framework that connects the findings of these publications, by 
 structuring them into the four dimensions of "founder characteristics, firm attributes, 
 business practices, and human resource management (HRM) practices" (p.666) with 
 each dimension containing a set of attributes to describe them. The first dimension 
 Founder characteristics puts the firm founder in the center, assessing how the founders’ 


human, social and financial capabilities are crucial to determine their rapid-growth 


potential of the firm (Barringer et al., 2005; Mullins, 1996). The second dimension is Firm 
 attributes and focuses on the firm’s strategic commitment to growth. The third dimension 
 Business practices focuses on the firm's value creation processes in regards to its 
 customers and competitors. The last dimension looks at the firm’s HRM practices, on 
 how the firm acknowledges and integrates its own employees in the growth process. 


The framework defined by the authors results in the identification of three major drivers 
 of high growth, the founder's human capital, their HRM practices as well as the strategy 
 used (Barringer et al., 2005). To understand the current implications of Barringer et al. 


(2005) framework, this literature review will cover not just their theories and the ones 
 they build upon, but also recent studies that build their findings and identification of 
 these four dimensions, which will be reviewed in the upcoming section. 


In the article, A quantitative content analysis of the characteristics of rapid-growth firms 
and their founders, Barringer et al. (2005), summarise the attributes of HGFs in four 
different categories: (1) founder characteristics; (2) firm attributes; (3) business 
practices; and (4) human resources management practices (Table 1). 



(17)Table 1 – Drivers of Growth according to Barringer et al. (2005) 


Barringer et al. (2005) presented us with a framework through which we can categorize 
 and compare modern research on the strategic management of HGFs. The following 
 overview of modern and past literature on the strategic management of HGF 


summarizes the findings of 84 peer-reviewed articles and empirical studies, mainly 
 gathered through research databases and journals such as Wiley, Emerald Insight, 
 Springerlink, Research Gate, JSTOR, Science Direct, SCOPUS, Sciencedirect, and 
 CBS libsearch. With Barringer et al. (2005) paper as a starting point, we used the 
 citation tool provided by SCOPUS to identify research papers that build upon their 


theories and focus on reviewing the state of the art theories on HGF or intend to develop 
 new findings through their conducted empirical and case study based investigations. 


From these search results, we narrowed down on the papers where the content overlaps 
 with the highly relevant attributes identified by Barringer et al. (2005), resulting in 84 
 papers that we included in the following.  


  


Table 2 and 3 provide an overview of 22 papers that conducted empirical research to 
develop new findings on what drives growth in firms they have investigated. Whereas it 
is clear that their definitions and findings differ from each other, we have been able to 
cluster all findings under the four dimensions defined by Barringer et al. (2005). The 
research findings recognizing founder characteristics as growth factors remain relatively 
homogeneous and identify mostly prior entrepreneurial experiences as an identifier for 



(18)potentially occurring high-growth in firms (Barringer et al., 2005; Baum & Bird, 2010; 


Muurlink, Wilkinson, Peetz & Townsend, 2012). Up until 2010, firm attributes received a 
 great amount of attention through a focus on strategies that put growth as their main 
 goal (Barringer et al., 2005; Chan, To & Chan, 2006; O’Regan, Ghobadian & Gallear, 
 2006; Baum & Bird, 2010; Senderovitz, Klyver & Steffens, 2015), however, more 
 research arose that puts users and user experience as an indicator for high-growth 
 (Rindova, Yeow, Martins & Faraj, 2012; Ryzhkova, 2015). The majority of the currently 
 available research developed findings that emphasize the dimension of business 
 practices and focus on innovation and value creation for the end-user (Barringer et al., 
 2005; O’Regan et al., 2006; Moreno & Casillas, 2007; Coad & Rao, 2008; Stam & 


Wennberg, 2009; Goedhuys & Sleuwaegen, 2010; Barbero, Casillas & Feldman, 2011; 


Rindova et al., 2012; Ryzhkova, 2015), whereas the research focus of the past decade 
 took a turn towards service and distribution-driven innovation ( Barbero et al., 2011; 


Parker, Storey & van Witteloostuijn, 2010; Rindova et al., 2012; Ryzhkova, 2015). 


Research that emphasizes the dimension of HRM practices appear to be the most 
fragmented. It is, therefore, difficult to identify a single prevalent topic, as the literature 
emphasizes different growth factors from training, to hiring criteria, up to team cohesion.
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2.2 High-Growth Founder Characteristics 


In the following section, we present literature regarding the founders’ prior industry 
 experience; its entrepreneurial experience, and, finally, its level of education in relation 
 to high-growth.  



2.2.1 Industry Experience 


The literature on HGFs is unequivocal when it comes to the role of the founders and, 
 more specifically, the positive influence industry experience has on launching a 
 successful firm. In conducted studies over the role of the founder on firm growth, it 


becomes clear that previous relevant industry experience is the founder’s highest-impact 
 characteristic on firm performance (Barringer et al., 2005; Lee & Tsang, 2001; Jo & Lee, 
 1996). This finding is repeated in Siegel, Siegel and Macmillan’s (1993) paper, 


Characteristics distinguishing high-growth ventures, where the authors point out that the 
 most crucial founder characteristic that distinguishes HGFs from LGFs is prior relevant 
 industry experience. What is interesting is that Siegel et al. (1993) looked into 20 


variables relating to founder characteristics and noted that, not only industry experience 
 was the only founder characteristic impacting firm growth positively, but there was no 
 other characteristic than the aforementioned distinguishing HGFs from LGFs. For 
 Feeser and Willard (1990), industry-specific experience has been found to be so 
 important that they state it is a determinant of firm performance.  


Brüderl and Preisendörfer (2000) conducted a study on 1,849 german firms to assess 
 their potential for high-growth. Their findings showed that industry-specific experience is 
 positively correlated with initiating a HGF since the founder had already available 


knowledge about how the industry functions and experienced potential challenges and 
failures. Similarly, Van de Ven, Hudson and Schroeder (1984) as well as Deeds, 
Decarolis and Coombs (2000), underline the importance of industry experience in 
successfully reaching a high-growth stage. Furthermore, when evolving in an uncertain 
environment, being able to seize opportunities and having industry-specific knowledge is 
a crucial entrepreneurial characteristic in building a successful firm (Colombo & Grilli, 
2010; Macpherson & Holt, 2007). In the same line of thought, experienced founders are 



(22)more likely to identify and exploit opportunities in the pursuit of growth because of their 
 previous relationships with clients (Sapienza & Grimm, 1997). Additionally, previous 
 industry experience and the founders’ familiarity with it allows them to anticipate and be 
 more proactive in their decision-making process, therefore, participating in the 


performance of their firm (Sapienza & Grimm, 1997).  


Previous relevant work and industry experience, allows founders to have more 


specialized knowledge and leverage these capabilities to lead the firm to superior levels 
 of growth (Colombo & Grilli, 2010). Furthermore, industry experience supposes a pre-
 existing network that can facilitate access to resources which can be used to lead the 
 firm to a high-growth stage (Deeds et al., 2000; Florin, Lubatkin & Schulze, 2003). 


Lastly, in their article, A profile of new venture success and failure in an emerging 


industry, Duchesneau and Gartner (1990) put forward a specific term that describes both 
 managerial and industrial experience. With breadth of management experience they 
 emphasize the significant link between management experience with high-growth in 
 HGF.  



2.2.2 Entrepreneurial Experience 


While some scholars find no relationship between entrepreneurial experience and firm 
 performance (Sandberg & Hofer, 1987) and even report a negative relationship with firm 
 growth (Jo & Lee, 1996), prior entrepreneurial experience has also been found to have a 
 more balanced relationship to firm performance. In fact, Duchesneau and Gartner (1990) 
 find that prior startup experience is positively linked with successful entrepreneurs since 
 it allows them to transpose and adapt their knowledge to navigate through uncertainty 
 and resolve potential arising problems. Similarly, Florin et al. (2003) suggest that 


previous entrepreneurial experience is particularly important to transpose the know-how 
 into their current firm, thus increasing its probability to survive and reach high-growth. In 
 fact, founders with prior entrepreneurial-specific experience tend to “have better 


entrepreneurial judgment and more specialized knowledge than other individuals” 


(Colombo & Grilli, 2010: p.612).  



(23)Entrepreneurial capabilities and the ability to exploit opportunities are intrinsically linked 
 with previous entrepreneurial experience. In their study, Brüderl and Preisendörfer 
 (2000) conclude that “founders with industry-specific, self-employment and management 
 experience have a higher probability of initiating a fast-growing business.” (p.62). In 
 Barringer et al.’s (2005) article, the authors show that entrepreneurs that have prior 
 entrepreneurial experience are more likely to succeed since they possess critical 
 knowledge to successfully build a firm, and are more likely to avoid mistakes. 


The above findings show that research from the ‘80s and ‘90s tend to find no links 
 between previous entrepreneurial experience and high-growth whereas more recent 
 studies tend to show the contrary. 



2.2.3 Level of Education 


The impact of the founder’s level of education on firm performance remains controversial 
 and inconclusive (Lee & Tsang, 2001). In their study, the same authors put forward the 
 idea that the level of education of a founder participates to a certain degree to firm 
 growth and is moderated by firm size. They conclude that, for larger firms, the level of 
 education has a greater impact on firm growth than for smaller firms where the level of 
 education impacts negatively the firm's growth (Lee & Tsang, 2001). Similarly, Stuart 
 and Abetti (1990) find that advanced education - beyond a bachelor’s degree - was 
 negatively correlated to firm performance and the founders with less education would 
 actually perform better. Interestingly enough, Jo and Lee (1996) concluded that the level 
 of education was associated with profitability but not firm growth. 


However, several studies have found a positive link between the founder’s educational 
 level and firm performance (Barringer et al., 2005; Brüderl & Preisendörfer, 2000; 


Duchesneau & Gartner, 2003; Sapienza & Grimm, 1997; Senderovitz et al., 2015; 


Storey, 1994; Van de Ven et al., 1984; Watson, Stewart & BarNir, 2003). Going into a 
more in-depth analysis, a majority of scholars argue the relevance of college education 
as it may provide the necessary skills to launch a firm, especially if the education is in a 
technical field. Whereas for other fields (such as social science), higher education only 
provides a beneficial social network. Both would impact positively firm performance 



(24)(Barringer et al., 2005). However, contrasting findings were laid out in Colombo & Grilli’s 
 (2010) study. The authors point out that “technical university education does not seem to 
 have any robust direct influence on new-technology based firms’ growth” (p.619) 


whereas education in managerial and economic fields had a positive impact on firm 
 performance. However, they conclude that a higher level of education, independent of 
 the field of education, is almost always associated with higher firm performance since 
 the individuals possess specific knowledge and are better equipped to make decisions 
 that will lead their firm to high-growth (Colombo & Grilli, 2010). 



2.3 Employee Recruitment and Selection 


In this section, we review the literature regarding the recruitment and selection process 
 used in HGFs and the challenges associated with it.  


For a firm to be able to grow and reach a high-growth stage, employee recruitment and 
 selection is crucial and is seen as a recurrent challenge that high-growth founders 
 have to overcome. In fact, it is a distinguishing characteristic of HGFs since they grow 
 so fast that they are put into a position where they need to recruit and select 


employees fast and well to sustain their growth (Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). In a survey 
 conducted by Price Waterhouse Cooper in 2000, it is shown that one of the main 


concerns founders face is to build the right team and hire the right people at the right 
 time to achieve rapid growth. Demir et al. (2017) find a positive link between HRM 
 practices and successfully managing high-growth. In his article, The Growth 


Imperative, Rich (1999) talks about the importance of crafting a “distinctive employee 
 value proposition" (p.28) in order to attract and, more importantly, retain skilled 


employees. Rich (1999) puts forward the idea that human capital is an investment in 
 which the firm must realize a return and, if done correctly, increases the likelihood of 
 reaching a high-growth stage. The recruitment and selection process is costly; of such 
 importance and can divert the founder’s attention that some rather delegate this 


process to consultants or, hire an in-house employee specialized in HR who will, in 
 turn, be in charge of recruiting the right employees (Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). 


Therefore, in advance of growth, firms that are successful have the tendency to build a 
highly experienced HR team, spending a much greater amount of time looking for the 



(25)right employees and focus on hiring talents that have experience in larger firms 
 (Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). Furthermore, a study by Fischer, Reuber, Hababou, 
 Johnson and Lee (1997) suggest that HGFs’ selection process is rather based on the 
 capability of a candidate to manage the pressure that goes along working in a HGF 
 and that shares the vision and values of the firm (Hambrick & Crozier, 1985) rather 
 than on their professional experience. Additionally, in comparison to LGFs, HGFs 
 allocate much more time and energy to attracting and selecting the right employees 
 (Fischer et al., 1997). In their article, Whom do high-growth firms hire?, Coad et al. 


(2014) state that, in comparison to LGFs, HGFs have the tendency to hire employees 
 that are typically young immigrants from Asia, Africa, and Latin America that have 
 suffered from higher unemployment periods and are more flexible and versatile in 
 terms of personal traits and professional experience. This suggests that HGFs provide 
 them with job opportunities that they might not have had otherwise (Coad et al., 2014). 



2.4 Firm Attributes 


In this section, we present the literature regarding HGFs’ attributes linking high growth 
 and the following four subjects: (1) growth strategy; (2) participation in inter-


organizational relationships; (3) planning; and (4) high buyer concentration.   



2.4.1 Growth Strategy (Vision, Mission & Commitment to Growth) 


Scholars agree that it is close to impossible to predict firm growth, however, they identify 
 two attributes that appear to have a subliminal impact on high-growth, which together 
 can be summarized as the growth strategy of HGFs: (1) the founding team’s 


commitment to growth during internal decision-making, and (2) a clearly communicated 
 mission statement (Barringer et al., 2005). Both factors together form a growth strategy 
 that functions as a sub-layer, or enhancement, of the other underlying firm strategies. 


"[T]here is no one best way to organize or manage a firm" (Galbraith, 2012; Van de Ven, 
Ganco & Hinings, 2013; Woodward, 1958), instead, when designing the growth strategy, 
most scholars plea for a dependence on the environment and the way the firm relates to 
it (Scott & Davis, 2007). Leaning on Durand and Coeurderoy's (2001) contingency 
theory logic, this applies to the evaluation of growth strategies: "we argue that a growth 



(26)strategy is most beneficial when it fits the other internal chosen strategies" (Senderovitz 
 et al., 2015: p.395). Thus, one should not evaluate a growth strategy individually, rather, 
 one should take all firm strategies into account and look at how these align and benefit 
 each other. 


We acknowledge that growth strategy as terminology is not sufficient to understand how 
 it is executed in most firms. Senderovitz et al. (2015) differentiate between two styles of 
 growth strategies in the market, (1) a broad and generalized market strategy, in which 
 firms find it hard to gain momentum in the market (Amburgey, Kelly & Barnett, 1993; 


Greve, 1999; Parker et al., 2010), or (2) a niche-strategy through which the firm creates 
 more specialized resources to outperform their competition while remaining vulnerable 
 to fall into path-dependency and risk sudden market changes (O’Cass & Sok, 2014; 


Peteraf, 1993; Wernerfelt, 2013). In Senderovitz et al. (2015) empirical longitude study 
 on HGFs, the authors identified that firms with a broad market strategy outperform their 
 market-niches counterparts. However, 67% of studied HGFs follow the niche-market 
 strategy approach, bringing up the question "whether a growth strategy is about 
 achieving a greater share of a given and fixed-sized market or whether it is about 


enhancing or creating a market?" (Senderovitz et al. 2015: p.405). While the authors find 
 it difficult to form a definite answer, they shift the focus towards the understanding of 
 growth in relation to the entrepreneurial mission of enhancing current markets, or to 
 create new ones (Gartner, Carter & Hills, 2003; Sarasvathy, 2001; Senderovitz et al., 
 2015). 


Recently, more research arose on the execution of such growth strategies and 


highlighted a more periodical view on this matter. While it is important to keep a growth 
 mindset and lead the firm through the challenges that come with the high-growth 
 process, the managing team needs to acknowledge that an intense growth period 
 should not persist indefinitely (Coad et al., 2014; Hölzl, 2014). Most scholars 


investigating HGFs understand high-growth as a closed period that occurs singularly in 
 the lifetime of a HGF (Daunfeldt & Halvarsson, 2015) and, therefore, should be 


considered consciously, rather than intuitively, based on the state of the organization 
and the market environment (Monteiro, 2019).  



(27)As it is close to impossible for founders to predict the outcome of their operations and 
 future demand, most judgmental decisions are intrinsically motivated. The strongest 
 impact on these decisions, therefore, is the growth ambitions and the initial mission set 
 by the founding team, to intrinsically form the decision-making process across the 
 organization (Barringer et al., 2005; Delmar & Wiklund, 2008). 


Monteiro (2019) identifies a sub-group of HGFs that is characterized through strategic 
 entrepreneurship and pursues the search for opportunities in the market as a strategy. 


While their motivation derives from their mission to grow, founders spend their initial life 
 stage identifying the highest potential business model and positioning to surpass their 
 competitors (Nickerson, Hamilton & Wada, 2001; Zott & Amit, 2008). Strategic 


entrepreneurship as described above displays the most recent understanding of how 
 growth is currently achieved, although it should be considered that this research field is 
 rather novel and requires further investigation.



2.4.2 Participation in Interorganizational Relationships


"Compared with mature firms, new ventures face more resource scarcity, newness, 
 smallness  and  inexperience,  experiencing  a  high  failure  rate.  This  implies  that 
 entrepreneurs per se should pay more attention on utilizing their business ties to 
 overcome this disadvantage, and further realizing new venture growth." (Machado, 
 2016: p.13) 


A newly-built firm is, by nature, constrained by a limited amount of resources it can draw 
 on. Barringer et al. (2005) argue that the participation in inter-organizational 


relationships "help firms share costs, increase speed to market, gain economies of 
 scale, and gain access to essential resources, knowledge, and foreign markets" (p.668). 


The authors define these relationships between organizations as an attribute to 
 overcome startups' “challenges of smallness” (Wang, Li & Jiang, 2019: p.2). 


Brüderl and Preisendörfer (2000) conducted a quantitative study of 1849 startups in 
 retrospect. Four percent of the reviewed startups demonstrated high-growth 


characteristics and a positive correlation was found between HGFs and engagement in 



(28)partnerships. Of all considered startups in all growth-stages, 80% did not engage in 
 inter-organizational partnerships, in which 3% were HGFs. More interestingly, of the 
 remaining 20%, 60% engaged in partnerships and were, in fact, all HGFs. This does not 
 place business relationships as the root cause for exponential growth, but it places inter-
 organizational relationships at the center of contributing factors for high-growth (Brüderl 


& Preisendörfer, 2000).  


In a recent study, Machado (2016) contributes with a rather focused view upon these 
 findings. Growth has traditionally been examined as an organic development (Penrose, 
 1960; Leitch, Hill & Neergaard, 2010), however, Machado (2016) investigates growth 
 rather as a strategy, by specifically looking at the effects of mergers and acquisitions of 
 small firms (Machado, 2016). Merging with suppliers and the creation of joint firms 
 (Beekman & Robinson, 2004) enable high-growth in small firms if they fulfill one of two 
 reasons: the joint-firm enables the small firm to further orientate their strategy towards 
 fulfilling more customer needs (Brush, Ceru & Blackburn, 2009; Julien, 2002 in Kay et 
 al., 2014; Reid & Xu, 2012), or if the partnership provides access to new clients and 
 decreases the operational distribution risks for the firm (Achtenhagen, Naldi & Melin, 
 2010; Brenner & Schimke, 2015; Coad & Tamvada, 2012; Davidsson, Achtenhagen & 


Naldi, 2010; Wakkee, Van Der Veen & Eurlings, 2015).  


In more recent studies, the view on inter-organizational relationships shifts. Instead of 
focusing solely on the impact of larger individual events, as in joint-ventures & mergers, 
the relevance of smaller business relationships grew, which is what we call the web of 
business ties around the founder (Wang et al., 2019). They "define entrepreneurial 
business ties as entrepreneurs’ relationships with business partners, such as suppliers, 
customers, and peer companies" (Wang et al., 2019: p.3) placing the individual, instead 
of the firm, at the center of the network. These business ties help entrepreneurs build a 
supportive environment that helps them overcome acute challenges, for specific product 
needs, bring knowledge and emotional support or financial resources when required 
(Anderson, Dodd & Jack, 2010; Anderson, Jack & Drakopoulou Dodd, 2005; Jing Zhang, 
Soh & Wong, 2010). Scholars identify these business ties as growth drivers for firms to 
overcome the initial growth stages (Anderson et al., 2010).



(29)
2.4.3 Planning 


Planning participates in organizing a firm for growth (Barringer et al., 2005: p.899) and 
 as a firm grows, it needs to introduce more formal processes, especially in relation to 
 planning and control (Hambrick & Crozier, 1985) to communicate their mission and 
 vision effectively to all stakeholders (Roure & Keeley, 1990). Gradually introducing these 
 systems is crucial to be able to refine them before they become absolutely critical, as 
 they allow employees to become accustomed to the new objectives (Hambrick & 


Crozier, 1985). 


Barringer et al. (2005) do not find a significant difference in terms of planning between 
 HGFs vs LGFs. However, Siegel et al. (1993) find that HGFs were more likely to 
 carefully plan than other firms, especially in regards to writing and updating a business 
 plan and setting objectives. In their article, Duchesneau and Gartner (1990) state that 


“successful firms spent more time planning (237 hours) than unsuccessful firms (85 
 hours)” (p.298). The use of a comprehensive planning process and the time allocated to 
 it is, therefore, crucial to building a prosperous firm. Similarly, Roure and Maidique 


(1986) show that the level of planning differs between successful and unsuccessful firms 
 and that the former has a more comprehensive planning process that is positively linked 
 with firm performance. 


In their article, Shuman, Shaw & Sussman (1985) present their study in which they 
 studied the 500 fastest growing firms in the United-States in the ’80s. They find that 
 more than 70% of high-growth founders positively linked profitability, decision-making, 
 and planning together. For Fischer et al. (1997), planning and preparedness help bridge 
 the present with future goals by setting clear goals, control mechanisms, deadlines, and 
 a direction to follow which is characteristic of HGFs. 


In What Makes a New Business Start-up Successful, Reid and Smith (2000) state that 
planning can be associated with putting together a business plan. However, they find 
that simply creating a business plan is not what enhances firm performance, it is rather 
how the business plan is used as a guide for planning that does. Similarly, Duchesneau 
and Gartner (1990) conclude that most firms - whether successful or not - do not have 



(30)formally written-down business plans (p.306). However, successful entrepreneurs seem 
 to be using “personal planning notes” to assist them with decision-making (p.307).  


For Bracker and Pearson (1986), planning includes 8 distinct components: (1) objective 
 setting; (2) environmental analysis; (3) strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats 
 (SWOT) analysis; (4) strategy formulation; (5) financial projections; (6) functional 


budgets; (7) operating performance measures; and (8) control and corrective procedures 
 (p.507). In their view, the degree of planning sophistication is positively linked with the 
 financial performance of a firm.  


Van de Ven et al. (1984) introduced the Program Planning Model (PPM), a 


comprehensive structured planning process encompassing problem and knowledge 
 exploration and business plan development. They find that firms that applied this model 
 are more successful than the ones that do not. Brüderl and Preisendörfer (2000) posit 
 that careful planning “suggests a more ambitious and goal-directed behavior, and thus 
 may be a factor that improves chances for growth.” (p.60). 



2.4.4 High-Buyer Concentration 


High-buyer concentration refers to a firm serving a small number of customers that have 
 a relatively high-buying capacity (Roure & Keeley, 1990; Roure & Maidique, 1986). This 
 also means that depending on a small number of customers lowers the firm’s bargaining 
 power and can, therefore, endanger its success (Porter, 1980) and profits (Barringer et 
 al., 2005). However, Roure and Maidique (1986) conclude that all the eight HGFs they 
 analyzed have high levels of buyer concentration, in addition to being in market 


segments without any large competitors and where they could expect to have a higher 
 market share. It has also been shown that the success of a firm is linked to a level of 
 buyer concentration which has an inverted U-shape relationship to the number of 
 customers (Roure & Keeley, 1990; Roure & Maidique, 1986). This means that too little 
 or too much buyer concentration is not beneficial in terms of firm performance, but rather 
 there is an optimal level between the two extremes.  


Furthermore, in a subsequent study, Roure and Keeley (1990) measure the optimal level 



(31)of buyer concentration of the 36 firms they studied on a five-point scale: 1 = very low 
 concentration (over 300 customers); 2 = low concentration (100 to 300 customers), 3 = 
 medium concentration (30 to 99 customers), 4 = high concentration (10 to 29 


customers), 5 = very high concentration (less than 10 customers). They conclude a 
 medium concentration of customers is optimal, more specifically, they state that the ideal 
 number of customers in relation to high-growth is around 60. Lastly, Barringer et al. 


(2005) state that fewer resources are needed when dealing with a small number of 
 customers. As a result, a piece of advice for HGFs would be to concentrate on “a narrow 
 set of markets and customers, rather than be too aggressive.” (p.672).



2.5 Business Practices 


In this section, we present the literature regarding HGFs’ practices linking high growth 
 and the following three subjects: (1) unique customer value; (2) innovation; and (3) 
 product superiority. 



2.5.1 Unique Customer Value 


Unique value (UV) as a driver of firm high-growth occurs most frequently in the research 
 leading up to the findings of Barringer et al. (2005), however, the research shifts its tone 
 after 2005, from the existence of UV, towards the creation of a novel UV in the form of 
 continuous innovation.  


In the ‘80s and ‘90s, scholars argue that one of two strategies to retrieve a competitive 
 advantage is by offering a unique product or service, regardless of the positioning in a 
 broad or niche market (Lewis, 1981; Porter, 1991; Senderovitz et al., 2015). Barringer et 
 al. (2005) found that a major differentiator between HGFs and LGFs is the creation of a 
 unique product and/or service that exponentially increases customer growth.  


Kim and Mauborgne (2004) describe the creation of UV as value innovation and put it in 
the context of leaving the competition behind. Value innovation is a mean to leave the 
dense competition in a red ocean, by creating a slightly different market and increasing 
the initial market size by winning over new customers. According to the authors, value 
innovation poses an opposing management strategy towards the more conventional 



(32)approach to management. Conventional logic is a term to describe traditional 


management principles, such as fixed industry conditions, competing in markets and the 
 Resource-Based View by Penrose (1960). Whereas value innovation in these areas is 
 described by Kim and Mauborgne (2004) as a way to rethink the industry's conditions, 
 value-driven goal-setting instead of competitive benchmarking. A firm should pursue 
 value increase to dominate the market, and a firm should not constrain itself by the 
 existing assets and should solve the market problems as if they are starting new. In 
 short, a value innovation logic does not focus on market and organizational boundaries 
 and competitors but rather aims to rethink boundaries and focus directly on the user 
 problem.  


  


Ryzhkova (2015) frames a more modern understanding of UV creation which aligns with 
 the more recent research on UV creation in HGFs. Providing UV for customers is usually 
 understood as a product innovation that competitors cannot provide (Barbero et al., 
 2011; Barringer et al., 2005; Goedhuys & Sleuwaegen, 2010). Ryzhkova (2015) argues 
 the relevance of the way in which a product is received or serviced. Specifically relevant 
 for firms in the knowledge-intensive service industry, the utilized distribution channels 
 play a significant role in the gross margins and, therefore, the explosive growth of the 
 firm. In contrast to its product counterpart, service innovation addresses two relevant 
 drivers for high-growth directly, providing unique customer value, and increasing the 
 growth margins for the firm (Ryzhkova, 2015). 


We conclude that research on UV as an attribute for high-growth has shifted its focus 
 towards service innovation and the creation of unique consumer experience. In the 
 following chapter, we are focusing on innovation as an attribute for high-growth, which 
 takes a more holistic view of the role that innovation plays in enabling high-growth in 
 firms.  



2.5.2 Innovation 


We define innovation following Schumpeter’s work (1947) “as the doing of new things or 
 the doing of things that are already being done in a new way” (p.151). In a 


Schumpeterian sense, innovation has long been associated with firm growth. However, 



(33)the literature is not unequivocal when it comes to linking the two together. For instance, 
 Barringer et al. (2005) state in their research that “innovation results in a constant supply 
 of new product and service offerings, which increases a firm’s revenues and business 
 reputation” (p.699). However, a study conducted on 207 manufacturing firms by 
 O'Regan et al. (2006) find that innovation has no significant influence on firm growth. 


The authors show that HGFs are less innovation-focused than they are focused on 
 sales. 


For Hölzl (2009), the success of HGFs is partly due to innovation since it allows them to 
 outperform their competitors by combining “existing input factors in novel ways” (p.61). If 
 enough financial capital is allocated to product innovation, and if successfully managed, 
 the new products that are born out of that innovation create new value and replace the 
 obsolete products (Patterson, 1998). This is what Schumpeter calls creative destruction, 
 while Hölzl (2009) insists that this mechanism is largely associated in HGFs.  


While Coad and Rao (2008) argue that innovation is not linked to firm performance for 
 most firms, they also show that it is a crucial element in the performance of HGFs. In a 
 study of 2721 firms in the United-Kingdom, Ireland, and Germany, Roper (1997) finds 
 that product innovation is significantly linked to sales growth, thus, launching innovative 
 products is intrinsically linked with firm growth. Similarly, Goedhuys and Sleuwaegen 
 (2009) show that product innovation is positively linked to high-growth for African firms.  


Some scholars differentiate the impact of innovation on firm growth depending on the 
 size of the firm or the field in which it is evolving. For the former, Heunks (1998) 
 concludes that innovation stimulates growth in small firms whereas, in medium-sized 
 firms, innovation has very little importance in terms of firm growth. For the latter, Stam 
 and Wennberg (2009) find a positive link between innovation and firm growth for high-
 technology firms but no such link was found for low-technology firms.  


In terms of strategy, Brüderl and Preisendörfer (2000) put forward the idea that an 


innovative strategy increases the likeliness of high-growth, though it is not a condition for 
success since 2.2% of the HGFs they studied managed to reach high-growth with a 



(34)more traditional strategy that is not oriented towards innovation. 



2.5.3. Production Superiority  


Garvin (1984) states that “quality is not a single, recognizable characteristic; rather, it is 
 multifaceted and appears in many different forms” (p.41) and lays out 8 dimensions of 
 product quality: (1) performance; (2) features; (3) reliability; (4) conformance; (5) 
 durability; (6) serviceability; (7) aesthetics and (8) perceived quality. Garvin (1984) 
 insists that to increase their chances to be highly performant, firms should focus on a 
 few carefully selected dimensions of product quality and focus their energy solely on 
 them rather than spreading themselves thin. This suggests a firm has limited resources 
 and should allocate them carefully. In addition, different quality dimensions “impose 
 different demands on a firm” (p.43), thus, it is better for a firm to compete on a few 
 quality dimensions rather than the other way around.  In terms of superior product 
 quality, Tatikonda and Montoya-Weiss (2001) define it to be a product that offers UV to 
 its clients. Thus, customer knowledge is a critical factor in making superior quality 
 products since the firm needs to be familiar with its customers’ desires to tailor products 
 specifically to their needs (Tatikonda & Montoya-Weiss, 2001; Zhou, Li, Zhou & Su, 
 2008). Furthermore, manufacturing high-quality products allows a firm to differentiate 
 itself from the competition; enhances customer satisfaction; the likelihood of repeated 
 purchases (Barringer et al., 2005) as well as sales performance (Tatikonda & Montoya-
 Weiss, 2001). A number of studies link superior product quality with firm performance. 


Amongst the 10 hypothesized success factors they analyzed in their study, Copper & 


Kleinschmidt (1987) conclude that product quality is the strongest determinant of firm 
 performance. Similarly, Yang & Ju (2017) find a strong positive link with product 


superiority and performance and it has also been shown that higher product quality is a 
 strong predictor for firm success (Roure & Keeley, 1990). Alternatively, O’Regan et al. 


(2006) analyze 207 SME manufacturing firms and find that both high and low performing 
 firms focus on delivering superior quality products. This suggests that product superiority 
 is not only linked with HGFs and that it can be also associated with lower firm 


performance. 
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3.Methodology 


In this section, we provide a detailed description and justification of the methodology we 
 have used and the reasoning behind this research. We start by laying the philosophy of 
 science underlining our research. We continue by presenting the research design we 
 have chosen to use for our study. Then, we outline the way in which we collected and 
 analyzed both primary and secondary data. Lastly, we state the limitations and ethical 
 considerations that relate to our research.  



3.1 Considerations on Philosophy of Science 


Fundamental to our thesis is the research paradigm of social constructivism. We start 
 this chapter by describing the epistemological and ontological fundamentals of social 
 constructivism. The ontology examines the nature of reality, whereas the epistemology 
 defines the way this reality is being measured, or investigated, whereas “[e]pistemology 
 is the study of the process of knowing” (Spencer, Pryce and Walsh, 2014: p.82) or the 
 science of how we know what we know. Hence, any research paradigm can be 


described as the ontologies and epistemologies, coming together. If we understand the 
 ontology and epistemology of our research, we can select an appropriate research 
 methodology, suited to investigate the investigated phenomenon.  


In his description ofsocial constructivism in the social and human sphere, Collin (2013) 
 describes the ontological belief that the object "reality" is a construction of society's 
 thoughts and practices. The assumption on which epistemic constructivism is based is 
 that the construction and generation of social and scientific knowledge are subject to 
 change by the societal forces. When we bring these beliefs together, we can understand 
 how social constructivism relates to reality as a societal defined understanding of the 
 world (Holm, 2013). 


Social constructivism stems from the belief that all knowledge and perception of reality is 
constructed through each person's individual understanding of the underlying causes 
and actions of a certain phenomenon (Collin, 2013). "Social constructivism with respect 



(36)to a given phenomenon is the view that the latter does not possess an independent 
 existence but is ‘constructed’—that is, generated and maintained through collective 
 human action, thought, discourse, or other social practices" (Collin, 2013: p.2). (Social) 
 constructivism thus forms the counter-theory to positivism, another common paradigm in 
 social science, which assumes that the existence of a single reality or truth that can be 
 measured, whereas (social) constructivism states that the understanding of reality 
 consists of many individual points of views, each based on an individual understanding 
 of reality. 


Choosing the right research paradigm is fundamental to select appropriate tools and 
 methodologies to measure, capture, and generate existing and new knowledge. Building 
 on Charmaz (2006) explanations, we as researchers can create new knowledge through 
 the investigation and understanding of the individuals of a human collective. The 


researcher accomplishes this by entering the investigated phenomenon directly in order 
 to develop an understanding of the different point of views, acknowledging that the 
 interpretation of the findings is in itself a construction (Charmaz, 2006: p.187), as the 
 knowledge itself is situated socially in time and environment (Cho & Trent, 2014; Moses 


& Knutsen, 2012). 


  


Investigating the mechanisms behind the exponential growth in startups, we as 


researchers acknowledge the fact that many variables come together that influence the 
 understanding of the reality we aim to capture and analyze. The object of our 


investigation is to understand how HGFs enable rapid growth, which we measure by 
recording the founder’s knowledge, thoughts, and experiences. The insights gathered 
through this approach allow us to grasp the individually constructed understandings of 
each founder of what enabled their own organization’s growth. This process of data 
collection is additionally influenced by the perceived role of us as researchers by these 
founders. Keeping in mind that the individuality of creating knowledge differs always in 
time and environment, this is the principle process of investigating qualitative research 
(Cho & Trent, 2014: p.639). It is the responsibility of us researchers to uphold the 
qualitative and scientific standards to generate and analyze the data, to ensure the 
trustworthiness and reliability of our research findings (Cho & Trent, 2014).  



(37)
3.2 Research Design 


This research is conceived around the concepts of Grounded Theory (GT) (Thornberg & 


Charmaz, 2014) and constructed as an abductive study to generate new theories of 
 understanding that are based on the current state of initiating the research with 


abductive reasoning, to subsequently induct new reasoning on the basis of the priorly 
 created foundation (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012). The goal of this study is two-folded. 


First, we set out to challenge the applicability of traditional theories of exponential growth 
 in modern firms. Secondly, we analyze the generated qualitative data to search for 
 hidden patterns relevant for exponential growths, which are yet unidentified by the 
 traditional theories.  


Following GT, the data collection and analysis took place simultaneously to construct the 
 theories that describe the phenomenon (Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014). Whereas the 
 research was initiated through an abductive approach to set up the initial research 
 design to investigate the phenomenon, we conducted interviews through which we were 
 able to induct further insights about what was actually happening in the phenomenon 
 (Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014). Iteratively going back and forth between the analyzed 
 data and the theory, to continuously build out the theoretical framework is common in 
 many qualitative investigations. This approach aligns with Timmermans & Tavory’s 
 (2012) central argument behind abductive reasoning, as it “fits in with the traditional 
 grounded theory recommendation to move back and forth between data and theory 
 iteratively” (p.168) and allowed us, as researchers, to continuously revise our 


understanding of the phenomenon and interview guideline (Charmaz, 2006: p.188).  


According to Timmermans and Tavoy, abductive studies are “a creative inferential 
 process aimed at producing new hypotheses and theories based on surprising research 
 evidence” (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012: p.167). Keeping Timmermans and Tavory’s 
 words in mind, the study’s design goes in line with an abductive approach and pursues 
 to build theoretical rules, based on similarity and comparisons in their data analysis that 
 answers the research question priorly mentioned.  


The starting point for abduction is empirical data. Going through Barringer's research the 
attributes he established that enabling high-growth in new firms triggered a sense of 
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