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Startups nurture the economy and are becoming a rather frequent phenomenon as 
technology moves forward and the economic climate fosters entrepreneurship. However, 
startups tend to work in an everchanging environment with demanding customers and 
quick emerging competition. Unfortunately, a large number of fresh startups fail shortly 
after the launch. In response to these failures, new startup processes and frameworks 
have emerged, and we see a move from traditional venture building to more experimental 
driven and lean startup approaches. Nevertheless, startups face a challenge in knowing 
which of these lean processes actually create value and are worth replicating. This thesis 
aims to identify some springboards and pitfalls encountered in an experimental driven 
startup approach and uncover the entrepreneurial lessons that follow. 
 
The theoretical framework covers the terminology and features of a startup, including 
reasons why a big number seems to fail. Traditional startup methods are reviewed briefly 
before shifting focus to experimental driven and lean startup methods. To gain a deeper 
understanding in the lean startup approach some of the core aspects of the method are 
explained. These are for example the build-measure-learn feedback loop, customer 
development, minimum viable product, metrics, pivot and business model innovation. 
The theory works as a base for understanding the startup stories in the empirical study. 
 
To fulfill the purpose of this thesis, a qualitative study is carried out using two different 
research methods. An autoethnographic inspired documentation of one startup story is 
complemented by adding semi-structured interviews with two additional startup 
founders. By looking at these three startup stories, from Finland and Sweden, the thesis 
exposes a few springboards and pitfalls tied to the early stages of the experimental driven 
startup approach discussed in the theory. 
 
The research found fragments of the lean startup method in all three cases. Some lean 
methods turned out to benefit the individual cases, and furthermore may also help future 
startups in the starting process. These springboards were for example the entrepreneurial 
abilities to understand, accept and appreciate alterations and moreover having a business 
responsive to those revisions. On the opposite side, some characteristics of the lean 
method should be taken with a pinch of salt. Pitfalls discovered where the inability to 
keep up with the fast pace and not being able to cope with failures. As all startups carry 
different unique features, there is no general “correct way” to carry out a startup journey. 
Nevertheless, the startup stories showed the importance of learning from previous cases, 
receiving validated learning by testing your product and managing customer feedback. 
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Sammandrag:  
 
Startups gynnar ekonomin och har blivit ett återkommande fenomen då tekniken 
utvecklas och det ekonomiska klimatet främjar entreprenörskap. Dock tenderar startups 
att verka i en ständigt föränderlig miljö innehållande krävande kunder och snabbt 
växande konkurrens. Tyvärr misslyckas ett stort antal nya startups nästan omedelbart 
efter lanseringen. För att motverka dessa misslyckanden har nya startupprocesser och 
ramverk uppstått. Det har skett en övergång från traditionellt bolagsbyggande till mer 
experimentdrivna så kallade ”lean” metoder. Startups står även inför utmaningen att 
veta vilka av dessa ”lean” metoder som faktiskt skapar värde och i sin tur löns att 
repeteras. Syftet med denna avhandling är att identifiera språngbrädor och fallgropar 
som man kan stöta på i en experimentdriven startupprocess samt uppdaga de lärdomar 
som entreprenörerna erhåller under uppstartandet. 
 
Den teoretiska referensramen lyfter terminologin och funktionerna kring begreppet 
startup. Här lyfts även skäl till varför ett stort antal misslyckas. Traditionella 
startupmetoder granskas kortfattat innan fokus skiftas till experimentdrivna och ”lean” 
startupmetoder. För att få en djupare förståelse i en ”lean” startupprocess, 
vidareutvecklas några av kärnaspekterna i denna process. Dessa kännetecknas av bl.a. 
följande engelska uttryck: build-measure-learn feedback loop, customer development, 
minimum viable product, metrics, pivot och business model innovation. Teorin fungerar 
som en bas för att bättre förstå startupberättelserna i den empiriska studien. 
 
För att uppfylla syftet med denna avhandling genomförs en kvalitativ studie med två 
olika forskningsmetoder. En autoetnografisk inspirerad dokumentation av en 
startupberättelse kompletteras av semistrukturerade intervjuer med ytterligare två 
startup grundare. I analysen av dessa tre startupberättelser, som utspelar sig i Finland 
och Sverige, hittades belägg för några språngbrädor och fallgropar som kan knytas till 
den initiala fasen av experimentdrivna startupmetoder. 
 
Resultaten visade att fragment av en ”lean” metod kunde hittas i samtliga undersökta 
fall. Några av dessa experimentdrivna metoder visade sig gynna de enskilda fallen, och 
kan dessutom anses vara till hjälp för framtida startups som ska genomgå en 
startupprocess. Dessa språngbrädor var till exempel förmågan, hos entreprenören, att 
förstå, acceptera och uppskatta förändringar och därtill underhålla ett företag som kan 
genomgå dessa ändringar. Å andra sidan bör vissa anlag hos experimentdrivna metoder 
tas med en nypa salt. Fallgropar som upptäcktes var bl.a. den bristande förmågan att 
hinna med i den snabba utvecklingen och att inte kunna hantera misslyckanden. 
Eftersom alla startups har unika karaktärsdrag, finns det inget generellt "rätt sätt" att 
genomföra en startup resa på. Men startupberättelserna poängterade ändå vikten av att 
hämta lärdomar från tidigare fall, erhålla validated learning genom att testa produkten 
och hantera feedback från kunderna. 
 
Nyckelord: Startup, Lean Startup, Experimentdriven startup metod, Validated 
learning, Build-Measure-Learn feedback loop 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Startups, new businesses and entrepreneurs are all major contributors to how we move 

the economy forward. Not only do new businesses add to the economy from a financial 

point of view. Often a startup is brought to a market because it fills a demand gap, or it 

creates a new one. 

In Finland we see a positive trend of starting new companies over the last 5 years. In 2019 

a number of 38,213 new companies were established, an increase of roughly 33 % 

compared to 2015. (Prh.fi, 2020) In Sweden however, the corresponding numbers were 

66,234 new companies established in 2019, which was a small decrease of 2 % compared 

to 2015 (Bolagsverket.se, 2020). Nevertheless, these numbers contain all kinds of 

companies registered that year, for example limited companies (Ltd:s), private companies 

and associations. A few of these companies can be categorized as “startups”. Different 

interpretations come with the word startup. But in general, it implies that the company 

experience early changes, fast growth and in some way modify the market with its 

innovation (de Lange, 2016). And as some startups manage to change the market itself, 

and with that the customers’ behaviour, it becomes an interesting field to investigate. 

According to Ries (2011, p. 37), the definition of a startup is:  

“A startup is a human institution designed to create a new product or service under conditions 

of extreme uncertainty.”  

In this definition neither size factors nor areas of the economy are mentioned. This implies 

that any person creating a new product under uncertain conditions is per definition an 

entrepreneur. Blank (2013a) highlights the ongoing change in the job market when 

established industries lose jobs as new economic areas replace old industries. Hence, it is 

important to cultivate a good environment and innovation economy to let new companies 

emerge, that in turn can create job opportunities in the 21st century.  

Startups nurture the economy and are becoming a rather frequent phenomenon as 

technology moves forward and the economic climate fosters entrepreneurship. On the 

other hand, many startups also fail shortly after they launch or within their first active 

years (Nobel, 2011a, p. 1; Nilsson, 2011) However, it is a natural part of the economy 
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that some startups fail. The market might not be ready, the idea not good enough or startup 

prerequisites insufficient. 

Both internal and external elements play parts in how the startup evolves, which raises 

questions about the actual startup building phase and if there is a way to increase your 

possibilities to succeed with your idea. This is where business models and plans come in 

handy. A traditional business plan usually contains your goals for the company, both short 

term and long term, and the plan is typically constructed to persuade investors in order to 

raise finances for your startup. (Timmers, 1998; Blank, 2013a; Barrow, Barrow & Brown, 

2012, p. 12) Problems that arise with traditional models are that they are rather linear and 

static. However, the economy and the customer behavior are neither. 

Furthermore, the startup process itself is seldom straight forward. More so, it is 

characterized by a somewhat bumpy road. Nevertheless, experiencing these ups and 

downs can be rather helpful in the long run as it lets you refine the startup on the go. 

Experimental driven startup methods, like the lean startup, aim to do exactly that; learn 

while doing. 

According to Ries (2011, p. 27) the lean startup is a set of practices that should be 

followed by entrepreneurs to increase their chance of building a successful startup. These 

types of experimental driven models are gaining popularity among many business fields 

and scholars, as it is said to be a way to reduce the risk of building a startup (Blank, 

2013a). The lean startup promotes methods like business model innovation, customer 

development, minimum viable product testing, innovative accounting and pivoting (Ries, 

2011; Blank, 2013a; Picken, 2017). And this thesis focuses on the establishment path 

within startups that have undergone a somewhat lean startup process. 

1.1 Research problem area 

When establishing a new startup there is no generally recognized path you are ought to 

follow. Every startup is trying to define its core, meet a customer need and create value 

by offering a solution to a problem for its customers. (Ries, 2011; Blank, 2013a; Picken, 

2017). However, startups tend to work in an everchanging environment with demanding 

customers and quick emerging competition. Unfortunately, we see large amounts of fresh 

startups fail shortly after the launch. No matter if you stay in line with your budget, 
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timeline and strategy – building a product or introducing a service that nobody finally 

wants is dreadful for a startup.  

A research conducted by Harvard Business School’s Shikhar Ghosh shows that 75 % of 

all startups fail (Nobel, 2011a, p. 1). Reasons why startups fail range between for example 

ignorance and inexperience to financial problems and personality features among the 

founders. The business idea is simply not good enough, the market not ready or the 

competition too severe. (Nilsson, 2011)  

In response to these numbers, new startup processes and frameworks have emerged. 

Earlier research has presented methods like the linear product development model and 

the stage gate method (Cooper, 1990). However, the constantly moving economy and 

changes in customer behavior call for action within business building processes as well. 

We see a move from traditional linear venture building models which emphasize the 

implementation of strict business plans that rely on predictions (Blank, 2013a) towards 

more experimental driven approaches. Lean startup methods promote a process of trial 

and error and redefinitions along the development path. The lean startup proposes 

innovative product development by focusing on customer insight, fast adaption and the 

ability to change. (Ries, 2011; Blank, 2013a)  

The move from traditional startup building methods towards more empirical and 

hypothesis driven methods raises questions about the actual building phase and the 

challenges the entrepreneur faces in the process. What is it that makes a transition from 

traditional business models towards experimental driven models attractive? Nevertheless, 

the lean startup is filled with all kinds of nice buzzwords. And even if it may sound good 

on paper, one should perhaps not slavishly follow each aspect to perfection, as every 

startup is unique and might have to find own ways to deal with the building process.  

Research has previously been performed in the area of lean startup, commonly connecting 

the lean startup with lean methods used in manufacturing area where reducing wasteful 

actions and speeding up the development process was the goal (Ries, 2011; Blank, 2013a; 

Ghezzi & Cavallo, 2018; Mullins, Mullins,  Mullins & Komisar, 2009; Womack & Jones, 

1997). Others have looked more closely into the different building blocks in lean startup 

models like the minimum viable product (Eisenmann, Ries & Dillard, 2012) and proven 
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that these MVP’s can speed up innovation within for example the software context 

(Münch, Fagerholm, Johnson, Pirttilahti, Torkkel & Jäarvinen, 2013).  

However, many of these widespread lean startup works focus on telling the story of high-

tech startups that ultimately have grown into giants. Little research has been performed 

on a more regional and focused market, touching smaller startups that might only tick a 

few of the “lean startup ingredient” boxes. It is important to also gain helpful insights 

from these cases by detecting which actions are value-creating and which ones are 

wasteful. Learning from individual and unique startup stories, can in turn help future 

entrepreneurs in the initial building phase of their startups as they don’t have to “start 

from scratch”. 

1.2 Purpose 

This thesis aims to identify some springboards and pitfalls encountered in an experimental 

driven startup approach and uncover the entrepreneurial lessons that follow. By exposing 

the early stages of a lean startup process, and investigating how the establishment path is 

carried out among three startup stories, the thesis hopes to bring awareness to startups 

working in conditions of uncertainty. Given the results of the individual cases, what are 

the fragments of the lean startup model worth replicating for future startups and what 

aspects should be avoided? 

1.3 Disposition and delimitation 

This thesis begins with an introduction which briefly covers the conditions of a startup 

before presenting the research problem area and the purpose of the thesis. Then the 

theoretical discussion covers chapter 2 and 3. First the terminology and features of 

startups, including reasons why a big number seems to fail, are discussed. After that, 

traditional startup methods are reviewed briefly before shifting focus to a more severe 

reporting of experimental driven startup models and lean startup methods in chapter 3. 

The theory as a whole will then serve as a base when carrying on into the qualitative study 

of this thesis. The methodology of the qualitative study is discussed and argued for in 

chapter 4. The chosen research methods include an autoethnographic inspired 

documentation of one startup as well as deep interviews of two additional startups. The 

goal is to uncover the individual startup stories by asking questions derived from the 
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theoretical framework. In chapter 5 the data, or the “startup stories”, are presented in the 

words of the entrepreneurs themselves. The results of the empirical study will then be 

discussed and compared to the theory in chapter 6, before the reliability of the study is 

considered. The findings include the springboards and pitfalls encountered in an 

experimental driven startup process as well as the entrepreneurial lessons experienced by 

the startup founders. Chapter 7 contains the concluding remarks of the research as a whole 

and ends with a section of how further research could be attained within the startup field. 

This thesis will discuss worldwide startup facts and theories, but the empirical study will 

be narrowed down to focus solely on the Finnish and Swedish market. Further on, the 

thesis mainly focuses on the initial phase of a company’s existence and only briefly 

discusses scalability possibilities. The criteria for the startups investigated were that they 

had all underwent changes in the early startup process, that their product or service in 

some way had to alter the customers’ behavior and that they were introduced in a market 

of uncertainty. Worth mentioning is that the author herself performed the 

autoethnographic inspired documentation on her own startup, hence prior knowledge and 

experiences in the startup field influences how the study is performed and results 

discussed. 
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2 THE STARTUP JUNGLE 

In this overlying chapter the characteristics of entrepreneurship and startups are 

discussed. Then follows a section about the entry contexts startups experience before 

moving into why startups have a high failure rate. The last two subchapters discuss 

traditional startup methods and then compare these to lean methods, a concept covered 

more in-depth in chapter 3. 

A big part of moving the economy forward is the introduction of new startups that can 

help develop different market areas. As there are many interpretations of what a startup 

actually compiles of, it is of importance to first untangle the web of what a startup is. This 

can be done by looking at theory and settle on a general definition before breaking down 

the startup process itself.  

First of all, startups are commonly created by so called entrepreneurs. An important part 

of carrying the modern economy forward is the emergence of new businesses, or 

entrepreneurs creating these new opportunities for revenue and workplaces (Mazzarol, 

Volery, Doss & Thein, 1999). Aulet (2013, p. 1) argues that as the world and the 

customers’ problems become more complex, we are in need of more entrepreneurs.  

Older research looking into entrepreneurship has focused a lot on the purpose of creating 

something new and fruitful. In the early 1900s Knight (1921) defined entrepreneurship 

as the ability to successfully predict the future. Another point of view, given by 

Leibenstein (1978, p. 42), claims that companies do not operate to their full potential and 

therefore entrepreneurs with a certain set of skills can appear, work smarter and make up 

for a market deficiency to later gain from the unfilled market demand. Further Leibenstein 

(1978, p. 42) argues that entrepreneurs can take advantage of two imperfections that 

markets may experience: i) obstacles when assembling inputs and ii) gaps and holes in 

input or output markets. Noticing these varieties of obstacles is a challenge. It might imply 

that you need to rethink and reassemble an already pre-existing input factor to fit 

something else or find a better use for a product in a different situation. Or you must 

expand and activate your imagination to see possibilities and solutions to a problem not 

yet discovered, where no guidelines, sales processes or price recommendations are 

known. Gaps in the market are often the lack of information regarding production or 
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accessibility of a certain good or service, which subsequently makes it unavailable for the 

great mass. Market imperfections can thus reach an equilibrium when entrepreneurs show 

up to fill that demand gap. (Leibenstein 1978, pp. 42-43) 

This thesis will consider Ries (2011, p. 37) definition of a startup. According to him a 

startup is a “human institution designed to create a new product or service under 

conditions of extreme uncertainty.” In this definition neither size factors nor sectors of 

the economy are mentioned. This implies that any person, may it be a non-profit, a student 

or an engineer, who creates a new product under uncertain conditions is per definition an 

entrepreneur. By institution, Ries (2011, p. 37) refers to the set of actions or the process 

as a whole, which later leads to delivering results. These parts consist of the employees, 

job responsibilities and work culture that ultimately create results, hence, human 

institutions are a fundamental part of a startup.  

In the definition above, Ries (2011, pp. 37-38) emphasizes that he indicates the broadest 

of versions of what a product is. Anything that can create value for a potential customer 

can here function as a product or service. This is not just physical attributes; it can be 

communication, or other interactions that people experience, while facing the startup. The 

same broad definition is used when he talks about innovation. Everything from designing 

a new product, improving a current service, bringing a new product to a new area or 

finding new ways of using an old product are innovative approaches and are fundamental 

parts of what a startup compiles of. 

The last part of this definition is the condition of extreme uncertainty. What Ries (2011, 

p. 38) means by this is that startups confront a market where it is extremely hard to predict 

future outcomes. To entirely replicate an existing business is not considered to be a form 

of a “startup”, as the outcome depends almost solely on the execution and not the building 

parts. Picken (2017) agrees with Ries (2011, p. 53) and states that the biggest challenge 

for the entrepreneur in the startup phase is to define and validate the business concept.  

2.1 Entry context  

The uncertainty factor in Ries’s (2011) startup definition is also tied to what type of 

market you are entering. According to Blank (2013b, p. 24) market types adjust how you 

look at customer needs, how well customers may adopt to your products and how you 
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should position the product to the customers. Market types have an impact on everything 

from size of the market demand to how the product should be launched.  Therefore, it is 

important to know the characteristics of the different market types. Blank (2013b, p. 24) 

lists four types of markets a startup may enter: Existing market, New market, Resegment 

(low-cost) market and Resegment (Niche) market. 

1. A new product in an existing market 

You are in an existing market if your product offers a higher performance than what is 

currently offered. This performance might feature a faster solution to a customer problem 

or a quality improvement. The users and the market are known factors, but that also means 

competitors are already present and aware of the conditions. Competitors define the 

market. Hence, emphasis is put on the product or service features. (Blank, 2013b, p. 24) 

2. A new product in a new market  

In this market condition a company creates a base of customers, who carry a changed 

behavior, as a result of an item or service being created. This can for example imply true 

innovation. For instance, Compaq created the first portable computer that made it possible 

to bring your computer along with you. Something like that had never been done before, 

hence a new market was created. The advantage of a new market is that product features 

aren’t of greatest importance because of the lack of competitors. However, conceiving a 

customer base and communicating your vision is challenging. To create a new market, 

you must understand if customers will follow and adopt to your market. Additionally, 

finding finances and attracting investors can be a challenge, since customer adoption 

might take a while. (Blank, 2013b, pp. 24-25) 

3. A new product attempting to resegment an existing market: low-cost  

More than half of all startups try the hybrid trail of creating something that resegments 

an existing market. The first way is a low-cost strategy. This implies targeting the low-

end of an existing market. In other words, you try to give the customers the same quality 

to a lower prize or target the very prize averse consumers. (Blank, 2013b, p. 25) 

4. A new product attempting to resegment an existing market: Niche  
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This market version looks at an existing market and aims to target a certain part of it with 

a product or service fulfilling a certain need – even if it is more expensive. In a niche 

resegmentation the attempt is to convince the customers that some features of a new 

product are so good and radical that they can change the behavior and essence of that 

market. The niche is the core of a business in a specific market. The ultimate goal is to 

change the way customers think of the products in that existing market, to make the niche 

product shine brighter than the rest. This is the most common, yet the trickiest version of 

a market format for startups. (Blank, 2013b, pp. 25-26) 

Another way of looking at how to introduce a product to a market is the Ansoff matrix 

which is a framework of how to grow your business and receive competitive advantages 

by considering the features of your product and different markets. (Ansoff, 1957; 

Hussain, Khattak, Rizwan & Latif, 2013) The baseline in the Ansoff Matrix is to choose 

between market penetration, market development, product development and 

diversification. This grid is specifically used in strategic management to analyze the ways 

of expanding the market and develop new products more objectively and correctly. (Yin, 

2016, p. 2) Below is a matrix showing these different strategies and how they are 

implemented:  

Table 1  Ansoff matrix  

 Existing market New market 

New 

products 

Product expansion strategy 

Can new products be developed for 

the existing market to satisfy the need 

of more customers? 

Creating new products to replace old 

ones or boost market share. 

Combination strategy (diversification) 

Can new products and a new market be 

developed by taking advantage of all 

given technology and development on 

multi-levels? 

Creating a new customer base product 

which expands the market. 

Existing 

products 

Market penetration strategy: 

Can existing products in existing 

markets get more shares? 

Simplest version, try to increase sales 

without leaving existing market. 

Market development strategy 

Can a new market be developed for the 

existing product? 

Products remain identical but are 

marketed to newly targeted customers by 

e.g. export. 
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Source: A compilation based on material from Ansoff (1957), Yin (2016, p. 2) and 

Hussain et. Al. (2013, p. 197-199) 

Even if this matrix might be commonly used to develop new products or expand markets 

for existing businesses, it is also a good way of looking at how markets work in a startup 

context.    

2.2 Why startups fail 

Many advantages follow with starting your own company. You can earn good money, 

become your own boss and decide when and how to work – on your terms.  There are 

opportunities to learn along the way, develop who you are and feel that you contribute to 

the society. However, launching a new company is also hard work, a lot of 

responsibilities, accumulating uncertainties, financial risks and can result in lower quality 

of life. (Bjerke & Hultman, 2004)  

Introducing a new product or service to a pre-existing market is challenging and may 

result in a hit or miss depending on how the market and its customers adapt. Like 

previously stated, launching an innovation to a non-existent market is even more 

challenging. In this case you must build the cornerstones of the market and hope that the 

customers will switch to your market.  

For every successful startup we see many more failures. Failures resulting in products 

gathering dust on the shelves until forced to be taken out of the assortment, and big shout-

outs in the press about newly launched startups, followed by absolute silence. The hurtful 

truth about startup failures does not only imply the financial damage it may cause. The 

most severe damage is the waste of the passion, time, commitment and skills of the 

involved entrepreneurs. (Ries, 2011, p. 25) 

New companies face many complex problems and uncertainties on their establishment 

path. Blank (2013a) states that new companies fundamentally take a “hit or miss” when 

launching, whether it being a high-tech startup, a small business or an initiative within an 

existing enterprise. According to Shikhar Ghosh’s research at Harvard Business School, 

75 % of U.S. startups fail (Nobel 2011a, p. 1). Depending on what you consider by “fail” 

Ghosh’s research shows different rates. If failing implies the investors losing most of their 
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money, the failure rate for startups is 30-40 %. If failing reflects not reaching the 

predictions or goals – then the failure rate is up to 90-95 %. (Nobel 2011a, p. 1) Similarly, 

Nilsson (2011) claims that a big part of Swedish startups fail within their first active years 

on the market. One third won’t make it past three years and half of the startups are gone 

by the five-year mark. Reasons why startups fail range between for example ignorance 

and inexperience to financial problems and personality features among the founders. The 

business idea is simply not good enough, the market not ready or the competition too 

severe. (Nilsson, 2011)  

The traditional way of establishing a company is to follow a linear approach, for example 

the product development model (Blank 2013b). This consists of writing a business plan, 

pitching the idea to investors, assembling a team, launching your product and selling it to 

the best of your ability (Blank, 2013a. But what happens if the first assumptions in the 

business plan turn out to be misguided? Nobel (2011a, pp. 1-2) claims that the general 

problem for failing startups is that founders and investors disregard the fact that some of 

the base assumptions in the original plan might be wrong. And to carry on with their 

business plan, themselves assuming they predicted the right future, is dreadful when the 

customers act differently than initially expected. Ries (2011, p. 49) argues that the worst 

thing that can happen when you launch a new product or service is that nobody wants it. 

Your value proposition is so far off that customers don’t even bother to try your product. 

Some of the challenges a startup face is not knowing what your customers want or 

assuming they want something they don’t. Further, the customer might not understand 

the concept of your business or how to use your solution. It is a hazard to rely on outdated 

models of how customers tend to use solutions like yours (Ries, 2011, p. 53). If the 

company doesn’t give itself the space to make a pivot (a big change), it is too late when 

you realize the path you took is leading towards a dead end.  

Bringing in excessive funding is one reason that a small failure can become a big setback. 

When funding is introduced as part of a startup it is important not to let the investment 

cover up the problems a company may have. Ghosh (Nobel 2011a, p. 1) provides an 

example with dog food: When money is short you are forced to adjust the ingredients in 

the dog food so that the dog will eat it. When you have access to a lot of money you can 

afford arguing that the ingredients already used are nutritious and that the dog therefore 
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should eat it. (Nobel 2011a, p. 1) What Ghosh means by this example is that money, for 

example invested in extreme marketing, can be used to cover up flaws in the business 

model and the product you sell. When money eventually runs out, you are stuck with a 

product that did not actually work to begin with – as the dogs leave the food untouched. 

Individual failures within a company can also lead to opportunities. In a seminar, held at 

Hanken in Vaasa, Pingis Hadenius (2018) shared some of the challenges she has faced as 

the co-founder and CEO of Löwengrip Beauty and co-founder of Flattered. Hadenius 

claimed that most of their failures have emerged when company roles have been unclear, 

and the organization has experienced lack of communication. Hadenius highlighted that 

in the very start of the venture creation it is crucial to decide on the role each person 

carries in the company as well as signing prenups of every aspect to avoid misconceptions 

further ahead. 

Another issue startups may face is when it comes down to creating good products. Ries 

(2011, pp. 69-70) claims that in a startup model the first product is the experiment itself. 

He continues by referring to Mark Cook, the vice president of the camera and film 

company Kodak, who talks about product development in four steps: 

1. Do consumers recognize that they have a problem you are trying to solve? 

2. If there was a solution, would they buy it? 

3. Would they buy it from us? 

4. Can we build a solution for that problem?  

A usual problem with a lot of companies is that they skip the first three steps and go 

straight to the fourth step, building products. However, by confirming that you have found 

a problem that customers actually suffer from and desire a solution to, we get closer to 

building an attractive product for the customer (Ries, 2011, p. 70). A well-designed 

product doesn’t give you much in return if you cannot sell it. Cook also claims that you 

reach success by learning how to solve customer problems, not by only delivering great 

products (Ries, 2011, p. 72, interview conducted by Sara Leslie). 

Some companies tend to use the expression “the right place at the right time” to give an 

explanation to why their business took off rapidly. However, Ries (2011, pp. 88-89) states 
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that for such a condition there are simultaneously many more entrepreneurs not as 

fortunate as the ones succeeding. What stands out for the few success stories is the ability 

to predict fruitful paths and have the tools to discover which parts of their plan that work 

and which parts to abolish – and adapt consequently. 

Ries (2011, p. 94) continues to claim that a problem that entrepreneurs face is not that 

they are not able to follow a strategic plan, but rather that the plan has flaws and is based 

on the wrong facts from start. These errors need to be fixed in advance and are seldom 

solved in house. Blank (2013a; 2013b) agrees with Ries (2011, p. 92) and states that one 

needs to go outside the building to gather valuable information, especially from potential 

customers. 

2.2.1 Failing doesn’t have to be bailing 

One business failure does not necessarily mean the end of an entrepreneurial career. On 

the contrary, a failure results in valuable lessons and implies unique experiences that 

ultimately can help promote entrepreneurs and even make them an asset on the job 

market. Many well-known entrepreneurs have faced failures before landing a success 

story. For example, Thomas Edison said “I haven’t failed. I’ve simply found 10,000 ways 

that do not work” about inventing the lightbulb (Christensen, 2003, p. 64). A more recent 

example is Steve Jobs, he learned from early failures and eventually managed to create a 

global success with Apple (Nobel, 2011a, pp. 1-2). 

Even if failing means wasted work, time and effort, it can also equal gained insights and 

learnings that will make the next attempt closer to success. Without putting a product out 

to be tested no lessons can be learned, whether this being flaws in the strategy or in the 

product itself. The point is that you can alter the way forward and have a higher 

probability to succeed with more knowledge in the backpack. (Ries, 2011, p. 54) 

One of the most crucial parts when developing your business is to ensure you detect which 

actions are value-creating and which ones are wasteful. In a startup it is hard to know 

what kind of actions and processes that will turn out to be valuable for the customers, and 

that is part of the uncertain landscape a startup exists in. Eliminate waste and create 

customer value are two of the most important aspects of a startup. (Ries, 2011, p. 55) 
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2.3 Traditional startup methods 

When establishing a startup, there are previously proven methods to take influence from 

in the building process. More in-depth aspects of two different methods will be 

deliberated in the following chapters. First up is traditional startup methods and how 

traditional models are carried out. 

Timmers (1998, p. 2) defines a business model as: 

 “An architecture of the product, service and information flows, including a description of 

the various business actors and their roles; and a description of the potential benefits for the 

various business actors; and a description of the sources of revenues” 

A traditional business model would include all the aspects in the definition above 

translated into a business plan. The intention of this plan is to fundamentally be presented 

to potential investors. 

Blank (2013a) argues that the traditional way of establishing a company is to follow a 

linear approach where the first step consists of writing a business plan. According to 

Barrow et al. (2012, p. 12) the most important step in launching any new venture is to 

construct a business plan. This plan normally contains your goals for the company, both 

short term and long term, and is typically constructed to persuade investors in order to 

raise finances. Mason and Harrison (1996) argue that three quarters of all business angels 

require such a plan before they even consider investing. 

According to Blank (2013a), a business plan generally consists of a rather static document 

which highlights the extent of the idea, the problem to be solved, the solution to this 

problem and a prediction of what the next five years will generate in form of profits and 

cashflows. The whole plan is usually mapped out before anything is being built. The idea 

behind this type of business plan is that one should be able to sit at a desk and make valid 

assumptions about the unknown future before executing an idea – thus not spending any 

money before the business plan is approved. After this you pitch the idea in front of 

investors, assemble a team, launch your product and try to sell it to the best of your ability. 

(Barrow et al. 2012; Mason and Harrison, 1996; Blank 2013a) 
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Traditional business models can also experience a so called “stealth mode”. When a 

company is in stealth mode it develops the product to perfection before the major launch 

is carried out (Nobel, 2011b). The stealth mode is covered more in depth in chapter 3.4.1. 

2.3.1 Product development model 

Every company bringing a new product or service to a chosen market goes through a 

product development phase. As a helpful tool, startups have in the past followed 

traditional methods like the linear “product development” model (Blank, 2013b, p. 1). 

This product-centric model originated in the early 20th century and mainly describes a 

process evolving from the manufacturing industries. It was first used to help with 

customer packed goods in the 1950s and later influenced the technology sector in the later 

part of the same century. It ultimately earned a spot in the startup culture. The product 

development model is straight forward as it demonstrates the process of getting a new 

product into the hands of the customers. The model works well when the product is 

launched into a well-defined market, with existing customers and manageable 

competition. The model is also considered a tool for figuring out a startup’s schedule, 

plan and budget. (Blank, 2013b, pp. 1-2) The product development model is illustrated 

below: 

Figure 1   Product development model 

 

Source: Cited in Blank (2013b, p. 2) 

Blank (2013b, pp. 2-3) explains the different parts in this model. In the first round 

“Concept/Seed Round” the founders try to translate their vision into decent ideas which 

later form the essential business plan. Starting from that vision the next step is to map out 

problems with the idea and how to best develop the product or service concept. Is it even 

possible to build/deliver and what technical research is needed to go forward with the 

idea? When the technicalities are sorted out, it is important to ask who and where the 
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customers will be? Market research and customer data can show whether the idea even 

has potential. After this, possible distribution channels are considered along with reports 

of how the competition in the market looks like. Given all this information, a positioning 

chart is drawn where the benefits are explained to possible venture capitalists. If the 

proposed idea is approved, the discussion moves on to an action plan, where budget and 

schedule are decided upon – a final business plan, including numbers and forecasts, is 

created. (Blank, 2013b, p. 2) 

In the second stage “Product Development” the building phase is entered. Engineers start 

developing the product while marketers narrow down the market and try to target the first 

customers. Marketers also start building sales demos and material for the product and 

might even run focus groups in the embattled market. (Blank, 2013b, p. 3) 

In the third stage “Alpha/Beta Test”, the engineers introduce the product to a small group 

of outside users to make sure it works as desired without any bugs. Marketers develop a 

complete marketing communication plan and start to get the word out and prepare the 

sales department with the material needed. Branding activities are implemented, and press 

is contacted. Beta customers get to try the product and simultaneously the selected 

distribution channel is being equipped for the launch. Hopefully things are looking good 

with the first customer reactions and investors might even put in more money in this stage. 

(Blank, 2013b, p.4) 

In the fourth stage “Launch/1st Ship” the product is working good enough and the launch 

is backed up with massive spending on sales and marketing. As costs go up while building 

sales channels and supporting marketing, the board starts to measure the company’s 

performance against the previously agreed upon business plan. (Blank, 2013b, p. 4) The 

statement “get big fast” is a mantra of this type of method (Blank, 2013b, p. 1). 

2.3.2 Stage gate method  

A version of a linear product development model is the stage gate system. In this 

subchapter this approach is briefly explained.  

The stage gate method is a version of a linear product development model. Cooper (1990) 

claims that innovation can be managed and that Stage gate models look at product 
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innovation as a process. The model moves from an idea to a final launch and the product 

development process is divided into stages where the idea has to pass a quality control 

gate after each stage (Cooper, 1990). Below is a figure of a stage-gate system.   

Figure 2   The Stage-Gate System 

 

Source: Cited in Cooper (1990, p. 46) 

Cooper (1990) indicates that the actual work is done within the different stages while the 

gates ensure the standard is high enough for the product to move into the next stage. 

Further on, each gate is characterized by inputs and outputs managed by project leaders. 

Inputs consist of the criteria, or the hurdles, that the product must pass. The outputs are 

the decisions at the gate, often in form of go/kill/hold/recycle and the action plan for the 

upcoming stage. The number of stages and gates can vary depending on the company, but 

Cooper (1990) states that the system usually consist of four to seven stages and gates. In 

the first stage, or the “Preliminary Assessment”, the goal is to look at market and 

manufacturing feasibility. Some market research and focus group information is gathered 

in small scale and at a low cost. In the second stage, called the “Detailed Investigation”, 

a competitive analysis along with greater market research is conducted to uncover the 

customer needs and wants. Even if preliminary prototypes can be designed in this stage, 

the model specifically tells you to hold on to bigger development projects until stage three 

the “Development” phase. 

As we can read from figure 1 the testing and validation of a potential product is listed as 

the fourth stage in the process. This means that real prototypes and pilot studies are 
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conducted as a last stage before passing the final gate and moving into the full production 

and market launch stage. (Cooper, 1990) 

2.4 Problems with traditional models 

The problem with a traditional model like the product development model is that it only 

works in conditions of certainty and known markets. The same certainty that is replaced 

by extreme uncertainty in Ries (2011) startup definition. Additionally, few startups know 

their market beforehand (Blank, 2013b, p. 2). 

One issue with traditional business models is that there is little to no customer 

involvement before the very end of the production process. The gains from not spending 

time and money to test an idea up front can become even more expensive and time-

consuming, for both entrepreneurs and investors, if the customers end up not buying the 

product. Blank (2013b, p. 5) states that product development ignores the risk of 

development of customers and markets.  

Blank (2013a; 2013b pp. 5-13) points out a few flaws with traditional product 

development methods: 

1. Business plans often fail to deliver the intended value at the first customer contact. 

And while sales and marketing are focused on one specific “ship date”, it doesn’t 

mean the product, or the customers are ready for it. 

2. Emphasis on execution instead of learning and discovering customer needs. The 

mantra; “get it done – fast” fails to deliver desired outcomes when the base 

assumptions are wrong. Truly knowing the customer problem and releasing a 

product that successfully solves that problem cannot be done if we only move 

forward in the linear “product development” chart. Learning only occurs when we 

also move backwards, in other words collect a deep understanding about the 

customers and their desires. 

3. Using product development methods to plan sales and marketing is not rewarding 

if the product doesn’t meet the customer needs. This because all activities occur 

before the customer is actually buying anything. The success-or-not “receipt” is 
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obtained after the big launch, and after big money is already spent on marketing 

and sales. 

4. Five-year plans, to predict the unknown future, are old-school ways of trusting in 

imaginations. Making this type of extensive plan is almost always a waste of time, 

especially if the market is unknown. 

5. Startups are not simply small versions of large enterprises, meaning they respond 

to adaption and customer feedback along the way.  

(Blank, 2013a; 2013b pp. 5-13) 

Given these insights of traditional startup methods, we start shifting focus towards the 

lean startup, where experimentation and hypotheses driven approaches function as the 

startup tools. 

2.5 Traditional versus Lean methods  

Previous subchapter covered traditional startup methods. However, the main focus of this 

thesis lies in exploring the lean startup methodology. To make this transition, this 

subchapter comprises of a brief comparison between traditional and lean startup methods, 

before moving into the more in-depth explanation of the latter in chapter 3. 

To shape an overview of how traditional venture building and a lean startup differ from 

each other, Blank (2013a) gives us a simple framework. It is important to notice that these 

are only short assumptions of venture building and that individual companies do not obey 

to follow just one or the other of these two model examples. Below, in table 2, are some 

of the most significant differences of traditional and lean startup methods. 
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Table 2  Traditional versus Lean startup methods 

 Traditional Lean 

Strategy Business Plan 

Implementation-driven 

Business model 

Hypothesis-driven 

New-Product 

Process 

Product Management  

Prepare offering for the market 

following a linear, step-by-step plan 

Customer Development 

Get out of the office and test 

hypothesis 

Engineering Agile or Waterfall Development 

Build the product iteratively, or fully 

specify the product before building it 

Agile Development 

Build the product iteratively and 

incrementally 

Organization Department by Function 

Hire for experience and ability to 

execute 

Customer and Agile Development 

Teams 

Hire for learning, nimbleness, and 

speed 

Financial 

Reporting 

Accounting 

Income statement, balance sheet, 

cash flow statement 

Metrics that Matter 

Customer acquisition cost, lifetime 

customer value, chum, viralness 

Failure Exception 

Fix by firing executives  

Expected 

Fix by iterating on ideas and pivoting 

away from ones that don’t work 

Speed Measured 

Operates on complete data 

Rapid 

Operates on good-enough data 

Source: cited in Blank (2013a, p. 69) 

To start with, the strategies differ in a way where traditional thinking is based on a 

prewritten business plan that you aim to implement, whereas a lean process tries to find 

a business model through hypothesis-driven testing.  

In product development a traditional approach advocates a linear process where all parts 

are drafted over a longer period of time. One linear method discussed earlier was the stage 

gate method. In a lean approach, you aim to get out of the office and build the product 

iteratively. This is done by using methods like the build-measure-learn feedback loop, 
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customer development, agile development and minimum viable products (discussed in 

chapter 3.2-3.4). 

When it comes to the organization, the traditional thinking values experience and the 

ability to execute according to plan. The lean approach promotes learning and speed 

where the team should consist of people willing to learn by doing. 

For financial reporting a traditional startup method highlights the importance of 

accounting, balance sheets and predictions of future cash flows. Lean methods try to look 

at innovative accounting and metrics that measure customer value (discussed in chapter 

3.5). 

The two last categories failure and speed are other examples of where the two methods 

widely differ. In a traditional method the act of failing is an unwanted exception that 

implies something has gone terribly wrong – and you might fire someone for the cause 

of it. To lessen the failure rate the company makes sure it operates on complete data. 

Hence, the building process might last longer as the organization wants to make sure it 

relies on measured real data before releasing any products or services. These two 

actualities are completely different for a lean approach. In a lean context the company is 

expected to fail as this is essential in the elaboration process of the business idea and later 

the validation of hypotheses. The way to do this is to move fast through testing loops and 

use okay data to test assumptions and move towards a business model that eventually is 

proven to work. 

While established companies follow business plans, startups look for the right business 

plan for them. Blank (2013a) argues that this continuous search and development of a 

business plan is what differentiates a lean startup model from a traditional business model. 
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3 LEAN STARTUP METHODS 

In this overlaying chapter the characteristics of lean startup methods will be discussed. 

The 7 following subchapters cover essential parts of experimental driven startup methods 

such as lean strategies, the build-measure-learn feedback loop, customer development, 

minimum viable product, metrics that matter, pivots and business model innovation. The 

chapter ends with deliberations on the theoretical section as a whole. 

To decrease the number of failures among startups, new methods have emerged aiming 

to provide help in the startup building process. The lean startup is one of these approaches. 

This approach focuses on an experimental driven process instead of pre planning every 

step. Further on, it relies on customer insight and customer response over own predictions. 

Characteristics like the “build-measure-learn feedback loop” (chapter 3.2), “Minimum 

viable product” (3.4) and “Pivot” (3.6) are what makes this model very flexible. In a lean 

model emphasis is put on trial and error. (Blank, 2013a) 

The purpose of lean startup methods, and the reason it was originally designed, was to 

help creating fast growing tech companies (Blank, 2013a). According to Ghezzi and 

Cavallo (2018), lean startup approaches are scientific, hypothesis-driven methods where 

entrepreneurs translate their business idea into hypotheses which are part of an early 

business model. These hypotheses are then tested via minimum viable products.  Both 

Ries (2011), Blank (2013a) and Ghezzi and Cavallo (2018) connect lean startup 

approaches with lean methods used in the manufacturing area (Womack & Jones, 1997) 

area when it comes to reducing waste and gain deep customer understanding. Further, 

they all argue that this is a way for entrepreneurs to fail fast, and learn meanwhile, as well 

as increase the chance of creating something successful in the end. 

The lean startup has its roots in the lean manufacturing process, undertaken by Taijichi 

Ohno and Shigei Shingo while developing Toyota. A lean process and lean thinking 

differentiate the way we think of a “normal” production system. It implies using the 

knowledge and creativity among the workers, just-in-time production and streamline 

inventory management. The aim is to create value in the company activities, reduce 

wasteful activities and build quality from the inside out. (Ries, 2011, p. 28; Ohno, 1988, 

p. 1) 
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For the lean startup you replicate these efficient features of a lean process and put it into 

an entrepreneurial context. In manufacturing the ultimate goal is to produce products of 

high-quality. Ries (2011, p. 29) argues that within the startup context we instead aim for 

“validated learning”. Validated learning is to empirically sort out how certain practices 

behave and learn what actions bring value and what can be seen as wasteful. From this 

gained knowledge one can make good decisions while existing in the uncertain startup 

surroundings. Ries (2011, p. 46) continues to claim that with scientific learning we can 

eliminate waste that would interfere with the startup process and make more credible 

decisions than we would if we were to solely rely on market forecasting and classic 

business planning. 

Both Blank (2013a), Ries (2011) and Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010, p. 15) push for the 

usage of a business model innovation (the business model innovation is discussed in depth 

in chapter 3.7), which helps you sketch out your business in nine building blocks to test 

different hypotheses within each block. In this modern economy almost any product can 

be built. However, Ries (2011, p. 61) wants us to instead ask ourselves if it should be 

built and, in that case, if a sustainable business can be built around it. When we manage 

to systematically break down each part of the business, from product development to 

marketing strategies, and empirically test the parts we can achieve validated learning.  

3.1 Lean strategies  

Ries (2011, p. 85) claims that the role of the business strategy is to figure out the right 

questions to ask in order to find what techniques will work for the unique surroundings 

the startup works within. The fundamental part of your startup is always the startup’s 

vision. This is the overall destination for your company, the hope for innovating the next 

big thing that will turn upside down on the world we live in. How you get there is by 

implementing a strategy and a business plan. You need to answer the questions; who are 

your customers and how will you reach them? The strategy will then help you decide 

what product to offer the market. Through optimization the products change along the 

way. Ries (2011, p. 33) calls this tuning the engine. The strategy, however, might not 

have to change that frequently, but when it does it is called a pivot. The thing that always 

stays the same is the core, the overall vision and driving force of why you keep going. 
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Every sidestep along the way can be considered learning and helps you re-evaluate or 

redesign features in both products and strategies.  

Ries (2011, p. 88) refers to venture capitalist Randy Komisar’s framework of analogs and 

antilogs when looking at strategies for a startup. In their book “Getting to plan B: 

Breaking through to a better business model” Mullins et al. (2009, p. 14) introduce this 

concept of analogs and antilogs. Analogs comprise of successful forerunners doing 

similar things as your planned company will. In such a case, some processes can be worth 

mimicking. On the other hand, antilogs are counterexamples or failed approaches within 

your industry. One fundamental advice of Mullins et al. (2009, p. 14) is to “don’t start 

from scratch”. By this they mean that it is important to gain knowledge from real 

examples around your startup environment. Learning from both successful and failed 

business stories helps you develop your strategy without having to waste energy by 

starting from zero. This all ultimately comes down to the “leap of faith” where you 

actually test your idea, given all the research and assumptions you have (Ries, 2011, p. 

88). 

Komisar (2009) uses the iPod as an example to differentiate these two concepts. In this 

case the Walkman worked as an analog and Napster was an antilog. Walkman already 

answered to the question if people were probable to listen to music in public spaces (the 

answer is yes) while Napster advocated music downloaded free of charge. The leap of 

faith in this case was to get people to pay for music, which Apple proved was possible 

(Komisar, 2009; Mullins et al, 2009, p. 19). 

Many business plans and complex strategies build on assumptions. The problem with 

assumptions is that they are just that, assumptions. There is no certainty that the assumed 

outcome will become reality. Companies supposing that their customers will behave in a 

particular way, for example replace a current product for your improved product, will fail 

majorly if the outcome shows otherwise. The lean startup method suggests you to 

constantly adapt and adjust using the build-measure-feedback loop. Additionally, this 

method emphasizes learning along the way by either continuing on your path or making 

a sharp turn, a “pivot”. (Ries, 2011, p. 32). In the following subchapter the build-measure-

feedback loop will be presented. 
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3.2 Build-Measure-Learn feedback loop 

Ries (2011, p. 80) argues that a startup is a “catalyst” that converts ideas into products 

and services. By looking at the interactions customers have with the products we get data 

which leads us to valuable insights. Quantitative feedback, like the amount of people 

using your products, and qualitative feedback, like what the customers like and dislike 

about your product, are examples of important insights. At all times information is crucial 

as that will help businesses develop their products further.  

Ries (2011, p. 81) visualizes this three-step process in a diagram seen here under:  

Figure 3   Build-Measure-Learn Feedback Loop 

 

Source: Cited in Ries (2011, p.81) 

This diagram is in a way the core of what a lean startup model consist of. Each part 

surrounds a particular area in the business. Different sets of expertise are found in each 

area; like engineers building products, entrepreneurs wanting to optimize these products 

by relying on data and managers coming up with new strategic plans to fit the altered 

ideas. However, all these parts need to synergize, and the goal with this model is to move 

as fast as possible through the loop, gain insights and then optimize the results. (Ries, 



26 
 

2011, p. 81). Similar approaches are presented by Blank (2013a; 2013b) and are called 

customer development and agile development. These two concepts are presented in the 

following subchapters. 

In a lean startup model, Ries (2011, p. 82) suggests that the startup first should enter the 

build phase and quickly produce a minimum viable product or “MVP”. The MVP is more 

of a prototype than a flawless product. With the MVP in circulation the goal is to easily 

move – quickly – through the build-measure-learn feedback loop to gain knowledge and 

later improve the ideas. Even though the MVP might be a simple version of a product, it 

still needs to have features that let us measure its impact on the market and consumers. 

The minimum viable product is discussed in depth in chapter 3.4. 

When it comes to the measuring phase, Ries (2011, p. 82) suggests using a quantitative 

method called innovation accounting which uses learning milestones to determine the 

progress truthfully and objectively. Innovation accounting will be covered in chapter 

3.5.1. 

After gathering and interpreting the information and feedback of your prototype you reach 

the upper section of the feedback loop and need to decide whether to stick with the same 

strategy or make a pivot and commit to a major change when developing the next product 

or strategy to move forward with. (Ries, 2011, p. 83) Pivots are discussed in chapter 3.6. 

The reason this method is preferable to other business development methods is that it 

allows companies to quickly realize if there are flaws in the system and adapt accordingly. 

Ries (2011, p. 83) adds that even if the feedback loop reads “build-measure-learn” you 

actually go backwards when executing the plan. Firstly, we need to know what it is that 

we want to learn (e.g. customer behavior). Then we think of what kind of innovative 

accounting to use to measure that insight and gain validated learning (e.g. qualitative 

interviews). Lastly, we build the product and run the experiment considering these prior 

stated terms.  

Ries (2011, p. 67) talks about two components of a company’s big vision: the value 

hypothesis and the growth hypothesis. In the value hypothesis you test if the customer 

experiences any added value when they recieve your products or services. Reoccurring 
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customers is one way of testing if value has been received properly. Say you find 

volunteering customers who are willing to try your product. If they return for it, it can be 

an indicator that value has been added in the process of using the product.  

For the growth hypothesis, Ries (2011, p. 68-69) implies that we can do similar tests to 

see how new customers discover your offerings. Here we examine how well a product is 

spreading and how smooth the movement is from early adopters to a majority of 

customers. If not even early adopters are likely to return to your product it is not 

necessarily only a bad sign. It means the strategy needs to be altered and the immediate 

feedback you get can give you valuable information which can help you improve the 

product and sales process through a pivot. 

3.3 Customer development 

According to Blank (2013a) the lean startup model has three main parts. The first 

principle is that you start with what you believe are good guesses and a number of 

hypotheses to test these assumptions. This is where the business model canvas comes in 

handy as you need a way to figure out where value is created for both the customer and 

your company (chapter 3.7.1). The second principle that Blank (2013a) presents is called 

“customer development” which suggests getting out in the field and testing the different 

hypotheses. This can imply testing product or service features, pricing, sales channels or 

experimentation with a minimum viable product. Blank (2013b, p. 15) states that the very 

essence of the customer development model is to discover who a company’s initial 

customers are and in which market they can be found. Before any selling and marketing 

can take place, the company needs proof that paying customers exist and that a suitable 

market can be created.  

This model differs from the product development model in many ways. Where the 

traditional model learns about customer behavior after the last step “Launch”, the 

customer centric model aims to learn about the customers as early on as possible. On the 

contrary, funding, which is a major part in the first step in the product development model, 

is considered a later activity in the customer development model. (Blank, 2013b, p. 15) 

It is, however, important to notice that the customer development model is not a 

replacement for a product development process. It is simply a way to validate that the 
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company is on the right track when developing products, and hence they can be seen as 

acquaintances. (Blank, 2013b, p. 19) 

Below is a figure of how Blank (2013 p. 68) arranges each step in the customer 

development approach: 

Figure 4   Customer Development 

 

Source: Cited in Blank (2013a, p. 68) 

The major take on this model is that we have arrows moving around each step, which 

means that each step in the process is iterative (Blank, 2013b, p. 19). Another observation 

is that the model can take a step back from the second box to the first. This because 

customer validation is the main frontier of this model. This is where the company 

validates if they have buying customers and a way to sell the product efficiently. If not, 

you go back to customer development and try to figure out what the customer problem is 

and how to solve it. It is important to uncover the customers’ preferences quickly. By 

getting as much feedback as possible, as fast as possible, you get information to either 

make small alterations to your ideas or make a big turn – a pivot. Another result of this 

iterative process is that the company does not spend a lot of money up front, before they 

have located paying customers and hence validated the idea. (Blank, 2013b, p. 20) In 

figure 4 we see that after you have validated an idea, with a proven hypothesis, the actual 

execution of the startup happens, and the company can start to scale up its business 

moving from a startup phase to functional departments. 

Looking at figure 4 we can break down the model into four steps: 
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1. Customer development 

As the name suggests, this is a stage where you find out who your customers are, if the 

product you intend to create is essentially solving a problem for them, and if that problem 

is actually important to them. Blank (2013b, p. 20) stresses the importance of getting 

“outside the building” to gather proof instead of guessing what the customers want. 

Further this step is not ought to be running focus groups, instead it is about investigating 

whether there is a customer segment and market for the founders´ vision. Hitting the 

streets to talk and listen to the customers results in valuable insights that no in-house 

experimentation can ever give. 

2. Customer validation 

In this crucial step the startup outlines a sales road map that has to be repeatable and later 

followed by sales and marketing teams. This blueprint needs to then be field tested on 

early customers and successfully proven before the idea is validated. Positive reactions 

from the customers and the chosen market will confirm that you are heading in the right 

direction. If you manage to identify buyers in the desired market and communicate the 

right value, as well as establish a repetitive fruitful way to do it with the right pricing and 

sales channels – then you are good to move on to the next step. (Blank, 2013b, p. 21) 

3. Customer creation 

If the startup reaches this step, it denotes it has performed a successful initial sales strategy 

and now has a customer base from where it can start shaping the demand. Before now, 

little money has been spent on marketing. Now is the time to change that and choose how 

to market the products in the most suitable way for the intended market. At this point it 

is crucial to know what market the startup enters. Are there already known competitors, 

is it a completely new market or a hybrid version where the attempt is to resegment parts 

of the market? In already existing markets a big launch might be productive, while in a 

completely new market customers might not even know what you are talking about and 

instead need to be educated. Therefore, all market versions need different strategies and 

customer creation actions whilst moving forward. (Blank, 2013b, p. 22) 
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4. Company building 

In this final step the startup moves from a testing and learning phase to establishing 

official departments, where each department has its own business development agenda. 

Focus is also shifted into finding a sales road map that can be scaled up. (Blank, 2013b, 

p. 23) 

3.3.1 Agile development 

The third principle that Blank (2013a) mentions is “agile development” which works 

alongside “customer development”. Instead of long product development phases, which 

can be year-long, this method implies a continuous step by step production of the 

minimum viable product. The aim is to perform a fast track product development method, 

while eliminating waste, as it is based on customer insights. Below is a figure of how 

agile development moves in cycles with constant development until a product satisfy the 

consumer wants. 

Figure 5   Agile Development 

 

Source: Cited in Blank (2013a, p. 72) 

It is important to know that a lean process is no guarantee of success. However, Blank 

(2013a) argues that the failure rate is lower among startups executing lean methods. These 
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two concepts that Blank (2013a; 2013b) presents are similar to the concept of Ries (2010) 

build-measure-feedback-loop that was discussed earlier in chapter 3.2. Both rely on 

customer feedback to validate for example an idea, strategy or product. 

3.4 Minimum viable product 

According to Eisenmann et al. (2012, p. 2) the minimum viable product, MVP, is “the 

smallest set off activities needed to disprove a hypothesis”. Münch et al (2013) similarly 

claim that the MVP is constructed on an experimental basis with the goal of empirically 

testing the value hypothesis. Ries (2011, p. 96) adds that besides helping the entrepreneur 

in the learning process, the minimum viable product also lets you test specific product 

features or idea alterations in a quick pace. The MVP aims to use the least amount of 

effort, with the maximum amount of learning as the outcome. The MVP is a rather 

simplified version of what you aim to create. On the contrary to traditional product 

development, where a product is altered to perfection before it is introduced to the market, 

the MVP’s characteristic is to not be perfect, emphasizing learning and alterations.  

Münch et al (2013) state that creating prototypes is extremely important in agile software 

development, and the innovative technologies should be tested early on by constructing 

customer hypotheses. Further, they deliberate that business prototypes give you the ability 

to conceptualize and communicate the business process, while product prototypes help 

you define and refine while arbitrating the customer’s perspective.  

The MVP targets early adapters and visionary customers, a customer segment seeking to 

try something new and interesting rather than something perfect. Ries (2011, p. 97) gives 

us an example of a situation of early adopters. When Apple launched its first iPhone it 

did not carry functions like copy and paste or 3G internet speed. Still, customers where 

flocking outside the stores on the release day. Ries (2011, p. 97) claims that the early 

adopters are being fed on the thrill of being the first ones to try a new product or service. 

In a way these early adapters then use their imagination to improve the product and add 

on features the product is missing. When companies can capture these imaginations, we 

have reached the learning phase in the feedback loop presented in previous chapter. 

In their study, Münch et al (2013) brought up research questions targeting the minimum 

viable product in an industry-academia collaboration context. Their main goal was to 
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develop an MVP, in this case a game, that should test the end-user value of a cloud 

service. Further, their value hypothesis was that the game would satisfy the player’s 

expectations and that the generated metadata would bring value to the player. They tested 

this hypothesis by offering the software program to students and asking them questions 

about their user experience. They concluded that rapid prototyping, to get value-related 

feedback, can be obtained by using simple framework processes where the team carrying 

out the project get the freedom to design prototypes in short, incremental cycles with 

close cooperation with the customers. In this case Münch et al (2013) found that the use 

of MVP’s can reduce the barriers to experimenting and speed up the pace of innovation 

in the software context. 

The MVP does not have to be a physical product. An MVP can consist of a video 

explaining a concept, aiming to test how many people engage in watching the video and 

responding to it. This was the case when Drew Houston was in the starting block of 

creating Dropbox. They tested the online storage product by releasing a video of what the 

features would consist of, with the result of 75 000 people signing up on the waiting list 

of that product. This validated the assumption that customers would use the product they 

intended to create. (Ries, 2011, p. 101) 

Another important aspect of the MVP is its ability to validate or reject a company’s 

growth model. The initial MVP, that seem to work well on the early adapters, might then 

have to be extended to test the growth model, always considering the real targeted 

customers. (Ries, 2011, p. 104) 

The MVP is fundamentally a way to test your assumptions. It can be challenging to test 

these assumptions. However, getting the customers’ reactions, whether they are good or 

bad, are important for continuing the development process. If the early adopters cannot 

figure out your product or care about the attributes you think are great, it is better to gain 

this insight early on! A way of gaining the right insights is to remove all features and 

efforts that do not contribute to the specific learning you look for. (Ries, 2011, p. 110) 

3.4.1 Risks with MVP 

There are a couple of risky attributes to MVPs that startups need to be aware of. Most 

common steeples to overcome when using MVPs are problems with legal aspects, fear of 
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competitors and branding risks. Say you seek to get patent for your product, then it is 

challenging to release an early prototype. Depending on the fundamentals of the startup 

this can become a big issue juridically. At times the learning benefits are bigger than the 

risk, but if you are about to release a scientific revolution whose benefits rely heavily on 

the unique competitive advantage, then the risks need to be considered more carefully. 

However, Ries (2011, p. 112) stresses that there is legal counsel to take advantage of in 

all cases. 

Ries (2011, p. 112) underlines that risk of someone else stealing your idea is the most 

common cause of not wanting to build an MVP. For many new companies the fear of 

competitors stealing your business idea is what makes you hold back on testing the 

product on real customers.   

When a company is in stealth mode it develops the product to perfection before the major 

launch is carried out (Nobel 2011b). A secretive approach can seem attractive, as you 

don’t let any competitors see the market opportunity that your company is about to fill. 

However, this also implies no early customer feedback. The safety net you obtain by not 

letting anyone know about your product can become a later risk of no one wanting your 

product. The lean startup methodology disregards this concept of secrecy as it is far more 

vital to earn customer insight so that the developed product has the probability of hitting 

the right target (Blank, 2013a). Ries (2011, p. 112) adds that if a competitor can steal your 

whole startup idea immediately when you start releasing prototypes, you are destined to 

fail anyways. He continues by stating that the whole idea of MVPs is that you have the 

tools to quickly move through the feedback loop, faster than your competitors would be 

able to. If your competitors can steal your idea in this type of situation, your startup has 

bigger issues that secrecy cannot fix. Ries (2011, p. 113) also suggests an easy fix to the 

issue of “destroying your brand name with a half-great product”: Create the MVP under 

a different brand name and don’t make excess buzz over the MVP launch! MVPs are 

expected to fail or come with negative results, and this is important to be aware of from 

start. 
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3.4.2 Early launching 

One challenging thing regarding the launch of a startup is to know at what time it should 

be done. There are always things to fix or improve as the launch date approaches. 

Whenever something unexpected happens or you fear failures, it might be tempting to 

postpone the launch date. However, as Ries (2011, p. 49) points out; “delay prevents 

many startups from getting the feedback they need”. If your product is of a kind that 

allows for modification it can be educational to try the market for real, gain insights and 

continue the work accordingly. Valuable lessons are to be learned from releasing your 

work to the crowd, even if the product is not 100 % functioning.  

Another incentive for delaying the launch of a product is that you can then still dream of 

great success. As long as no products are released, and no information is collected, the 

possibility that it will be a great hit is still achievable. As soon as small numbers or 

unwanted response reach you, the dream shatters. (Ries, 2011, p. 59)  

But postponing the data collection might make you produce a lot of waste and products 

that the customer in worst case scenario won’t even care about. There is however a 

difference between the Nike slogan “just do it” (Suster 2018) and experimentation, 

lessons learned and customer targeted development. (Ries, 2011, p. 59) 

We constantly see more of this “open production” business building. Where the 

organization doesn’t fear to let the surrounding know about their business plan. Hadenius 

(2018) explains that social media and online forums are great ways to connect with 

customers. Not only do you get valuable information of what the customers want and 

need, you can also tie them to a brand or product before it is even launched, making them 

part of the journey and far more likely to connect with your products when launching. 

Hadenius (2018) also states that this type of openness is possible when you have the 

resources and a strong team assembled. At the time you decide to ask for feedback you 

are already far ahead of competitors and them stealing your idea is going to take a lot of 

sudden effort that might not be possible at that moment. This way of open business 

building is challenging traditional ways of stealth mode businesses. 
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3.5 Metrics that matter  

So how do you know what your customers desire? Ries (2011, p. 56) states that 

unfortunately it is not as simple as just asking the customers what they want, as people 

rarely know what they want in advance. When implementing validated learning, learning 

about customers through empirical data should be considered a core activity while other 

efforts not resulting in any knowledge about the customers should be reduced. In a way 

you can measure productivity in terms of how much customer insight the startup has 

instead of looking at only product development and how much you have built during a 

specific time. Effort should be put into analytically figure out the right way to construct 

your products, that will ultimately lead to customer value creation. (Ries, 2011, pp. 57-

58) 

Ries (2011, p. 65) highlights the startup story of online shoe store Zappos. Instead of 

conducting “normal market research”, aka asking what the customers think they want, 

they decided to build a simple product (very small-scale online shoe store) to test the real 

customer behavior. This way Zappos managed to communicate with the customers and 

learn about their desires and sometimes unexpected actions. Testing a simplified product 

model through qualitative learning complements quantitative statistics and can be the 

starting point for the grand vision of building something big.  

3.5.1 Innovative Accounting 

A startup needs to be aware of the current situation and follow thorough experimentations 

to learn how to move towards its desired destination. Ries (2010, p. 115) insists that 

companies need to adjust their measurement tools to fit the growth model. But how do 

you know that you are on the right path? Startups are tricky in a sense that it is hard to 

make valid predictions because of the very uncertain conditions they thrive in. Hence 

standard accounting is not a very helpful approach for startups. Ries (2011, pp. 116-117) 

suggests a method called innovation accounting. 

Innovation accounting is quantitative financial methods derived from leap-of-faith 

assumptions. This set of tools help the startup prove the assumption of it objectively 

learning how to grow a sustainable business. Innovation accounting provokes three 

learning milestones where the first one implies the usage of an MVP that provides data 
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of where you are right now. The MVP should test assumptions the startup has, and it is 

preferable to test the riskiest assumptions already from start as this will be fundamental 

for the startup to work. The next step is to alter the reference point to move towards the 

goal. This may take a couple of attempts. Here it is important to know what you are 

measuring. Is the improved design meant to make it easier for customers to use the 

product? If so, we need to find ways to measure this activation rate and show that we 

obtained validated learning. The last milestone is to either pivot or carry on. If we see a 

movement towards the goal, we are doing something right, if not then the strategy requires 

a major change. (Ries, 2010, pp. 117-123) 

Let’s say you sell a software program that is free to download but offers in-app purchases. 

You aim to increase the sales and revenue of these in-app products. It might be tempting 

looking at an upward pointing, cumulative graph thinking the company is doing well as 

the number of customers increase. But say the amount of paying customers increase at 

the same percentage level as the total customers. Looking at a cohort funnel graph, where 

each customer group is represented in percentage of total customers, you see that nothing 

has changed even if customer awareness has gone up. This way your company is not 

growing in the desired direction. We need to use measurements that show whereas a 

change in feature is the reason the result fluctuates.  

3.5.2 Cohort analysis, split-testing and the three A’s 

Ries (2012, pp. 123-136) provokes a cohort analysis. Cohort analysis gives you a clear 

overview of the different groups of customers your business reaches out to. As different 

customers are exposed to your products at different times, a cohort analysis helps you 

understand if your company moves in the right direction. To illustrate this way of 

analyzing, Kalliagkopoulos (2016) gives us the following example. Say you have an e-

commerce site with the same number of new buyers each month. The general impression 

is that the e-commerce is developing in a good direction. However, what a “normal” 

revenue curve fails to show is how the underlying development structure moves and the 

differences of customers shopping in different months. The revenue table and cohort 

analysis are presented below: 
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Table 3  Revenue table 

 

 January February March April May 

Total customers 500 1 000 1 500 2 000 2 500 

Revenues $ 5 000 $ 9 500 $ 11 500 $ 15 500 $ 17 500 

Average revenue per 

customer 

$ 10 $ 9,5 $ 7,7 $ 7,8 $ 7,0 

Source: Cited in Kalliagkopoulos (2016) 

 

Table 4  Cohort analysis of average spending  

 

 Month 1 

A vs B 

Month 2  

A vs B 

Month 3 

A vs B 

Month 4  

A vs B 

Month 5 

A vs B 

January $ 10 vs $ 10 $ 8 vs $ 9 $ 3 vs $ 8 $ 5 vs $ 9 $ 1 vs $ 9 

February $ 11 vs $ 10 $ 8 vs $ 6 $ 7 vs $ 6 $ 5 vs $ 5 

March $ 12 vs $ 9 $ 6 vs $ 8 $ 5 vs $ 5 

April $ 13 vs $ 8 $ 9 vs $ 9 

May $ 15 vs $ 7 

Source: Two scenarios illustrated in Kalliagkopoulos (2016) 

In the tables above, we first see an overall view of the total revenue of the e-commerce, 

this revenue is the same for the two scenarios illustrated in the second table. In table 3 we 

see two scenarios where the average spend per month is exemplified. In the first scenario 

“A” we can read that customers introduced to the e-commerce in January, as the first 

month, spent $ 10 followed by $ 8 in the second month etc. We see a trend that the average 

spending during the first month is increasing, meaning we probably improved on quality 

or user experience over time. In the second scenario “B” we see the opposite trend of 

customers spending less money during the first month over time. Revenues remain high 

because of the ones introduced to the e-commerce in the beginning of the year.  
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This example shows the importance of using the right metrics when you are in the midst 

of developing your business and its products. Another method that Ries (2010, p. 135) 

suggests is the split-test experiment. This way of testing implies introducing different 

versions of a product, simultaneously, to the customers. By then observing the behaviors 

between the different groups we can draw conclusions about the impact of different 

features. For example, a company can send out two different versions of a product 

catalogue with the same products, but with two different designs. Then you keep track of 

the two groups receiving the different catalogues. This technique is sometimes called A/B 

testing as you test two versions. Further, Ries (2010, p. 142) gives us a measurement tool 

for finding good metrics: the three A’s. These are actionable (the test has to demonstrate 

clear cause and effect), accessible (metrics that the employees and managers understand 

and can take part of) and auditable (credible data for the employees). 

3.6 Pivot, carry on or drop the baton 

After looking at the outcome of your validated metrics, Ghezzi and Cavallo (2018) 

suggest the same three options as Ries (2010) and Blank (2013a). Either you carry on 

with the now proven business model as you were able to accept the hypothesis. Or if the 

metrics show some sort of improvements, although not the desired ones, you can choose 

to alter the business model, or make a more severe pivot by changing the direction of the 

business entirely. The last option is to drop the baton and let go of the whole business 

idea, and with that – the startup it would have resulted in, as the outcome of the tests show 

unsolvable future problems.  

Ries (2011) talk about a concept which can be explained as “Product risk over time”. This 

concept is featured in the graph below. 
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Figure 6   Product Risk Over Time 

 

Source: Cited in and modified by Valentiny (2020). Originally Ries (2011) [own 

interpretation]  

Building stuff without user validation increases the risk of building the “wrong stuff”. 

And to lessen that risk over time, and validate a working idea or concept, it’s important 

to test the market early on. This way of incrementally validating the idea lessens the risk 

of spending a lot of time building the “wrong stuff”. Instead the entrepreneur can learn 

and adapt to the market response. An alteration of the business idea or product, as well as 

changing the way the startup operates, is then considered a pivot. 

Ries (2011, p. 148) argues that with the right innovation accounting you can do faster and 

successful pivots that eventually lead to growing a sustainable business. Entrepreneurs 

often claim they wish they would have made a major change sooner. Ries (2011, p. 158) 

gives us three reasons for this unwillingness to pivot in time: 

1. Vanity metrics can lead to the wrong conclusions, making the entrepreneurs 

believe in own influenced illusions, which makes it even harder to believe that a 

change must be made. 
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2. Unclear hypotheses and “let’s see what happens” launches make it impossible to 

experience failure – which means you will succeed in “seeing what happens”, but 

not learning if it is the desired outcome. 

3. Many entrepreneurs are scared. To be proven wrong is one thing, but to not have 

a chance to give your vision a real shot is even more terrifying. 

(Ries, 2011, p. 158) 

To overcome these problems, the entrepreneurs need to be willing to fail and later turn 

failures into pivots, even if it is scary. Pivots come in different shapes. Ries (2011, p. 169) 

lists a few of them: 

1. Zoom-in pivot: What was considered a single feature in a product becomes the 

whole product. 

2. Zoom-out pivot: A single feature is insufficient and what was supposed to be the 

whole product becomes a single feature of a much larger product. 

3. Customer segment pivot: The product solves a problem for real customers, just 

not the originally intended customer group.  

4. Customer need pivot: The problem we are trying to solve for the customers turns 

out to be not that important. But because of the customer relationship we have 

obtained we can discover other related problems to solve. 

(Ries, 2011, p. 169) 

When the product has passed all the tests, and the revised product satisfies the target 

customers, the startup has reached a “product-market fit” (Eisenmann et al., 2012). In the 

build-measure-learn loop a product-market fit implies that we have reached a successful 

conclusion. After this the phase of up-scaling and acceleration starts. (Eisenmann et al., 

2012; Ries, 2011, p. 177) However, given this thesis’ limitations, these parts of the startup 

process are not going to be further covered in the theoretical framework. 
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3.7 Business model innovation 

Research conducted on the business model innovation lies in different strategic 

management theories where the construction of the business model is referring to the 

value architecture of a business (Ghezzi & Cavallo, 2018; Teece 2010; Foss & Saebi, 

2018). This can be translated into the process where the company creates value to its 

customers so that the customers’ engagement later converts to profits for the company. 

Teece (2010) proposes that business models themselves can represent and facilitate a 

form of innovation. Additionally, he states a business model to be broader than a business 

strategy, but that these two should be linked together to generate the most competitive 

advantages. This is done by for example segmenting the market and finding value 

propositions for each segment. 

For a startup it is important to develop business models that account for both customer 

segments, how value is added, and how revenue is obtained. One way of looking at 

business models is to physically map it out, like a blueprint an architect would use. 

According to Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010, p. 15) it is essential to have the same 

understanding of what a business model implies when you discuss business model 

innovation within the organization. Hence, they give this definition: 

“A business model describes the rationale of how an organization creates, 

delivers and captures value” (2010, p. 14) 

When developing a business model everyone should be onboard and agree on the 

fundamentals of the model. This can be challenging as you are trying to simplify a 

complex company structure. However, Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010, p. 15) argue that 

implementing a concept leading to a shared language is extensively needed to 

successfully innovate business models. In their handbook they present a blueprint 

containing nine basic building blocks which together ultimately aim for financial success 

of the company. The blocks cover the four main areas of business: customers, offer, 

infrastructure, and financial capability. (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010, p. 15) 
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3.7.1 The business model canvas 

The 9 building blocks according to Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010, pp. 16 – 17) are 

plotted in the table below: 

Table 5  The 9 building blocks in the business model canvas 

 

Source: Cited in Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010, pp. 16 – 17) [Own modification] 

Breaking down the content in each box we see the following categories: 

1. Customer Segments 

If we look closely at the different blocks we see that customers are the absolute core of 

the model. The aim is to build our business around our target customers. By grouping the 

customers into segments, it is easier to uncover characteristics and behaviors of individual 

customer clusters. It is of great importance that the organization agrees on which 

segments to focus on. While it might be tempting to select a wide range of customers it 
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simultaneously becomes harder to offer and deliver the same value to that many 

customers. By uncovering and selecting segments it is easier to see what is needed to 

satisfy these specific customers.  Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010, p. 20) claim that a 

strong understanding of customer needs is fundamental to a good business model. 

2. Value Proposition 

The value proposition indicates the actual problem a company is solving or the need that 

is met by offering the company’s products or services to a specific customer segment. 

Hence, value is created for those customers in that process. The value proposition is the 

reason a company is preferred over another. This happens when the company manages to 

create a bundle of benefits that fit the customer needs. Localizing the customers’ problems 

and then managing to solve them is one way of constructing a value proposition. 

(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010, p. 22) 

3. Channels 

The value proposition needs to be delivered to the different customer segments smoothly 

and efficiently. Hence the organization needs effective communication and distribution 

channels. The right mix of channels should target the different customer touchpoints in a 

customer-company relationship. Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010, p. 26) argue that 

companies need to raise awareness of its existence, bring forward their value proposition 

and enable the customers to take part of it by for example making a purchase, and later 

support the customers post-purchase. In other words, the company must choose the 

suitable channels through which these events are happening. (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 

2010, p. 26) 

4. Customer Relationships 

This block describes the relationship the company establishes with the different customer 

groups. These types of relationships can go from automated to more personal ones. The 

motivations behind the relationships can be driven by for example the desire to acquire 

customers, preserve customers or boost sales. This relationship is closely influencing the 

customer experience. (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010, p. 28) 
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5. Revenue Streams 

By revenue streams Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010, p. 30) imply the actual profit the 

company generates from each customer segment. What kind of value is the customer 

essentially willing to pay you for? The different customer segments may have different 

pricing mechanisms, but a company should try to successfully map out these possible 

streams. These streams can consist of either one-time customer payments or recurring 

payments derived from customers coming back or paying for post-purchase support. 

(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010, p. 30) 

6. Key Resources 

These are the most important assets required for your business model to essentially work. 

These assets enable you to create and offer customer value and obtain revenue. Key 

resources can have different attributes. They can be physical, monetary, human or 

intellectual. These resources can be obtained by the company itself, be borrowed or 

acquired from key partners. (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010, p. 34) 

7. Key Activities 

The key activities describe what the most important actions the business must undertake 

in order for the business model to work successfully. Like the key resources, these are 

required to deliver customer value and obtain revenue while doing so. Key activities are 

different to different types of businesses, but they help you solve the customer problem. 

(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010, p. 36) 

8. Key Partnerships 

This building block includes the network of partners you need to have, whether these be 

suppliers, alliances, coopetitors or co-founders. It is essential to create strong partnerships 

that can help you reduce risk and acquire resources. (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010, p. 38) 

9. Cost Structure 

The final building block that Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010, p. 40) highlights is the Cost 

Structure block which lists the most important costs that occur while operating in the 
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given business model. All the actions mentioned in the previous sections come with a 

cost. After establishing your business model, you should be able to calculate the costs 

that occur in each segment and see where adjustments need to be made. 

3.8 Summary – the experimental driven startup  

Chapter 2 and 3 have consisted of perceptions of traditional and lean startup methods, 

where the main focus has been on the latter. Here follows a brief summary of the major 

personal takes on the theoretical chapters. 

Throughout the theory, Ries’s (2011, p.37) definition of a startup has been used: “a startup 

is a human institution creating new products or services under conditions of extreme 

uncertainty”. The last four words in that definition is in a way the very essence of what a 

startup is. You introduce a unique idea to an unsure market (Blank, 2013a) with 

demanding customers, who might have to change their behavior to take advantage of your 

solution. In a startup it is hard to know what kind of actions and processes that will turn 

out to be valuable for the customers, and that is part of the uncertain landscape a startup 

is occurring in. This challenging condition, along with not being able to meet the customer 

need, are reasons startups fail and why we need frameworks to facilitate the startup 

process. 

An entrepreneur should try to find solutions in the building process that efficiently can 

use these uncertain circumstances to the best of their ability. Besides challenges in 

defining the business concept, the market introduction and customer response are hard to 

predict. Instead of predicting things out of the blue, Ries (2011) and Blank (2013a) both 

talk about validated learning, a concept which permeates the very essence of the lean 

startup methodology and one of the greatest takeaways from the theory as a whole. Hence, 

investigating the degree of validated learning is something to keep in mind moving into 

the empirical study that follows. Can we see some extent of validated learning in the 

startup cases, and if so, how is it obtained?  

Modern technology with endless opportunities makes it possible to build almost any 

product today. An interesting viewpoint, given by Ries (2011, p. 61), is that we instead 

should ask ourselves if it should be built and, in that case, if a sustainable business can be 

built around it. By breaking down each part of the business, and most importantly, starting 
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from the customer perspective of things, we can receive the validation needed to say “yes, 

this product should be built”. But building products that solve customer problems only 

work if the customers are aware of that problem – and you can best learn about your 

customers by gathering information out of office and letting customers try your product. 

Only then you can obtain valuable insights. This is one of the core aspects that separates 

a traditional linear business model from a more experimental driven method like the lean 

startup model. Here methods like build-measure-learn feedback loop, customer 

development, agile development and the introduction of a minimum viable product come 

in handy as these are all concepts aiming for validated learning through trial and error.  

The lean startup is filled with all kinds of nice buzzwords. And even if it all sounds good 

on paper, one should not stare blindly and slavishly follow each aspect to perfection, as 

every startup is unique and might have to find own ways to deal with the building process. 

Lean methods talk about moving “fast” through each step. However, given the theory, we 

don’t get a clear picture of how much time is spent on each step. But given the complexity 

and a lot of back and forth in for example the customer development model, we can only 

assume it’s a rather time-consuming process. Which again is something very case specific 

depending on the type of startup you intend to build. But imagine that by the time you’ve 

gone through all the steps, or “a loop”, the market has already changed, and you have to 

move through the whole process again, given the new conditions.  

Another issue with the lean models is that even if it says that little to no money is paid 

upfront, this might not be the real case. You might have to rent an office, hire people with 

certain skills to develop a product, or buy material to make MVP’s. Of course, it’s 

possible to be creative, like in the Dropbox example where the idea was tested through 

people signing up for a fictive solution. (Ries, 2011, p. 101) Nevertheless, it is important 

to not stare blindly at the methods and think that your startup won’t succeed without lean 

methods. Startups all have different characteristics and some features of the lean method 

might bring value to one startup while it won’t add much to another startup. However, 

knowledge in the subject and lessons from previous cases are always good to have.  

A crucial part when developing your business is to make sure you detect which actions 

are value-creating and which ones are wasteful. When you succeed in doing so you build 

quality from the inside out. Ries (2011, p. 55) underlines that eliminating waste and 
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creating customer value are two of the most important aspects of a startup. Something 

that can be done by tuning the startup engine. However, tuning the startup engine implies 

that you have to have failed from time to time, because that is when the learning occurs.  
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4  METHODOLOGY 

In this chapter the research method will be justified and presented. The first section 

discusses the research approach and how theory can be built as well as this study’s chosen 

approach. Then follows a section concerning the research methods. This leads into the 

presentation of the data collection method, the empirical sample as well as how the 

material will be analyzed.  

4.1 Research approach 

Research is about interpretation of different situations and aspects. Not only should the 

researcher’s interpretation ability be professional, but also the different elements in 

empirical studies is up for interpretation for both the research object as well as the reader 

of the final study. (Gummesson, 2003)  

The initial step in a research process is to find an area worth investigating due to an 

experienced research problem (Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 40). The goal is to find 

enlightenment in this area by systematically collect new or more in-depth knowledge 

relating to that problem. (Suanders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2016, p. 5; Patel & Davidson, 

2003, p. 23) To do so there are three different approaches to choose from: inductive, 

deductive and abductive research approaches (Suanders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2016, p. 

145). 

In an inductive approach you build theory according to the data collection where data is 

used to explore a phenomenon with the aim to create a conceptual framework (Suanders, 

Lewis & Thornhill, 2016, p. 145). This method captures the essence of a research area 

without judgement or prerequisites. One risk with this approach is that the study becomes 

too subjective as the result is only concluded based on the researcher’s own empirical 

material. Another problem is generalization of the truth based on sole sample 

observations, which can lead to deceptive conclusions. (Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 24) 

Induction promotes exploration and a non-judging starting point with the weakness of 

becoming too subjective and generalizing.  

On the opposite side, the deductive approach, starts from the known theory with the aim 

to falsify or verify hypotheses by collecting data and compare it to existing theory 
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(Suanders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2016, p. 145). As deductive research builds upon already 

recognized theory, the research itself become more objective, which means less risk of a 

skewed research result. However, this also implies that the research might not bring a lot 

of new observations – hence scientific value – to the table (Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 

23). The deductive approach, designed to examine a specific case based on existing 

theory, is a somewhat safe approach with the concern of a weaker benefit of the result. 

A mix between these two research approaches is called abduction. In an abductive 

approach theories and data collection interfere throughout the process. Here you 

incorporate appropriate theory when needed but also build new theory, or modify existing 

theory, when conceptual frameworks are developed according to research findings. 

(Suanders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2016, p. 145) The empirical data is used as inspiration to 

develop theory and the other way around, as the researcher balance between the two 

methods. Advantages of an abductive approach is that the researcher doesn’t have to 

slavishly use just one approach, instead it is a work in progress between theory and data 

all the way to the finish line. The downside of this approach is that the researcher’s 

preconceptions unintentionally can nuance the study in a way where theories are chosen 

according to a desired outcome, which leads the empirical study in a certain way before 

the actual study is performed (Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 24). An abductive approach 

requires a critical eye and an ability to juggle multiple interpretations in a way that can 

uncover a pattern that matches theory with the research. 

One abductive approach a researcher can use is an autoethnographic approach. An 

autoethnographic approach is sometimes characterized as a “critical autobiography” 

where the assumption is that 1) it is possible to learn about the general from the particular 

and 2) the self is a social phenomenon (Crossley, 2009; Church, 1995, p. 5). This 

approach undertakes the form of personalized texts where researchers tell stories about 

their own lived experiences. The aim with an autoethnographic method is to provide a 

deeper understanding of the connection between the “personal” and the “cultural” 

(Crossley, 2009; Richardson, 2000). Gummesson (2003) talk about this as a 

preunderstanding in the subject you want to investigate. 

This method is criticized by its unstructured, uncontrolled and subjective essence when 

centered to the absolute “self” (Clark & Gruba, 2010) However, Etherington (2004, p. 
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41) argues that this is an ethically sound approach as it uses familiar and intimate ways 

of conducting research that legitimizes the presence of the researchers self and culture.  

In this particular case the autoethnographic inspired approach is useful to give a real-life 

example as a contrast to the theory given in previous chapters. This way the researcher 

herself can share her startup story and reflections on the process. The goal is to get real 

hands-on observations of how the reality looked like for the founders while in the midst 

of starting their company. By using this method, the thesis will provide an interesting 

complement to the rest of the empirical study. 

Hence, the research approach in this study can be described as abductive as the research 

process iterates back and forth between data and theory (Suanders, Lewis & Thornhill, 

2016, p. 146). This because alongside with building the theoretical framework, a 

significant part of the empirical study, the autoethnographic inspired documentation of 

one startup case, was performed. The fundamental theory was derived as an interaction 

between the initial startup documentation and the tools needed to explain the process 

behind it. We can also see the abductive approach in that the interview themes were 

developed from the theoretical discussion and the initial startup documentation. 

Furthermore, the theory was then adjusted in the process of data analyzing. The final 

framework is a result of combining the known theory and the empirical parts of the study.  

4.2 Research method 

In empirical research the research method implies how the empirical material has been 

collected, treated and analyzed (Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 13). Two methods are 

generally used. A quantitative method and a qualitative method. It is also possible to mix 

these two which then becomes a mixed method. (Suanders, Lewis & Thornhill, p. 165). 

Some differences between the two opposites is that a quantitative method is more 

distanced and structured using a macro perspective and often a deductive approach with 

“hypothesis testing”. On the other side a qualitative method focuses on more intimate 

details with an unstructured, micro perspective and an inductive approach with the goal 

of generating theory rather than testing. (Bryman & Bell, 2017, p. 322) In quantitative 

research numeric data, or numbers, are used whereas in qualitative research non-numeric 

data, such as words, images and other material, is processed. Moreover, a numeric data 
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collection method is for example questionnaires and analytic methods can take the form 

of graphs and statistics. An example of a non-numeric data collection method is 

interviews where the data analyzing process can be to categorize the collected data and 

find patterns.  

Some challenges with a quantitative method are the aspect of quantification and 

simplification that can lead to variables losing their meaning or lack importance in their 

given surroundings (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2008, p. 130). However, a big advantage is 

the reliability and recreation aspect where you should be able to perform the exact same 

hypothesis testing and draw the same conclusion when using the same static research 

model and material.  

Challenges with a qualitative approach is that it is less reliable because it is made of 

presumptions and has a low level of standardizing and ability to be recreated (Patel & 

Davidson, 2011, p. 78) Because of this it is hard to fully verify it as a scientific proven 

truth. Despite that, qualitative methods allow for a deeper understanding and an end result 

with several layers and nuances. 

In some cases, especially in business and management research, a combined method is to 

prefer as you might need a set of “open response” questions to really capture the essence 

of a situation where just ticking a box might leave out important information. (Suanders, 

Lewis & Thornhill, 2016, p. 165; Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 13-14) 

What determines the research method is the purpose of the study, the problem area and 

the research questions. A quantitative approach, using statistic analyzing methods, is 

appropriate when we ask ourselves “Where? How? What’s the difference? What’s the 

relation between?” and so on. When we instead try to interpret and understand human 

relationships and thoughts, and figure out the underlying pattern, we need to use for 

example verbal analyzing methods, hence a qualitative approach. (Patel & Davidson, 

2011, p. 14)  

Because the purpose of this study is to uncover startup lessons that are very case specific 

and attached to personal judgements, a qualitative approach is the method of choice 

moving forward. Numeric data will not capture feelings and perceptions as good as words 
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and personal encounters. Another argument for choosing a qualitative research method is 

the micro aspect of the study that focuses on detailed information in a few cases that can 

lead to certain patterns instead of a big sample size with generalization and hypothesis 

testing as a goal.  

Through qualitative research the researcher interprets the empirically collected material 

as well as secondary sources to draw uniform conclusions (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2008, 

p. 20) In the process of analyzing research material it requires critical interpretation and 

reflection skills that balances external quotes with the own words of the researcher. This 

balance is important so that the reader neither gets too manipulated nor too uninfluenced 

when reading the results (Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 121) 

4.3 Data collection method 

The research process is characterized by several steps, and an essential step is the data 

collection method. This section presents the qualitative method of choice and how the 

material was treated. To obtain firsthand empirical data, semi-structured deep interviews 

were held. 

4.3.1 Qualitative instruments 

When choosing a qualitative method there are many different tools and instruments to 

use. The method should also coincide with the whole research design and how the 

researcher collects data, handles it and ties it to the research questions (Suanders, Lewis 

& Thornhill, 2016, p. 164) Accessibility, the purpose of the study and the research 

questions have an important role when selecting the most suitable research instruments 

to gather information for the study. Preexisting documents, observations, experiments, 

diaries, field studies, interviews and surveys are some of the ways we can capture 

information. (Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 67) In this thesis two qualitative methods are 

used. 

The initial part of this empirical study builds upon a diary format due to an 

autoethnographic inspired documentation of a startup owned by the author herself. 

However, this method is not suitable when looking at other startups, mostly because 

accessibility reasons. Firstly, each startup experiences a different phase in their journey 
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as well as it being very time consuming for the respondents to keep a diary. Secondly, 

observations and field studies do not quite fit the desired research area as the goal is to 

get personal insights of the startup process from the founders themselves and not “a day 

at work”. Interviews is a data collection method that can capture a great deal of 

information as well as moment specific attributes. Hence this is the second method used 

in the empirical study. 

4.3.2 Semi-structured deep interviews 

Interviews and surveys are suitable for collecting information when we have specific 

questions we want to ask (Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 73). Furthermore, a fixed survey 

does not capture personal and elaborative answers whereas qualitative interviews allow 

the respondents to answer using their own words. Interviews can be performed in groups 

or individually. In a case where group interviews are held you can also observe the 

relationships and interactions between the respondents. However, some information 

might get lost if not all respondents get the same amount of time and room to express 

their thoughts. (Trost, 2010, p. 24) In a personal interview the interaction between the 

interviewer and the respondent can take on more of a conversational appearance, with the 

main focus on the words of the person interviewed. In addition, if several personal 

interviews are conducted it’s important that the interviewer maintain the same types of 

questions and that one interview won’t influence the next interview with the information 

already obtained. This is important so that the researcher can interpret the conducted 

material equally afterwards. (Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 78-80) 

In order to maintain the same standardization degree on the interviews it’s essential that 

the interviews are conducted given similar circumstances, like physical surroundings, 

method of interview as well as questions asked. The research purpose itself can monitor 

the degree of standardization. If you want to conduct a study with a high standardization 

degree there should not be a lot of variation in the interview cases, for example the 

questions need to be asked exactly in the same order. In a less standardized interview 

there is more room for variation and the questions can be asked when they are best suited 

given the circumstances. (Trost 2010, p. 19; Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 72) 
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Standardized interviews are easier to compare, with the downside of being too monotone. 

Less standardized interviews, on the other hand, can become too broad and cover many 

topics, but they may also find interesting and maybe also important discoveries within 

the different topics. Besides standardization, the interview structure plays an important 

part in the result. A structured interview has given answer alternatives, making it easier 

to compare, whereas an unstructured approach gives the respondent the possibility to 

speak freely and give open answers. (Trost, 2010, p. 20) Choosing the appropriate 

structure depends on how precise you want the questions and the answers to be. It is also 

possible to combine these methods. The researcher can choose to perform a semi-

structured interview with some degree of standardization, and in addition, combine 

quantitative elements in the qualitative study if necessary.  

Performing semi-structured interviews calls a preplanned interview guide or form derived 

from the research questions. A semi-structured interview form implies that the 

interviewer hands over a list of specific themes to be discussed, but it also allows the 

respondent to freely elaborate on the answers. The goal with this method is to uncover 

and identify characteristics of for example the respondent’s everyday life or perception 

of a certain phenomenon. In a qualitative interview the role of the interviewer is to 

participate in the conversation and carefully lead it on to the desired information path. To 

receive elaborative answers, the researcher needs to use questions like “how, what, when, 

explain”. (Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 81-82) An interview guide works as a support to 

keep the interview on track with the right topics, while experiencing some flexibility, 

when performing the interview. This method also allows the interviewer to ask follow-up 

questions. (Gillingham, 2008, p. 103; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2013, p. 43).  

It’s important that the researcher gathers all the relevant information during the interview. 

Besides the words of the respondent, facial expressions, body language and physical 

attributes can add to the answers given. However, in order to not just depend on the 

memory of the interviewer, recording the interview and later transcribing it is an 

important part of the interview process. (Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 83) Another essential 

thing is to offer anonymity for the respondent. When given the possibility to remain 

anonymous, either by name, language or other recognizable aspects, the respondent can 

feel comfortable and speak confidentially about sensitive subjects. (Trost, 2010, p. 41)  
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In quantitative research it’s essential to get a sample that can represent a population. 

However, in a qualitative study the researcher wants a heterogenic sample within a 

specific area, meaning variation but with a common denominator. Instead of a 

representative sample the researcher leans towards a strategic sample. The researcher 

chooses what variables and characteristics that are important, given the theory, and make 

a strategic decision. (Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 137-138) Trost (2010, p. 144) says that 

depending on the purpose of the study the researcher chooses the number of respondents. 

However, it is better to have a few well performed interviews than a bigger number of 

“fast ones”, not just because the quality of the interview is important, but also because 

the a big set of material can be unmanageable and you might lose details and connections 

between the different materials (Trost, 2010, p. 156). 

When moving the text from the transcribed material into the actual study the researcher 

approach a crossroad. Some things might have to be cited word by word as the sentence 

fulfills a purpose. On the other hand, it can be clever to leave out unnecessities like 

stuttering, “bloopers” and curse words for the sake of the respondent. As long as the 

message is clear and real, unnecessary content does not have to be included in the 

transcription. (Trost, 2010, p. 157) 

As this study focuses on personal and elaborative answers, and not answers derived from 

a fixed survey, qualitative interviewing is one of the two methods of choice in this thesis. 

A semi-structured interview allows the respondent to freely elaborate on the answers, 

hence capturing both situations and feelings. Following an interview guide is a suiting 

method as this thesis aims to uncover and identify characteristics of the respondent’s 

everyday life and perception of a certain phenomenon: the startup journey.   

4.3.3 Implementation and analyzing method 

Three cases, or startups, were included in this study. Besides the authors own company 

Wera Agency, which firstly will be introduced in form of an autoethnographic inspired 

documentation, the remaining sample was chosen to get respondents from two different 

business fields. However, the common denominator for all three cases was that the 

startups have to have experienced an uncertain market entrance and a desire to change 

customer behavior in a somewhat unique way with their offered product or service. To 
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broaden the study and give an additional interesting viewpoint, the chosen two companies 

are active on different domestic markets: the Finnish and the Swedish market.  

The criteria for the semi-structured interviews were that they were held in person and in 

a relaxing environment where the discussion could take on a more casual, friendly tone. 

The interviews were recorded, and the respondents were offered anonymity. One 

respondent wanted to remain anonymous and obeying to that, both interview cases are 

henceforth treated confidentially without names. 

An interview guide was constructed to help move the discussion forward. However, the 

guide was not followed to perfection, instead the goal of each discussion was to make the 

respondent take his or her own turns and elaborate on themes they felt comfortable talking 

about. The interviews ranged between 1 hour and 1 hour and 40 minutes. The variation 

is explained as the interviews were adjusted to fit the timetables of the respondents.  

The semi-structured interviews were held in Swedish and the interviews carried out in 

cafés to acquire a relaxed environment. Further on, the interviews were transcribed and 

translated from Swedish to English when needed. Then the material was divided into 

overlaying themes. The first section of each case, including the autoethnographic inspired 

documentation of Wera Agency, is written from the perspective of the 

respondent/founder, this is the startup story. This method of retelling the startup stories 

is chosen to give the reader the feeling of “being in the moment” and receive enough 

space for making own interpretations. After the startup stories follows a comparison to 

the theoretical framework and personal lessons derived from combining the three cases. 

Worth mentioning is that as the author herself performed the autoethnographic inspired 

documentation on her own startup, prior knowledge and experiences in the startup field 

influences how the study is performed and results discussed. 

4.3.4 Case introduction 

Below is a table showing the extent of the three empirical cases followed by a small 

introduction of each case. 
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Table 6  Empirical sample 

Startup Alias Region  Method (Interview 

length) 

Date of 

investigation 

Wera 

Agency 

Founder and CEO 

(author of thesis) 

Vaasa 

Finland 

Autoethnographic 

inspired 

documentation 

May 2018 – July 

2019 

Funeral 

Online 

Entrepreneur X Stockholm 

Sweden 

Interview (1:43:30) 24.1.2019 

Marketing 

platform 

Entrepreneur Y Vaasa 

Finland 

Interview (1:02:18) 14.3.2019 

 

“Wera Agency – grow your business with WINsights” 

Wera Agency was established in Vaasa, Finland in October 2018 by three marketing 

graduate students; Erica, Saga and Emma. The company is run by the trio but carries a 

fourth legal co-owner. Wera Agency help local and national businesses, organizations 

and schools with innovative marketing solutions developed from smart data, and offer 

lectures and workshops in the subject social media marketing.  

“The Tupperware of funerals” 

This Swedish startup was established in 2014. Its main focus is funeral services online as 

well as locally, consultant based funeral services nationwide. The company has about a 

dozen employees and a part of the company was recently bought by a big Swedish media 

house. (Allabolag.se, 2019). 

“The Tinder of Influencer marketing” 

This Finnish startup was established in 2018. Its main focus is matching micro and nano 

influencers with companies nationwide through its platform. The company has six 

employees and a few consultants (Marketing platform, 2019). A big Finnish media house 

stepped in as a companion in fall 2018. 
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5 DATA PRESENTATION - STARTUP STORIES 

In this section the data will be presented in form of the own words of the startup owners. 

The stories are divided into sections with separate subheadings, following a somewhat 

chronological order. First the autoethnographic inspired documentation of Wera Agency 

is presented followed by the two interviews. The three startup stories then work as the 

foundation when later put in comparison to the theoretical framework in the next chapter.  

5.1 Wera Agency 

“Wera Agency – grow your business with WINsights” 

Wera Agency is a company that to some extent has followed a lean startup process. As 

the author has first-hand accessibility, and functions as the CEO and co-founder of this 

newly established startup, relevant information has been gathered throughout the 

company’s startup process which began spring 2018. The company’s core business is 

explained here. After that follows the startup story, which ties back to the themes 

discussed in the theoretical framework.  

We are Wera 

This is the story of how three young women, who had never crossed paths before, 

happened to sit next to each other in a classroom a gloomy day in September 2017. And 

how they were about to take on an innocent school assignment that ultimately grew into 

the business idea that became reality one year later. 

Wera Agency was established in Vaasa, Finland in October 2018 by three marketing 

graduate students. The trio consisted of me (Erica), Saga and Emma. The three of us had 

worked together in several school projects and operated well as a team. All together we 

possessed strong analytical skills, had a visual and creative eye and also talked the 

language of social media. These abilities were especially shown during a course called 

“Marketing the high tech” where we presented a fictive business idea to an “investment 

panel”. After winning the pitching competition, we got the opportunity to collaborate with 

one of the panel members - the CEO of a big digitally focused company in Vaasa, Finland. 

He believed in us as a team and we decided to start our own company together.  Hence, 

the fourth co-owner of Wera became this Vaasa based firm who concentrates its business 
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on digital solutions like apps and websites. The CEO of this company has taken on the 

role as a mentor and partner in Wera Agency, however the actual business has been run 

by the trio. 

In May 2018 the idea of a marketing agency was born, yet the concept came to be 

modified several times before the launch half a year later. Ultimately it was a school 

project that became the core of the startup. The goal of this school project was to uncover 

customer insights and find consumer roles within the news field – and plan marketing 

strategies correspondingly. The project report later became the baseline for the article 

“Prosuming news in an unbounded media landscape – a study of young adults” 

(Norrgrann, Ravald, Buss, Hjerpe & Storbacka 2018, p. 33). With this successful case 

study freshly in mind, we started working on the concept of our prospected marketing 

agency.  

Throughout the startup process we took influences from the lean startup theory and 

experimental driven approaches. After four months of polishing the business idea we 

landed in the following concept and value proposition: 

“WHY WERA? 

We use customer insights to grow your business. 

We also teach the art of social media management.” – Wera Agency (2020) 

The name Wera is a mashup of WE and ERA. The we era. It emphasizes the era of 

creating something great together with our customers and our customers’ customers. We 

also liked the fact that it was a strong female name meaning “faith” and “truth” 

(Nordicnames.de, 2020). 

Wera Agency help local and national businesses and organizations with innovative 

marketing solutions developed from smart data. By performing thorough customer insight 

analysis Wera help their customers to understand their own customers – and tailor 

marketing solutions in the right time and place. Along with this Wera obtain strong social 

media skills and offer lectures and workshops with themes like “Your social media dream 

job” and “Boost your resume with social media”. The SOME School-concept is built 



60 
 

upon lectures and workshops – perfect for students and businesses wanting to learn more 

about social media strategies, algorithms and content creation. 

This was our starting point in 2018 and what we told magazines who gave us a call to 

interview us about our new business. If we stuck to the plan? Well, as cited in the Niord 

paper; “The trio behind WERA skipped the plans”, meaning we didn’t really follow a 

predetermined route (Rosenqvist, 2019). Instead, we performed a lot of trial and error. 

For example, the “SOME School” concept is something that we still to this day, more 

than a year later, alter after each session. In other words, adjusting after gaining insights 

from the previous case.  

A leap of air 

Our vision was to use customer insight to grow businesses. Fundamentally we did a lot 

of research and benchmarking on the marketing field in Ostrobothnia. We wanted to see 

what kind of marketing bureaus already existed, and how we could stand out given the 

already existing ones. We also needed to see if there was actually a demand for a product 

that was this intangible. Our leap of faith was ultimately that companies would pay for 

“air”. 

Our strategy was to start with what we know. We knew how to work on fictive cases in 

school assignments. We used that skill to try the market without the market “knowing”. 

We treated both our own vision of a startup as well as the company cases like we were 

going to present the findings in front of a class, by making Prezi- and PowerPoint 

presentations. During the summer of 2018 we also looked at marketing firms in Vaasa, 

what they were offering and if they had done something good, worth replicating – or the 

opposite, something that we should avoid. It was a version of Komisar’s (2009) analogs 

and antilogs thinking. For example, we gathered inspiration from another brand-new 

Vaasa based agency, “Bertills & Jung” (run by two women), when it came to transparency 

in the building process and connection with their customers (Bertillsjung.net, 2019). And 

we looked at Monochrome.fi to envision our future webpage (Monochrome, 2019). Our 

antilog were marketing firms that were rather stagnant, old school and for example, had 

a messy Instagram feed. We looked at details that we liked and details where the 

expiration date had passed.  
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This first period was an intense time of ideas flying everywhere. Everything from 

company structure to name was elaborated on for several weeks. Our first name 

suggestion was DIGERA and below is a picture showing what we would offer. 

“Innovative solutions, strategic analysis and visual production” were three key words we 

worked around.  

Figure 7   Digera pitch 

 

Screenshot from a pitching presentation held to the CEO of Gambit on the 26th of June 

2018.  

Throughout our startup process we have referred to Ries (2011) concept “Product risk 

over time”, like seen in the picture above. Building stuff without user validation increases 

the risk of building the wrong stuff. Hence, in the process of developing our company 

and services, we constantly evaluated our ideas to find improvements. But this “graph” 

was also a concept that we wanted to offer our customers. Meaning we were the ones 

breaking down our customers’ marketing strategies to see what worked well, and what 

could be adjusted. We wanted to be the ones lessen the risk of building the “wrong stuff” 

for our customers. 
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Feedback before attack 

In the case of Wera Agency we had multiple minimum viable products that we put into 

some kind of feedback loop. First of all, the company itself was a prototype that got 

altered after receiving feedback from our mentors. Everything from concept, to value 

proposition, to company name to shareholder structure went through several “loops” 

before we landed in the final startup structure. We made several presentations, using the 

Prezi online presentation program, to visually show our thoughts regarding our business 

plan. In Ries’ (2011, p. 81) feedback loop this could be considered the build and product 

phase. We then pitched our ideas (measure), got feedback from our mentors (data), 

headed back to the drawing board (learn) and altered the presentation to fit the feedback 

we got before presenting again (ideas). This process started in June 2018, and a handful 

of mentor meetings later we held our last “pitch” in early September. The interesting thing 

is that we had landed in a completely different startup constellation than originally 

planned. In the diagram here under you can see one loop we went through when we 

planned to make digital marketing solutions under the name DIGERA. 

Figure 8   Build-Measure-Learn Feedback Loop for Wera 

 

Source: Own interpretation of the build-measure-learn feedback loop cited in Ries (2011, 

p.81)  
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This startup roadtrip was filled with unexpected turns derived from the possibility to 

constantly be able to “try out” our business ideas on people with experience in this type 

of business field. For example, our first go with “DIGERA – marketing in the digital era”, 

was experienced a little too vague and did not stand out in our mentors’ opinions. The 

customer problem was not clear enough, and the concept didn’t differ sufficiently from 

other marketing bureaus. We got the suggestion to focus more on customer insights than 

digital solutions.  

After gaining information from our mentors and scouting the current market we mapped 

out a business model canvas using colorful post-it notes on a big pink A2 paper. Below 

is an overview of how we constructed our own business model canvas. However, this was 

simply a suggestion that we mapped out, and did not strictly obey to over time. 

Table 7  Business model canvas for Wera 

 

Source: Cited in Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010, pp. 16 – 17) [Own modification] 
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Insight to selling insights 

For Wera, customer development came in the form of the previously mentioned feedback 

loop. For our first service we decided to work with both real cases and “potential cases”. 

We picked out three companies in different business fields, one from the building sector, 

one from the restaurant sector and one from the retail sector. We gave ourselves the task 

to try to localize their customers, analyze their strengths and weaknesses and look at how 

their current marketing strategy is performed, all from an outside perspective. We then 

used the insights we had uncovered to conclude potential “updates” and give suggestions 

of how the company could gain a stronger awareness both digitally and physically. We 

ended up presenting the result to one of the companies, the building firm, where their 

immediate reaction was “this is exactly what we need”. From there we got the green light 

to continue developing a customer analysis and marketing strategy for their upcoming 

project – hence we had received customer validation, while simultaneously nailing our 

first pilot project. 

At Wera we developed our business according to what our potential customers wanted 

and used MVPs as a method of figuring out what that was. Not only did we do this by 

running pilot projects and asking potential customers if they needed our services. We also 

made this step a part of our services - selling customer insight to our customers. We 

quickly realized that businesses and schools in Ostrobothnia had little information and 

knowledge about their customers’ behavior on social media, nor did they have time to 

find it out themselves. We saw a demand that was very case specific, as all potential 

customers were so different with a different audience. We realized that if we for example 

planned a social media campaign for a client, we gave additional value if we also 

“educated” our client simultaneously.  

Lousy launchin’ 

Further on, we experienced a “not 100 % ready” and somewhat unexpected launch. We 

didn’t even have a set launch date. It became blurry as the business got its own wings 

before we even knew it. Originally, we wanted to wait until everything was flawless and 

we had our website to refer customers to, along with preplanned offer- and price-templets 
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to fall back on. Instead we were featured in a news article before we even had our own 

social media set up – given the fact that a majority of our work was social media related.  

Newspapers and online papers received word about our company in the end of October 

2018, and the following two weeks we were featured in the local newspapers and online 

tabloids. Vaasa Insider did an article about us, as well as Vasabladet and Österbottens 

Tidning (Vaasainsider.fi, 2018; Vasabladet.fi, 2018). Looking back, I would not say we 

were ready to launch at that point and we were hoping that at least our webpage would 

be published the day we were featured in the news. I couldn’t help but thinking that maybe 

this is what Ries talked about when mentioning startup failures; the big news 

announcements followed by silence. However, the articles lead to awareness and we saw 

business opportunities arise from the publicity. 

Along with that, our first paying project was a lecture request from one of our business 

mentors. At this point we hadn’t even signed any shareholder agreements. However, we 

built a presentation upon the requested demand and that project later grew into a whole 

new category for our business, the SOME School. We also altered and sent out our first 

offer to a customer and learned how to do it in the process, we had for example no idea 

how to price our services in the beginning. This first offer later became the draft to our 

price template. 

Even the webpage got launched, somewhat secretly, when it was far from ready, this in 

order for us to get real first-hand customer experience insights from people we asked to 

visit our webpage. From our viewpoint a lot of the webpage functions were easy to 

manage, while our friends had a hard time understanding for example our testimonials 

section and contact form. Gaining these insights from releasing a half-done webpage 

helped us alter and improve the webpage to fit the intention of the customers and visitors. 

Given the outcome, we definitely did not achieve the aspired launch that we planned from 

start. But agreeing with Ries’ (2011, p. 49) statement, that early launches can result in 

valuable feedback, we also gained important real time insights. These insights ultimately 

led to us improving our services and even finding a whole new product in the process. 

Hence, the “altered to perfection launch” seemed quite vague in our case.  
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Metrics and Markets 

Besides trying out a few versions of our webpage and altering our services we did not 

perform any outspoken product testing on ourselves. However, we did include metrics as 

a part of our SOME School workshops and as a feature in our own products when 

performing social media campaigns. Metrics was a way for us to validate our work and 

show numbers to our paying customers. We mostly used existing social media analytic 

tools as Facebook analytics and Instagram insights. Nevertheless, we had to commit to a 

point of reference and explain what our work had generated by converting the numbers 

we obtained into how it had affected our customers. For example, how “brand awareness” 

and views can indirectly translate into numbers of applicants for a school. Or how an 

election campaign for a politician got boosted by our work of maintaining this politician’s 

social media channels. 

A/B testing was mostly performed while looking at how we talked to our customers. We 

looked at what kind of approach that worked better and what we should alter to reach our 

desired outcome. For example, one thing we realized was that we gave away a lot of our 

product already in the first “unpaid” meeting, resulting in us not gaining any money while 

the customer got free advice. This insight lead to us developing better offering templates 

that we could send in advance for this problem not to occur again. 

A big change that we took in the process of building our company was to change customer 

segment. Originally, we thought we would work solely in the private sector, but while 

testing our idea we found another market that worked for us; the public sector. Here we 

saw an opening within the school segment, which lead to a whole new lecture service, the 

SOME School. Additionally, we also had to make a switch in customer focus, meaning 

how we approach the customers as well as adjusting our prizing mechanisms to better fit 

the school segment. 

The “product-market-fit” in our case is still under constant construction and something 

that each new customer helps us refine. Advocating constant learning was for us a way to 

never be fully satisfied in a sense that we enjoy the development aspect of what we can 

offer our future customers. Learning from past cases make our intangible products like 

“social media campaign planning” or “customer insight analysis” better every time. 
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The startup persona 

Our startup journey was all about learning and adapting. It was in no way predictable and 

the whole process of starting Wera has changed all of us in many ways. We have grown 

both professionally but maybe even more on a personal note. Diving into this, in 

hindsight, I would say we did it somewhat blindfolded and naive. We knew we were up 

for a challenge, but we still carried a lot of confidence. However, this was no school 

project. Some days we sat in our “office” (a small building outside the university) 

rebuilding a website and having no clue what we were actually doing. Hours of work flew 

by and our payrate decreased correspondingly. As we did so many things, for the first 

time, it all took a lot of time before finding a routine. Our quick market introduction and 

big support network had given us customers already from start, which was a good thing 

when everything was new and exciting. You are filled with endorphins and pumped with 

adrenaline taking on the new projects. But eventually when the effect wears off, we got 

pretty stressed out, and the original “springboard” we had gotten from the great support 

around us, became our first real adversity as well.  

I personally balanced Wera, a professional athlete career and graduate studies 

simultaneously. A heavy workload and an injury was the final straw in the middle of 

2019. I experienced a small “personal” failure that took some time to recover from. I had 

to take some time off from everything. Luckily, we always had each other’s back and 

when I couldn’t work for a little while, my two colleagues took on more responsibility. 

This was definitely one of our strengths, being able to help each other out when things 

got tough. Something that originated in us being good friends before being colleagues. 

However, this situation gave me a completely new lesson. Not only letting yourself down 

if you wanted to throw in the towel. Instead I was now responsible for customers 

depending on our work. Not succeeding or delivering results was simply not an option. 

And that realization became rather stressful. However, I was very grateful I did not have 

to carry all the pressure by myself, and I definitely saw the benefit of being a strong team. 

Another lesson has been to adapt to whatever situation you’re thrown into, and make sure 

you get all information before taking on an assignment. One time we got booked to hold 

a lecture at a school with our usual topic “SOME School”. However, a few days prior to 

the event day we got a message asking if we could hold the lecture in English because an 
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exchange class from France wanted to join. We said “sure” and changed the lecture slides 

to English and prepared us to have a workshop with 20-30 students. When we arrived at 

the location the principal asked if we wanted handsfree microphones or portable 

microphones? I cautiously asked if that actually was necessary in a classroom. The 

principal answered “Yes, we usually use microphones in the big auditorium when we 

gather the whole school and our 160 students”. We confidently nodded before looking 

nervously at each other. We had 15 minutes to reassemble and alter our presentation to 

fit that kind of audience instead. Besides a mini heart attack, we nailed the presentation 

and laughed about the misunderstanding in the car ride back home. Fake it until you make 

it, right? 

5.2 Funeral online 

“The Tupperware of funerals” 

This Swedish startup was established in 2014. Its main focus is funeral services online as 

well as locally, consultant based funeral services nationwide. The company has 16 

employees and recently brought in a big Swedish media house as an investor and co-

owner (Allabolag.se, 2019).  

Here follows the company’s journey – experienced in the own words of the founder 

himself. (Entrepreneur X, 2019) 

From cradle to grave 

There are many reasons to why you start something. Like the online golf equipment store 

I owned and managed in the past. It was a hobby thing, I had no idea how to do it, no 

money, nothing. But I wanted to try if it can work out – and it didn’t, but it gave me lessons 

and was a springboard to the next project. Maybe that is what gave me the courage 

needed to go for the next thing. 

I knew I wanted to do something online, something that wasn’t bound to other brands per 

se and preferably in a business field that one hadn’t localized yet. My lesson from my 

previous business of selling golf equipment online was that if you do anything online, it 

can’t be based on already existing brands. Because, if you sell the identical thing, the 

customer perspective on things is the only thing that counts, and that often is price and 
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delivery. To only sell known brands can never be the core business. Big actors, with their 

own brand, earn absolutely most on their own products. And big actors also receive 

market contribution, because the brands want their products to be viewed in the store. 

Hence, the big actor becomes the shopping window. 

In a school project we investigated different business fields and looked at the customer 

journey. There are different verticals, meaning there are different business fields within 

the value chain. And in one way it’s the actor closest to the customer that will earn the 

most. It’s like Airbnb, they don’t have any apartments, but they own the customer and 

are skilled digitally. 

The funeral industry was one field we looked at and it was a very slow moving and 

somehow blocked business field. I contacted the funeral association and said I had a 

school assignment about the funeral business, and then I asked a lot of questions to start 

to understand the market. Still I didn’t know anything about the market itself, so I had to 

hire someone who had worked within the field before. 

The idea wasn’t necessarily to be the cheapest funeral service, it was to give an 

explanation to how things can be done at a lower cost as well as showing that you can do 

it yourself.  

A positive (Google) test  

The fascinating part about Google is that it’s so easy to find customers. The first thing we 

did was a search word analysis. What do people look for – Funeral agency. Do they have 

a high buying ability – Yes, they are looking for help. 

And further on, Google ads and sponsored links – it’s a “buy-customer channel”. You 

basically buy your customers. You can’t compare it to newspapers for example – it’s a 

transaction channel, the demand is so clear. And the volume is very big. It’s expensive to 

find your customers there because you find them with such extreme precision.  

We then looked at our competitors, what do they do, which contacts do they have. As a 

new actor our advantage could only be one thing, price. But today, after building a strong 

relationship and trust, with happy customers behind us, we can put a higher price. And 
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with a better margin per customer, we are ready to pay more for each new customer 

meaning a better position in Google. It’s fundamentally a positive spiral.  

This was also a wakeup call for me – competitors said they ignored Google as it’s so 

expensive – yes, it’s expensive, but this is where we make money! That’s why we are 

very data driven in our process.  

Year of birth 2014 

It went pretty fast. I thought about it for 3-4 months before I started the Ltd. That’s when 

you pull the trigger, when you put in the 50 000 SEK, and those 50 000, you’ll never get 

back. 

I realized I needed a webpage, and I needed to hire someone to make it. I didn’t have that 

much money, but we made a deal with a company that they would build my webpage in 

exchange for 10 % of the company later. But by the time the webpage was done I had 

found investors and managed to get a higher valuation of my company, so I was able to 

pay off the developers. It went pretty well actually; I sold a product I didn’t own – the 

developers weren’t too happy though. 

Early life 

In the initial phase we only worked with search engine optimizing, meaning optimizing 

our pages. We wrote different texts. According to the search word analysis you pick out 

the 10 searches that represent your customers. Then you create a page to pinpoint that 

search. That’s how we work with metrics. Google will promote a page that the users like 

to click and spend time on. It’s all about giving the customers the information they’re 

looking for. 

We mocked the pages every day. We wrote different texts, showed different pictures and 

looked at different forms. Adjust as we go. We performed A-B tests all the time. 

Compared two versions against each other to see which one performs better. And this is 

something that has become easier with the tools available today.  

We also performed in-depth interviews and used “tryout” people. Everyone in our 

surroundings have been a test person. As our product is such a “high involvement 
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purchase”, like buying a car, it’s no impulse purchase. You do your research and put 

energy into the decision. Hence, we need to know what the potential customers think, and 

you can’t find that out through surveys. You have to ask the right questions and 

understand how customers behave, and why they do as they do, or not do. We did these 

tests from start and still do them as of today. 

Failed faith, reevaluate and change gate 

Everything you do is somehow about “failing fast”. It’s nerve-racking. And when 

everything is about making mistakes, you learn how to become an incurable optimist. 

You learn that nothing is really that tough! You can’t dwell on things, then you might as 

well quit. I’ve evolved a lot and am a whole different person now. 

If I got to do it all again, I would have started with a much simpler version of a webpage, 

as we made it way too complicated from start. We put half a million SEK on a webpage 

that was crap. It could have been done so much easier and better. A freelancer could have 

made a version 1.0. Because that’s somewhat the goal. When you do something like this 

you need to divide it into phases. And the first phase was to bring out the actual concept, 

you need to show that it is possible to sell funerals online. That was our goal, because 

when you have managed to show that, then you can bring in more money and scale up. 

Except for the webpage I would have built the business more consultant based from start. 

It was exciting to bring in our new investors but also frightening as we didn’t get the 

business to fly as we thought we would. And we knew it half a year prior to bringing in 

the investors. They had signed with the old business idea, in other words the online 

funeral service. So, we realized we needed to do something different, not build on the 

wrong hypothesis. Even if you think “oh this is great”, the conditions change as the 

company grows and the market fluctuates. And we didn’t get the market to join us as we 

thought we would, we got the early majority but didn’t cross the chasm.  

With hindsight today, the digital momentum isn’t of the greatest importance looking back 

– it’s to find a model that can make us even more local. So now, with the consultants we 

can have 15 people in a small county if needed. It’s like Tupperware or Herbalife. Since 

we offer a service based on trust, what is the best possible scenario for arranging a 
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funeral? That your friend is helping you out with it! Someone you can trust and who you 

know will help you out to the best of his or her ability. 

The last 1,5 years. we have gone towards this consultant structure. Now it’s the personal 

brand that is interesting. It’s like the real estate brokerage, I don’t care about the company 

behind, I care about the person showing me the listing. The value lies in the person selling. 

So how can we make sure we help our consultants build their own operation through us. 

The funeral consultants apply to us and then we educate them through an introduction 

course. Then they get accompanied by an advisor for their first jobs. It’s interesting as 

it’s almost solely mid age women working for us, and their trigger is not the money. It’s 

the fact that they get to help – that is what is important to them. And they work as much 

or little as they want.  

Digging your own, or your competitors, grave  

We have always been aware of our competitors. And generally, our competition has kept 

an inefficient cost structure which is dangerous and happens when you invest too much 

capital in things like office and such. Things that the customer might not value.  

Transparency has always been important for us. If our more expensive competitors would 

show their prices online, then it would be obvious how much more expensive they are, 

and how do you defend that value? Because value equals trustworthiness. It’s not attached 

to an office. That kind of attached value might be present within physical retail.  

Furthermore, one of our competitors tried to expand a little bit too early. And I’m happy 

we haven’t done that yet, because we haven’t been there yet. To copy and paste a business 

abroad is hard – and if you copy paste something bad – the result will also be bad. Our 

goal is to eventually expand, it’s included in the business plan, but it needs to properly 

work in Sweden first, and we still miss a few pieces in the puzzle. We’re maybe one year 

out. 

As marketing channels, we almost solely used google, and today it’s still almost only 

google. Furthermore, we outsource marketing to people who know their stuff. For 

example, we have big Facebook agencies here in Stockholm, and you realize that there 
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are people that can do it so much better than you. You can try to do it yourself, for cheaper, 

but it’s going to cost you later on as the result is worse.  

But we also use tv commercials in a sense to get more brand awareness and increase the 

knowledge about funeral services online. That was also the reason to bring in Bonnier as 

an investor and owner. If we want to increase funeral online, we need to bring awareness 

to the people in a different way, how? Through one of Sweden’s biggest media houses. 

The startup persona 

I did get some valuable tips from my economic studies. But it’s seldom that you apply 

those startup and business models so obviously. Every case is different. But I like the 

mindset of “lean”. To do stuff small and early, to try it out. I wouldn’t say I did that in 

the beginning, but I’ve become better at doing so now. So that was a lesson or a process 

in its own. But if you take the business models like lean and focus too hard on them, I 

would say it can hurt you instead, because then you might think there’s a perfect way to 

do things, and that’s rather limiting. The models have a point – but can become restrictive.  

I think you should pick out the best parts of the models. The theory itself can be pretty 

concentrated, but then we have other methods that are more data-driven, how to evaluate 

your business and grow based on data so you make the best possible decision each time. 

You might not make the best decision, but you can make the best possible assumption. 

And an assumption is better than nothing at all. 

But making decisions based on data requires data. In our case we had too little 

transactions in the beginning, meaning each transaction had a great value. We still have 

a pretty small transaction data so it can become rather hard to predict the future. If we 

have 10 000 visitors and maybe 3 of them become customers, then we have 3 points of 

data that we try to evaluate, for example how they have moved across our page. If you 

compare that to Spotify, who have such large traffic in their system, they have much 

better data, so they can make better decisions than others. We still have to guess, while 

for example Amazon knows what their customers will buy three months prior to the 

purchase. They know when to put that product up in your feed and then the conversion 

becomes 8 000/10 000 compared to our 3. It’s cool, yet frightening. 
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I take care of the customer reviews, it’s important that the answers are good. If you’re too 

quick and give a bad response, it’s not good. But you learn and you need to be careful. 

Our goal is to be as transparent as possible. We have had trust pilot since early on. I used 

it in my previous golf shop as well. I knew it’s valuable. It generates sales and creates a 

ginormous trust among the customers. And part of that is to show that you’re not flawless. 

To only have good reviews isn’t good either. 

Running this startup has been tough but exciting. And if you’re motivated and dedicated 

it’s also fun. Then you just go for it. I think that’s the most important part, that you think 

it’s fun, then the results will show. Being an entrepreneur is very similar to sports in one 

way. 

I definitely want to do something else besides this in the future. I’ll continue here for a 

few years; I’ve said that since the beginning. And I still think it’s extremely exciting. 

There’s so much going on! 

5.3 Marketing platform 

“The Tinder of Influencer marketing” 

This Finnish startup was established in 2018. Its main focus is matching micro and nano 

influencers with companies nationwide through its platform. The company has six 

employees and a few dozen consultants (Marketing Platform, 2019). A big Finnish media 

house stepped in as a companion in fall 2018. 

Here follows the company’s journey – experienced in the own words of one of the 

founders herself. (Entrepreneur Y, 2019) 

Quicker than a swipe 

I’m the kind of person that thinks of business ideas all the time, and I surround myself 

with friends that I can juggle ideas with. It was my own marketing problems in my own 

companies that gave life to this idea, in other words; my own personal demand.  

I realized that marketing works differently today and that the media consumption also has 

changed. Hence, this insight, and the fact that I had a problem, required a solution. How 
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can you make contact through social media and with influencers? There was no local and 

good service that offers that. And I thought that there has to be others experiencing the 

same problem. I called a friend, that had been a micro influencer but also an online 

entrepreneur, and who had experienced both sides of the business. And she immediately 

saw the same problem as me. And we decided that “crash, boom, bang” – let’s do this! 

The next business day we reached out to companies to ask for offers to build the platform. 

The strategy emerged and we quickly decided to focus on micro influencers. We tried to 

understand where the trends are heading. We had the big picture, but we also knew from 

start that we needed to ask for help and boost our knowledge and build networks around 

us. We also knew that we wanted to find a companion within a year, and the initial plan 

was to make an exit. But it turned out to be so fun, to build the company and boost the 

whole business field. This type of social media marketing field was immature at that time 

in Finland. We wanted to find our niche but also make it scalable. Our vision was to grow 

big. We wanted to make a difference and especially enhance local businesses but also 

make it easier for influencers. 

However, it was an intense time in the beginning. A lot of work to be done, to develop 

the concept, decide how to run the business, find a good strategy, and later figure out how 

to take the next step. 

A match among others 

Initially we thought we’d concur the world with this new concept, but after doing some 

research we realized others had done similar things, but not in Finland. However, we 

could take model from them. No in depth market research was executed, we had no time 

for that, but we performed our own benchmarking digitally. We had pretty good insights 

from a business perspective but asked some influencers how they experienced the market 

and what they needed. We did get some help with the actual business building, and 

worked with Startia, Vasek and personal connections that we built or already had. The 

start was influenced by a strong H to H (human to human) strategy, we wanted to work 

with people. We made lists, these we know, these we want to know, and these know the 

people we want to know. That is how a personal network was built. A lot of lunch 

meetings. 
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From talking to Leap of faith 

Firstly, we needed a platform. Our idea was to be the tinder of influencer marketing. A 

new platform – scalable and digital. And we wanted to be flexible, not like a physical 

agency. We also wanted to be nationwide from start, not just regional. In the beginning it 

was a lot of blue ocean strategy and books about startup. And we still try to implement 

all the buzzwords. It’s fail fast, co-creation, human to human – name them we got them. 

It showed through trial and error, and our advantage has been to take fast decisions and 

implement them quickly. We knew that things are about to happen within this market 

field and if we don’t do it now, someone else will drive past us. And if we don’t get a 

companion or investor, someone else will grow past us.  

With this idea we were at the right time in the right place, but we also knew there will be 

competition. So we didn’t have too much time to measure things, instead we leaped for 

it. We took the financial risk on ourselves. We both quit our other jobs. It’s easier said 

than done to fail fast, you can’t afford do fail too much when there’s a lot at stake. We 

had to succeed. Nothing has been free, but we have worked with great determination more 

or less 24/7 and a lot behind the scenes.  

As we’re such a young company we’re still in the starting process. So, a lot is still 

changing, like developing the business model. We have had to move from the initial 

thought of a “tinder style”. The local market and heavy demand and interest has shown 

that businesses don’t want, or can, do the campaigns themselves. There’s no time, or it’s 

completely new to them. So, we thought that it’s a pity if we can do it, and there’s an 

interest for it, then we can develop the concept. In November 2018 we launched the 

“campaign service”. The first few months we were only a platform, in October 2018 we 

made a pilot of the campaign service and in November we hired freelancers nationwide 

to work for us as project managers for campaigns. 

To find freelancers, we sent out requests on our platform and own social channels and we 

received a lot of applications. I think it aligns with the emergence of the “gig economy”, 

people want to work with different things. Hence, we caught that trend as well. 
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A big change is the project managers and the deal with our new investor and co-owner. 

The biggest change our startup has experienced this far is that we now have 30 more 

sellers, so 40 in total. Now we can grow and of course the capital from our investor helps 

to build our brand. We saw these two actions as a necessity to keep up with the business 

field. 

Mismatch but a second chance 

As of now we need to rebuild the platform. Some things even all the way from scratch, 

and our hearts ache and wallets cry thinking about that fact. We put too much money on 

the platform from start. Or maybe I should say not enough. Because we still run with the 

beta version and we have higher requirements for the next version. And the first facelift 

will be to optimize the mobile version.  

One of the issues was that we were not familiar with programming before and we were 

in such a hurry so maybe looking back, we would have needed that research month to 

learn more and know what partner to work with and in what coding language. We 

believed the initial sellers we contacted, and it turned out some things were good but some 

also bad.  

The income model did not work as planned either. We did some benchmarking and 

thought about how we would like to have it ourselves. But we made a misjudgment. Now 

it’s free to make an ad but it costs for companies to open applications. Since this was such 

an unknown thing in Finland, we had to make the step low to use our service. And our 

assumption was that the companies, to a small cost, would open a lot of applications since 

it was so cheap. But our assumption turned out to be wrong and they opened less than 

expected. The companies were cheap. And the influencers not happy as they didn’t get 

any responses on their application and started to make direct contact with the companies 

instead.  

We will change the income model now due to this mismatch. Instead companies will have 

to pay for an ad. It will be a set rate depending on time and applicants. The market has 

changed now so it’s more familiar with this type of business. But maybe it was right to 
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start off as we did last year. We had some goals that weren’t reached but instead people 

know about us and about the system, so they are now willing to pay for an ad.  

In our next version we will also be the middle-hand and pay the influencers directly. The 

companies have wanted that as well. It wasn’t on the original map but it’s something that 

has been shown to be a good thing when competitors have done it. It’s been a learning 

process, to look at how others handle this aspect and work efficiently. So, we will 

implement something similar. But we still try to be our own, our competitors don’t have 

a campaign service nor nano influencers so they can’t tailor the packages like we can. 

We got 2500 influencers to join from start. We filled a market demand and you could see 

the possibilities immediately. However, we had a smaller turnover in the beginning than 

we had hoped for. And that’s when we realized we needed to develop the concept and 

later bring in the campaign service. 

We also were the pioneers in the field, which is tough, but we helped educate and boost 

the market and bring in the expressions around influencer marketing. We didn’t have a 

clear marketing strategy from start, we just did it. But we want to improve on that also 

for the next step. 

The startup persona 

A startup is about the team behind it. The attitude is essential to reach forward. You can’t 

think you miss out, instead you win in different areas. Another thing I learned is that we 

have to do it for ourselves, we don’t need the confirmation from someone else anymore. 

There we have found safety. 

I’ve worked in both big and small organizations but what stands out here is that you need 

to have your hands deep down in the work and can’t delegate the tasks. With a startup 

you have to be able to do everything yourself. And to work efficiently. And to do that 

you need to know what you are good at and not so good at. Learn your own strengths and 

weaknesses. We have had to complement with people that are not like us and carry other 

assets, or then buy services that we have needed. This has been the case in marketing, for 

example to optimize Facebook and such. And we have tried our way forward in that too 
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with different actors. So according to our specific demand we have bought services and 

chosen who to work with. 

In my earlier career, within operations development at a big organization, I learned that 

a problem is always a possibility. And that mindset has followed me since I sat in an 

innovation team and one of my coworkers, who was a really innovative person, talked 

about problems in a way that made me rethink situations. I started to look around me and 

found solutions to everyday problems. Of course, sometimes you hit the wall, but 

whatever. You need a lot of setbacks to reach success. And then that is what helps you 

keep going. An elite athlete has to make sacrifices, know what he wants and work hard 

towards it. I decided I would treat this startup like an elite athlete, that I will go for it. The 

thing I missed out on was that an elite athlete also needs recovery. And that is something 

I have had to correct later, and not just within the business but also what kind of routines 

I have personally. I’ve added “personal evaluation” along with evaluating the firm’s 

progress. 
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6 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS  

All three cases presented in this thesis have experienced fragments of an experimental 

driven startup approach. Along with this we can see similarities in how each startup 

tackled speedbumps encountered during the process of building a fruitful business. In the 

subchapters the findings and lessons from the startup cases are presented followed by a 

section discussing personal lessons of the startup persona. Lastly the reliability of the 

study will be discussed.  

6.1 The startup springboards and pitfalls. 

Given the lean startup theory discussed earlier, a few characteristics relating to the lean 

approach as well as lessons from each startup are presented here below. The build-

measure-learn feedback loop, minimum viable product, customer development and agile 

development are all parts of experimental driven startup methods (Ries, 2011; Blank, 

2013a). Some of these characteristics were found in the real cases in the empirical study. 

For example, gaining a lot of feedback was essential in all three cases. We can see a 

pattern tying back to the build-measure-learn feedback loop and the activities that follow 

when moving through such a process. This pattern is used to envision the findings in the 

underlying chapters. 

6.1.1 Build – The customer need  

In all three startups the customer need was the essential building block needed to start 

shaping the business. This is in line with the startup theory where “every startup is trying 

to define its core, meet a customer need and create value by offering a solution to a 

problem for its customers” (Ries, 2011; Blank, 2013a; Picken, 2017). Finding the core 

and meeting the customer need is tricky, but crucial, as it will influence the whole 

organization and how well your startup performs.  

For the online funeral service there was a need for more transparency in the market. Being 

a B2C (business-to-consumer) actor in a very old and stiff market was a challenge, but 

the founder saw a need in customers looking for funeral services online (mainly doing 

Google searches) and a lack of information and pricing for these potential online 

customers. To answer this need it was important to find a way to first educate people in 

what online funeral may imply and secondly, show the price and time advantage a service 



81 
 

like this will come with. The funeral company was in a way resegmenting the existing 

market, of buying funeral services, with its online niche and later consultant structure. 

In the case of the marketing platform, the need for a local actor managing influencer 

marketing and relations became the starting point. This B2B (Business-to-business) 

solution didn’t just imply the necessity of bringing awareness to the actual concept of 

influencer marketing in a regional market, it also meant the platform had to show that 

businesses can increase their sales when implementing this kind of marketing service. In 

a way this company saw a gap in the market but also needed to boost an entire business 

field while filling that gap, before someone else did it. Thus, this meant introducing a new 

kind of service to an existing market of businesses in need for marketing solutions. 

For Wera the startup core was discovering the need for more customer driven marketing 

solutions, especially within social media. Further, a new “educational” demand from 

schools arose in the company building process. The expertise in social media marketing 

that Wera possessed was attractive for upper secondary schools which then led to creating 

a service where lectures and workshops were offered to students.  

Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010, p. 20) claim that a strong understanding of customer 

needs is fundamental to a good business model. In all three cases the local, customer 

personal perspective was of high importance. In line with a research performed by 

Euromonitor International (Angus & Westbrook, 2019, p. 2), one of the big consumer 

trends in 2019 was “Back to basics status”, meaning consumers today want authentic, 

personalized and differentiated products and services which let the customers express 

their individuality. High customer involvement, already from start, was important in each 

case. 

6.1.2 Measure – Change the customer behavior  

A new solution, product or service is somehow characterized by a change in customer 

behavior. And managing to create or move a market can then become a competitive 

advantage. All three startups had a goal to change their customers’ behavior. Learning 

about customer behavior is part of the customer development model, where the goal is to 

find the initial customers, study how they behave and see in which market they can be 

found. By testing if the customer behavior can be changed into desired outcomes, you 
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can obtain proof, validated learning, that the business is on the right track. (Blank, 2013a; 

2013b, p. 15)  

The online funeral service’s mission was to show that funeral can be done online and the 

challenge was to then convert the customer that was just “looking” to a customer that was 

buying. For the marketing platform the mission was to get local businesses to convert 

from traditional marketing to influencer marketing and the challenge was to make the 

businesses see that this new marketing channel is profitable for them. Wera had a similar 

mission of proving that tailored and modern marketing solutions can swap out traditional 

marketing among local companies. In other words, make the companies see that their 

customers are requiring tailored treatment in a fast-moving digital world. In all three cases 

the validation of it being possible to obtain such a change in customer behavior was to 

test the product and talk to the customers. Fortunately, after some alterations in offerings, 

the outcome was positive – customers followed along.  

Another similarity among these cases is that the customer behavior is tied to the digital 

momentum, something that has emerged from the ubiquity of fast internet wherever we 

go. A global trend tied to this is seen in “digitally together” meaning users expect real life 

and authentic interactions online (Angus & Westbrook, 2019, p. 9). We want to be able 

to share, engage and feel connected on a personal level in a world built upon numbers 

and algorithms. 

6.1.3 Learn – Metrics that matter 

Relying on data and metrics, which can prove that the given path is the correct one, are 

essential parts of a lean startup model. Ries (2011, p. 56) states that unfortunately it is not 

as simple as just asking the customers what they want, as people rarely know what they 

want in advance. When implementing validated learning, learning about customers 

through empirical data should be considered a core activity while other efforts not 

resulting in any knowledge about the customers should be reduced. The performed 

empirical study showed that all three startups used metrics to make alterations and obtain 

more information about their customers.  

The funeral company claimed to be very data driven and used methods like: A-B testing, 

search-word analysis, SEO (search engine optimization), data pattern analysis, 
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conversion breakdowns, test people and in-depth interviews. The webpage was always 

optimized, and user experiences followed up thoroughly. 

The marketing platform used more qualitative analytical methods to start with as 

benchmarking and meeting people was part of building the business. However, they now 

use social media analytical tools to create the best match between influencers and 

companies as well as follow up the campaigns.  

Wera performed pilot cases to learn about potential customers, then it was easier to 

approach the customers when alterations in offerings had been made. Wera also used 

different types of metrics in their actual product-offerings. Social media campaigns were 

followed up with analytical reports and “customer insights and segmentation” were sold 

to Wera’s customers through well-planned surveys. Wera even performed something 

called “mystery shopping” (where you act like a fake customer in order to evaluate for 

example customer service) to learn more about the customer behavior for one of Wera’s 

customers. 

6.1.4 Feedback – Don’t start from scratch 

Moving through the build-measure-learn feedback loop we arrive at one of the most 

important steps. Understanding the feedback you are getting from previous cases, and 

through your own experimenting. One of Mullins et al. (2009, p. 14) fundamental advices 

is to “don’t start from scratch”. By this they mean that it is important to gain knowledge 

from real examples around your startup environment. Learning from both successful and 

failed business stories help you develop your strategy and you do not have to waste energy 

to start from zero. When benchmarking, Ries (2011, p. 88) talks about analogs and 

antilogs, where analogs are successful forerunners and antilogs counterexamples of failed 

ones. 

The funeral service acknowledged that the old-fashioned funeral competitors are rather 

stiff and cannot make agile decisions when a large part of the business is tied to physical 

offices and fixed costs. Hence the business model was based on removing this stiffness. 

The marketing platform did a similar thing of scouting the international and Scandinavian 

market of influencer agencies to see what can be replicated and what should be adjusted 

to fit the regional market. Wera then again looked at local marketing agencies, and 
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specifically the younger companies that had taken on a more digital approach. Cutting 

costs to only focus on activities that brought value to the new startup was here of essence 

Feedback, in general, was what helped building the cornerstones of the funeral service 

online. Not only was data used and A-B testing performed on a daily basis to optimize 

the webpage. The founder quickly saw what had been of major importance for his 

previous online store where he was selling golf equipment – trust. From start he added 

the feedback program “trustpilot” to the webpage to not only get direct feedback, but also 

to use as a marketing strategy as other people gained trust by reading reviews written by 

buying customers. Feedback was also the reason the consultant structure emerged. By 

always testing ideas and making decision based on data it was easier to quickly realize 

when the company was heading in the wrong direction, meaning they couldn’t cross the 

chasm and get more people to buy funeral services online. Then the whole business model 

had to be altered towards the consultant structure. 

For the marketing platform a H2H (human-to-human) strategy was strongly implemented 

meaning a lot of information was collected through a network of people. These insights, 

and the knowledge boost from many sources in different fields, were then used to build 

the base of the company. The founder also highlighted that early on they believed that 

everything had to happen very fast, hence trial and error was a necessity along with taking 

fast decisions. The founder of the funeral company also claimed that it is better to take 

decisions based on data and try to make the best possible assumptions rather than not 

making a call at all.  

For Wera the startup itself was evolved through feedback loops where the MVP was the 

actual business idea and the feedback was obtained from mentors and actors within the 

desired business field. Then the idea was altered based on the new insights. Additionally, 

fictional pilot projects were performed to try out marketing solutions on real cases before 

actually selling anything.  

6.1.5 Loop – Tune the engine or pivot 

After analyzing data, looking over feedback and testing ideas, the lean startup method 

talks about optimizing the products through either tuning the engine or making a pivot, a 

big change in strategy. (Ries 2011; Blank, 2013a; Ghezzi & Cavallo 2018) This depends 
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on how big of a change the company has to make due to for example products failing to 

perform or the business reaching a chasm that it is not able to cross. By then looping 

through all the steps again, you can test if the alterations you made actually lead to 

improvements, or if you have to get back to the drawing board – but with valuable lessons 

in your backpack. 

For the funeral company the chasm was reached when they couldn’t get more people to 

buy funeral services online. The whole business model had to change; they had to make 

a pivot. But this also led to thinking outside the original box and the core business got 

altered into a consultant structure. Something that turned out to be well-received among 

the customers as this more locally based business model appealed to the customers 

wanting a closer relation to the funeral company. 

The “part time consultant structure” was something that also the marketing platform 

implemented as it was requested by their customers. As the marketing platform could also 

provide campaign planning for their customers through consultants it was easier to get 

more companies to join the platform. This can be seen as a pivot as the original idea did 

not include a consultant structure. The marketing agency also experienced some 

mismatches in the payment structure and had to rethink the income model, which will 

affect how the next version of the platform is going to take shape. This is tuning the 

engine and is an essential step to move the business forward. 

In case Wera alterations have been made from day one. Besides finding a whole new 

business field in the startup process (the SOME School) the company has adjusted the 

offerings to the customer requests. Meaning the company constantly tune the engine. This 

is possible as the team can work closely together and maintain that as a competitive 

advantage.  
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6.2 Entrepreneurial lessons 

The founder of the marketing platform shared this picture during her interview: 

Figure 9   Life of an Entrepreneur 

 

Source: Cited by Bly (2019). 

She then added: “I recognize myself in this picture a lot. Both me and my business partner 

are sensitive people and it goes up and down and all around. We have both learned a lot 

about ourselves this past year.” 

In the picture above, cited by Bly (2019), the “Life of an Entrepreneur” is mapped out 

like a rollercoaster of ups and downs. And a lot like the startup journey is characterized 

by springboards leading you to the top and pitfalls forcing you down into a deep valley, 

so is the personal life of the person undergoing a startup process. 

A startup is nothing without the people putting their souls into the idea. Ries (2011) stated 

early on in his definition that: “A startup is a human institution designed to create a new 

product or service under conditions of extreme uncertainty”, where human institution is 

characterized by the actions the entrepreneur takes that lead to deliverables later on. And 

while the conditions remain highly uncertain, the pressure on the startup persona is very 

high, something that can have alarming consequences. Entrepreneur and author Alejandro 

Cremades wrote an article in Forbes of why entrepreneurs are more likely to suffer from 

depression, have ADHD, struggle with addictions and receive a bipolar diagnosis (2019). 
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Some of the reasons for these unwanted costs can be high levels of anxiety, difficulties 

of not feeling in control, stress and long hours resulting in burnout, investor rejections, 

struggles in acquiring and preserving customers and profits and empty success 

(Cremades, 2019). 

In the empirical part of this study the entrepreneurs shared their startup stories. But in the 

process of doing so, also a part of their own personal story was uncovered. The person 

behind the startup also undergoes many changes and faces a lot of challenges along the 

path of building the startup. And it is equally important here to learn from previous cases 

so personal pitfalls can be avoided. 

Both the founder of the funeral company and the marketing platform claimed that 

building a startup is like being an elite athlete. You have to focus 110 %, give it everything 

you have, prioritize differently, miss out on “fun” stuff and try to be better all the time to 

reach your goals. However, in one of the interviews another important aspect arose. This 

was the ability to recover. An elite athlete must recover in order to build muscles and not 

get over-trained. And the same goes for startups, without balance and time for recovery 

and reflection it is easy to run into a wall. This happened to two of the founders among 

the three cases covered in this thesis. And if something, the lesson here was that the 

recovery time from burnout is far longer than it would have been to take some time off 

earlier. Cremades (2019) highlights that sleep and taking time off is essential for staying 

mentally stable – something that entrepreneurs easily miss out on. Another important part 

in keeping the mind fresh is to actually exercise and eat smart. Staying active and moving 

your body can even improve your brain function and quality (Hansen 2016). 

In one of the three startup cases the founder also shared an experience of having a caffeine 

addiction, which later resulted in physical health issues that forced the person to stay at 

home in the midst of the startup launch. Addictive behavior can also be a result of the 

stress and pressure that entrepreneurs may experience (Cremades, 2019). A way to deal 

with this is to try to prepare and anticipate things, even if it is to expect a failure. It is 

easier to look at things as lessons and opportunities that you can then continue to build 

from. Another way to guard yourself is to have a strong network around you: coaches, 

advisors, friends, family and people you can be transparent with. To talk and reflect on 

things you experience while in the middle of everything is important in order to not 
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overthink or get stuck in a spiral of bad thoughts. Not carrying all the thoughts by 

yourself, and letting people in, may help lighten the burden and also keep your mind fresh. 

This aspect was something that was strongly emphasized in all three startup stories: 

realizing you need help with certain things – and being able to accept that help. To step 

out of your comfort zone and take on brand new tasks is somewhat a certainty and 

inevitable, but it doesn’t mean that you have to do everything by yourself. 

The pressure to succeed with your startup is sometimes overwhelming, both when that 

desire derives from yourself and from the surrounding. The founder of the marketing 

platform expressed her fear that there was no other alternative than expecting a success. 

So much money and time was invested that there was no other way than believing that 

everything will work out. “It just had to”, she said. Sometimes jealousy among others can 

lead to malicious pleasure and even sabotage, another agony a new entrepreneur may 

experience. (Cremades, 2019). 

One of the co-founders of Wera expressed how skewed the image of entrepreneurship 

and running your own startup is among “regularly employed people”. She claimed that 

on several, independent, occasions her friends and people around her easily have assumed 

that she is living the dream life. They have uttered things like: “You are living the good 

life, you are your own boss, you get to decide when and where you work, I’ve seen you 

in the newspaper, it all looks so good, I’m jealous of you and your lifestyle, you don’t get 

to complain.” My colleague gazed at me, with a slightly panicky look in her eyes, saying 

“How do I explain to them that I have no idea what I’m doing, that I’m more likely to 

break down than to celebrate and that I live off my savings and student aid and haven’t 

figured out if we can pay any salaries this year yet.” The startup journey is filled with 

these ups and downs. 

The CEO of the funeral company also expressed the toughness of running a startup, and 

said: “you won’t ever see those 50 000 SEK that you put into the Ltd, that’s when you 

know it’s real and you have to go for it”. And going for it is what all three founders did. 

Something that could not be captured in the recordings of the interviews was the energy 

that was in the room while the founders talked about their startup journeys. Without doubt 

there were a lot of emotions experienced in the two cafés on both sides of the Baltic sea. 

Happy smiles and giggles when talking about the idea generation. Fingers pointing 
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towards faded dark circles under the eyes when remembering the “sleepless nights”. 

Proud expressions when mentioning big investors wanting to take part of something that 

was created by your own “leap of faith”. And teary, humble eyes when finally recapping 

the experience and realizing how far you have grown as a person. The interviews 

themselves turned into small sentimental rollercoasters, because the entrepreneur 

personally traveled with the startup, experiencing all the bumps and springboards 

firsthand. 

6.3 Limitation and reliability of the study 

Noticeable for this study is that it featured only three cases, or startups. Two interviews 

were held with entrepreneurs from two completely different business areas. But 

nonetheless, this is a very small sample and in no way representative and generalizable 

for “all startups”. The limitation also extends to that all three startups were monitored by 

Swedish or Finnish speaking entrepreneurs, which leaves out cultural and greater 

geographical differences. Another limitation is that entrepreneurship and the startup 

journey is a rather emotional subject which can be interpreted in different ways depending 

on the personality of the entrepreneur, and therefore influence the interview answers. 

It is important that the researcher not only can defend the chosen research methods. The 

researcher also needs to show that the results are reliable and constructed in a way that 

shows validation, trustworthiness and objectivity. (Bryman & Bell 2017, p. 117–118) 

Even in a qualitative study the terms validation and reliability can be used, even if they 

are not of the same relevance in this particular type of study. For a study to have a high 

reliability you would have to be able to perform the exact same study again as well as get 

similar answers each time (Bryman & Bell 2017, p. 118). However, in this case, the 

treatment of data was up for interpretation for the researcher as the study builds upon 

analyses of both own experiences and discussions with the two entrepreneurs. To still 

receive some extent of validation and reliability, the empirical data was presented 

thoroughly through the startup stories which were told from the perspectives of the 

entrepreneurs. This method was chosen in order to get as much transparency as possible 

so that the readers themselves could make interpretations while taking in the stories. This 

feature and insight in the startup process can also be seen as the researcher herself is an 

entrepreneur and performed the autoethnographic inspired documentation of her own 
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startup Wera Agency in this thesis. Being so transparent and engaged in the subject 

“experimental driven startup approach” can hence become both an advantage and a 

disadvantage in this study. However, the theoretical framework was presented, and the 

conclusions were drawn as objectively as possible. 
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7 CONCLUSION AND CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The concluding remarks that follow highlight the connection between the theory of 

experimental driven startup methods and the startup stories described in the empirical 

study. Here the final thoughts are elaborated on. Lastly, suggestions for further research 

within the startup area are given. 

This thesis aimed to uncover some of the springboards and pitfalls a startup, and the 

entrepreneurs themselves, experienced working in conditions of uncertainty. By looking 

at three startup stories, from Finland and Sweden, the thesis exposed a few springboards 

and pitfalls tied to the early stages of an experimental driven startup approach. The 

research found fragments of the lean startup model in all three cases. Some lean methods 

turned out to benefit the individual cases, and furthermore may also help future startups 

in the starting process. On the opposite side, some characteristics of the lean method 

should be taken with a pinch of salt, as all startups carry different features and hence there 

is no general “correct way” to carry out a startup journey.  

The discovered springboards and pitfalls could mutually be tied to features of the build-

measure-learn feedback loop and the actions it results in. Springboards, or advantages in 

the process, were particularly seen in the entrepreneur’s ability to accept and appreciate 

alterations, along with how responsive the business was to cope with these revisions. 

Gaining feedback, and more importantly, understanding the feedback you get was one of 

the greatest springboards. One pitfall, on the other hand, was when you don’t manage to 

keep up with the pace. Even if you have all the feedback and insight needed, you don’t 

have the right, or enough, capability and tools to handle the circumstances. Another pitfall 

with experimental driven methods was when the cost of failure becomes too high, 

meaning you cannot physically or emotionally afford it. Moving through several failures 

in a row can become too much to handle, even if the lean method promotes trial and error 

as a way to success. 

The overall take from both the theory and the empirical study is that it is of greatest 

importance to start building a startup from an actual customer need and validate the 

concept consequently. This can be done by thoroughly looking at how customers would 

respond to a solution that you want to introduce. Changing a whole market is difficult, 
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but with the right tools it is possible. The startup stories showed that it was possible to 

change customer behavior with the right strategy. However, this strategy was in none of 

the cases the initial strategy, instead alterations refined their concepts throughout time. 

Moreover, the ability to change was a key ingredient to succeed in finally reaching the 

customers. All three cases experienced that they had an advantage as they could make 

fast alterations and had the ability to make decisions based on “good enough 

assumptions”. A rather interesting “ability” based on how risk averse you are and a 

feature that is more personality based than theoretically bounded. Nevertheless, this 

ability can be seen as a springboard that enhances you to keep momentum in the company 

building process.  

Another big insight from the startup cases was that the phrase “educate the market” was 

present in all three cases. This implies that you need to have an understanding that the 

market is not mature enough to comprehend your solution immediately, instead the 

product features and the surrounding it is introduced into has to obey to this fact. 

Understanding and managing to adapt to this fact can be considered a springboard. 

However, educating a whole market is time consuming and can become a pitfall if you 

end up being the one building the cornerstones for others to enter your market 

immediately after you built it. Nevertheless, it still comes down to how you handle that 

situation. If you continue to learn and adapt to the market response you get, the lead you 

created in the beginning is likely to stay that way. 

A way to respond to the market is to know when to pivot, or make a big direction change 

for the startup. This was also something experienced in all of the three startup cases. It 

was even something that the entrepreneurs wished they would have done sooner. A 

common statement in accordance to Ries (2011, p. 158), and a rather “normal” pitfall 

startups experience. This can be explained as pivoting comes with a lot of initial stress 

and uncertainty. You know that the current method is not working as planned, and you 

throw yourself into something completely new and unexpected. It’s scary, but necessary. 

For both the funeral company and the marketing platform the pivot was a change in how 

the core business was run, as they both moved into a consultant structure. This time it 

worked out for both of them, and the reason they managed to grow and attract investors. 

But say that the case was the opposite, that such a direction was not well responded by 
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the market. Maybe none of them would be part of this study if things had gone south with 

the business alteration. This is the tricky part about trial and error strategies, it works as 

long as you don’t lose everything and still have power, and money, to push through 

another failure. Crawling up from the pit you dug yourself is hardcore believing in 

yourself and that you will get it right if you just continue learning by your mistakes. 

Again, it is a personality feature as much as you also need to have some financial freedom 

to “try things out”.  

One of the greatest springboards in all startup cases was that none of them started from 

ground zero. All entrepreneurs used their previously obtained knowledge, benchmarked 

and researched the market as well as acquired the desired information through old and 

new networks and connections. Similarly, this thesis hope to become an analog, or why 

not antilog, to future startups investigating some of the startup areas discussed in the 

theory and throughout the startup stories. Like Mullins et al (2009, p. 14) stated: “don’t 

start from scratch” – maybe this thesis will be part of your validated learning process. 

7.1 Further research 

This type of qualitative study required a lot of engagement and a high level of self-

objectivity as a big part of the empirical study covered the authors own startup story. 

Given this outcome, it could be interesting to look further into the same subject from a 

more outsider perspective. By following real cases in a similar type of autoethnographic 

diary format, even smaller ups and downs in the startup process could be discovered. 

Something that is easily forgotten if you recap a whole year of entrepreneurship in one 

interview sitting. 

Another aspect would be to include a greater sample with a wider range of startups into 

a similar study done with the same interview guide. By gathering more startup stories, 

more valid conclusions could be drawn, and important insights discovered. Startup 

methods and the early life of the entrepreneur is a very interesting and passionate subject 

to dive into. Hence looking at startup journeys from other viewpoints, like a psychological 

or a socio-economical perspective could enlighten the area even further. 

 



94 
 

REFERENCES 

Allabolag.se. (2019). Lavendla AB - Bokslut & Nyckeltal. [online] Available at: 

https://www.allabolag.se/5569777674/bokslut [Accessed 29 Nov. 2019]. 

Alvesson, M. & Sköldberg, K. (2008), Tolkning och Reflektion, Vetenskapsfilosofi och 

kvalitativ metod. Andra upplagan. Lund: Studentlitteratur. 

Angus, A. and Westbrook, G. (2019). Top 10 Global Consumer Trends 2019. [online] 

www.euromonitor.com. Euromonitor International. Available at: 

https://www.euromonitor.com/top-10-global-consumer-trends-2019/report 

[Accessed 1 Dec. 2019]. 

Ansoff, H. I. (1957). Strategies for Diversification. Harvard Business Review. 35, 

pp.113-24. 

Aulet, B. (2013). Disciplined entrepreneurship: 24 steps to a successful startup. John 

Wiley & Sons. 

Barrow, C., Barrow, P. and Brown, R. (2012). The business plan workbook. Kogan 

Page Publishers. 

Bell, J. (2011). Introduktion till forskningsmetodik. 4 uppl. Lund: Studentlitteratur. 

Bertillsjung.net. (2019). Bertills & Jung – Liten byrå. Stort hjärta.. [online] Available at: 

http://bertillsjung.net/en/home/ [Accessed 10 Oct. 2019]. 

Bjerke, B., & Hultman, C. (2004). Entrepreneurial marketing: The growth of small 

firms in the new economic era. Edward Elgar Publishing. 

Blank, S. (2013a). Why the lean start-up changes everything. Harvard business review, 

91(5), pp.63-72. 

Blank, S. (2013b). The four steps to the epiphany: successful strategies for products that 

win. John Wiley & Sons. 

Bly, A. (2019). Life of an Entrepreneur: Dealing with the downers and staying 

motivated. [online] The Honest Life. Available at: 

https://thehonestlife.net/2019/02/08/life-of-an-entrepreneur-dealing-with-the-

downers-and-staying-motivated/ [Accessed 1 Nov. 2019]. 

Bolagsverket.se. (2020). Bolagsverket – Statistik om företag och föreningar. [online] 

Available at: https://bolagsverket.se/pb/etjanster/statistik/statistik-1.3538 

[Accessed 21 April. 2020]. 

https://bolagsverket.se/pb/etjanster/statistik/statistik-1.3538


95 
 

Bryman, A. & Bell, E. (2017). Företagsekonomiska forskningsmetoder. Malmö: Liber. 

Christensen, C.M. (2003). The Innovator’s. Harvard Business School Press, 

Massachusetts. Solution. 

Church, K. (1995). Forbidden narratives: Critical autobiography as social science (Vol. 

2). Psychology Press. 

Clark, C., & Gruba, P. (2010). The use of social networking sites for foreign language 

learning: An autoethnographic study of Livemocha. In Proceedings of 

ASCILITE-Australian Society for Computers in Learning in Tertiary Education 

Annual Conference (pp. 164-173). 

Cooper, R. G. (1990). Stage-gate systems: a new tool for managing new products. 

Business horizons, 33(3), 44-54. 

Cremades, A. (2019). Why Entrepreneurship Involves Depression (And How To 

Overcome It). Forbes. [online] 23 Mar. Available at: 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/alejandrocremades/2019/03/23/why-

entrepreneurship-involves-depression-and-how-to-overcome-it/ [Accessed 1 

Dec. 2019]. 

Crossley, M. L. (2009). Breastfeeding as a moral imperative: An autoethnographic 

study. Feminism & psychology, 19(1), 71-87. 

de Lange, J. (2016) Vad är egentligen en startup? Branchen ger svaret på frågan. 

[Online]. Available at: http://www.breakit.se/artikel/2394/vad-ar-egentligen-en-

startup-branschen-ger-svaretpa-fragan [Accessed 20.4.2020]. 

Eisenmann, T. R., Ries, E., & Dillard, S. (2012). Hypothesis-driven entrepreneurship: 

The lean startup. Harvard Business School Entrepreneurial Management Case, 

(812-095). 

Etherington, K. (2004). Becoming a reflexive researcher. London: Jessica Kingsley. 

Foss, N.J. and Saebi, T. (2018). Business models and business model innovation: 

Between wicked and paradigmatic problems. Long Range Planning, 51(1), pp.9-

21. 

Ghezzi, A. and Cavallo, A. (2018). Agile business model innovation in digital 

entrepreneurship: Lean Startup approaches. Journal of Business Research 

Gillham, B. (2008). Forskningsintervjuer: tekniker och genomförande. 2 uppl. Lund: 

Studentlitteratur. 



96 
 

Granqvist , J. (2019). Vasabladetfi. [Online]. Available at: 

https://www.vasabladet.fi/Artikel/Visa/238511 [Accessed 20 January 2019]. 

Gummesson, E. (2003), "All research is interpretive!", Journal of Business & Industrial 

Marketing, Vol. 18 No. 6/7, pp. 482-492. Available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1108/08858620310492365 

Hadenius, P. (2018) Löwengrip Beauty, CEO, Seminar at Hanken School of 

Economics, Vaasa, 26.11.2018.  

Hansen, A. (2016). Hjärnstark : Hur fysisk aktivitet påverkar din hjärna. Fitnessförlaget. 

Hussain, S., Khattak, J., Rizwan, A. and Latif, M.A. (2013). ANSOFF matrix, 

environment, and growth-an interactive triangle. Management and 

Administrative Sciences Review, 2(2), pp.196-206. 

Kalliagkopoulos, N. (2016). Cohort analysis for startups 101 – Nick Kalliagkopoulos – 

Medium. 1 November 2016. Medium. [Online]. Available at: 

https://medium.com/@kalliagk/cohort-analysis-for-startups-101-70a1c3bd85ae 

[Accessed 2 December 2018]. 

Knight, F. H. (1921). Cost of production and price over long and short periods. Journal 

of Political Economy, 29(4), 304-335. 

Komisar, R. (2009). Forbes. [Online]. Available at: 

https://www.forbes.com/2009/09/17/venture-capital-ipod-intelligent-technology-

komisar.html [Accessed 24 November 2018]. 

Kvale, S. & Brinkmann, S. (2013). Den kvalitativa forskningsintervjun. 2 uppl. Lund: 

Studentlitteratur. 

Leibenstein, H. (1978). General X-efficiency theory and economic development. 

Oxford University Press. 

Marketing Platform. (2019). Kontakt. [online] Available at: https://xxx.com/kontakt/ 

[Accessed 19 Nov. 2019]. 

Mason, C.M. and Harrison, R.T. (1996). Informal venture capital: a study of the 

investment process, the post-investment experience and investment performance. 

Entrepreneurship & Regional Development, 8(2), pp.105-126. 

Mazzarol, T. Volery, T, Doss, N & Thein, V. (1999). “Factors influencing small 

business start- ups, a comparison with previous research,” International Journal 

of Entrepreneurial Behaviour and Research, 5, (2), 48-63. 

https://www.vasabladet.fi/Artikel/Visa/238511
https://medium.com/@kalliagk/cohort-analysis-for-startups-101-70a1c3bd85ae
https://www.forbes.com/2009/09/17/venture-capital-ipod-intelligent-technology-komisar.html
https://www.forbes.com/2009/09/17/venture-capital-ipod-intelligent-technology-komisar.html


97 
 

Monochrome. (2019). Monochrome. [online] Available at: 

https://monochrome.fi/en/home/ [Accessed 10 Oct. 2019]. 

Mullins, J.W., Mullins, J.W., Mullins, J. and Komisar, R. (2009). Getting to plan B: 

Breaking through to a better business model. Harvard Business Press. 

Münch, J., Fagerholm, F., Johnson, P., Pirttilahti, J., Torkkel, J. and Jäarvinen, J. 

(2013). Creating minimum viable products in industry-academia collaborations. 

In Lean Enterprise Software and Systems (pp. 137-151). Springer, Berlin, 

Heidelberg. 

Nilsson, T. (2011). ”Företagande är ingen lek”. [online] Available at: 

http://www.civilekonomen.se/reportage/foretagande-ar-ingen-lek// [Accessed 10 

Oct. 2019]. 

Nobel, C. (2011). Why companies fail--and how their founders can bounce back. 

Harvard Business School.  

Nobel, C. (2011b). Teaching a ‘Lean Startup’Strategy. HBS Working Knowledge, pp.1-

2. 

Nordicnames.de. (2020). Vera - Nordic Names Wiki - Name Origin, Meaning and 

Statistics. [online] Available at: https://www.nordicnames.de/wiki/Vera 

[Accessed 28 Jan. 2020]. 

Norrgrann, A., Ravald, A., Buss, E., Hjerpe, E. & Storbacka S. (2018). Prosuming news 

in an unbounded media landscape. A study of young adults. 

Kulutustutkimus.Nyt. 12, 1-2, 33-45. 

Ohno, T. (1988). Toyota production system: beyond large-scale production. crc Press. 

Osterwalder, A. and Pigneur, Y. (2010). Business model generation: a handbook for 

visionaries, game changers, and challengers. John Wiley & Sons. 

Patel, R., & Davidson, B. (2011). Forskningsmetodikens grunder. Att planera, 

genomföra och rapportera en undersökning. Tredje upplagan. Lund: 

Studentlitteratur. 

Picken, J.C. (2017). From startup to scalable enterprise: Laying the foundation. 

Business Horizons, 60(5), pp.587-595. 

Prh.fi. (2020). PRH - Rekisteröidyt uudet yritykset. [online] Available at: 

https://www.prh.fi/sv/kaupparekisteri/tilastot/registreradeforetag.html [Accessed 

21 April. 2020]. 



98 
 

Richardson, L. (2000). New writing practices in qualitative research. Sociology of sport 

journal, 17(1), 5-20. 

Ries, E. (2011). The lean startup: How today's entrepreneurs use continuous innovation 

to create radically successful businesses. Crown Books. 

Rosenqvist, F. (2019). Niordbladet 1.19. [online] Issuu. Available at: 

https://issuu.com/niordbladet/docs/nb_1.19 [Accessed 9 Oct. 2019]. 

Saunders, M., Lewis, P., & Thornhill, A. (2016). Research methods for business 

students (Seventh). Nueva York: Pearson Education. 

Suster, M. (2018). What Makes an Entrepreneur? Four Letters: JFDI – Both Sides of the 

Table. [online] Both Sides of the Table. Available at: 

https://bothsidesofthetable.com/what-makes-an-entrepreneur-four-letters-jfdi-

1c36e8214b6e [Accessed 15 Nov. 2018]. 

Teece, D.J. (2010). Business models, business strategy and innovation. Long range 

planning, 43(2-3), pp.172-194. 

Timmers, P. (1998). Business models for electronic markets. Electronic markets, 8(2), 

pp.3-8. 

Trost, Jan. (2010). Kvalitativa intervjuer, uppl. 4: 1. Lund. Studentlitteratur AB. 

Vaasainsiderfi. (2018). Företagare tillsammans efter ett års bekantskap – Vasaföretaget 

Wera Agencys expertis är kundinsikt och sociala medier. 17th october. Vaasa 

Insider. [Online]. Available at: https://www.vaasainsider.fi/fi/yrittaja/foretagare-

tillsammans-efter-ett-ars-bekantskap-vasaforetaget-wera-agencys-expertis-ar-

kundinsikt-och-sociala-medier/ [Accessed 20 January 2019]. 

Valentiny, D. (2020). [online] Reshape.legal. Available at: 

https://www.reshape.legal/uploads/2/5/8/1/25819018/legaltech_-_talk_-

_sept19.pdf [Accessed 3 Feb. 2020]. 

Vasabladet.fi. (2018). Ny konsultbyrå fokuserar på kundinsikt – "Vi försöker göra det 

lättare att förstå kunder". 5th november. Vasabladetfi. [Online]. Available at: 

https://www.vasabladet.fi/Artikel/Visa/238511 [Accessed 20 January 2019]. 

Wera Agency. (2020). Home - Wera. [online] Available at: https://wearewera.fi/ 

[Accessed 28 Jan. 2020]. 

Womack, J. P., & Jones, D. T. (1997). Lean thinking - Banish waste and create wealth 

in your corporation. Journal of the Operational Research Society, 48(11), 1148. 

https://www.vaasainsider.fi/fi/yrittaja/foretagare-tillsammans-efter-ett-ars-bekantskap-vasaforetaget-wera-agencys-expertis-ar-kundinsikt-och-sociala-medier/
https://www.vaasainsider.fi/fi/yrittaja/foretagare-tillsammans-efter-ett-ars-bekantskap-vasaforetaget-wera-agencys-expertis-ar-kundinsikt-och-sociala-medier/
https://www.vaasainsider.fi/fi/yrittaja/foretagare-tillsammans-efter-ett-ars-bekantskap-vasaforetaget-wera-agencys-expertis-ar-kundinsikt-och-sociala-medier/
https://www.vasabladet.fi/Artikel/Visa/238511


99 
 

Yin, N. (2016). Application of AHP-Ansoff matrix analysis in business diversification: 

The case of Evergrande Group. In MATEC Web of Conferences (Vol. 44, p. 

01006). EDP Sciences. 

Interviews: 

Entrepreneur X, CEO of the Funeral Online company, time: 1:43:30 hours, Stockholm, 

personal interview, 24.1.2019. 

Entrepreneur Y, Co-founder of Marketing Platform, time: 1:02:18 hours, Vaasa, 

14.3.2019. 

 



100 
 

APPENDIX 1 INTERVIEW GUIDE

 

 


