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The curtains to the boardroom are opening, and 
the walls of its so-called black box are slowly beco-
ming more transparent. Recent research is revealing 
how human behaviors and dynamics affect board 
work, and the micro-level perspectives are de-
manding more of our attention. Contributing to that 
expanding body of research, this dissertation ge-
nerates insights on how board members bring their 
individual and personal approaches, frames of re-
ference and worldview to any board situation. Ex-
ploring and voicing various perceptions contributes 
to further understanding what board members do, 
think they are expected to do, and how they think, 
feel and act. 

An explorative approach between the scientific 
knowledge and practitioner perceptions brings out 
the profound and ongoing transformations in ways 
of doing business. This creates a need to broaden 
our views of value and value creation, both in re-
search and practice. Particularly, board members 
of the more entrepreneurial companies reveal di-
verse and ample ways to conceptualize and act on 
value and value creation. The data illustrate, for ex-
ample, that while one person immerses themselves 
in a company’s dream, and questions conformity 

as a driver for new value creation, another bases 
their value creation on purpose-driven and consci-
ous behavioral choices. Collaborative connections 
signify empowerment and value creation for one. 
Yet another relies on conventional practices and 
carefully sustained boundaries as the glue to facili-
tate new value creation. The four vignettes presen-
ted in this research speak to a continuous need to 
re-focus, re-think and re-evaluate value and value 
creation.

I conducted this research at the intersection of 
academia and practice, perspectives that both 
question and complement each other. One aim is to 
demonstrate the importance and benefits of reflecti-
ve interaction. Of equal significance, I argue for the 
benefits of building a bridge between the existing 
research and encounters and experiences from the 
practitioner world. I invite the reader to reflect on 
the puzzle of the human side of the board of direc-
tors and value creation, how we can create more 
value by accepting and better understanding each 
other’s views and underlying concepts of value and 
value creation. This will allow more diversified no-
tions of value creation to surface.
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1. Introduction  

 

The environment in which entrepreneurial growth companies and their company board 

of directors operate is on the brink of a paradigm shift. Today, companies are being built, 

grown, bought and sold across geographical borders and industrial boundaries in an 

unforeseen manner. This is especially apparent in the case of smaller, growth-oriented 

companies with an entrepreneurial spirit and approach to doing business. Smaller, more 

local ecosystem changes, as well as more profound systemic changes in the economic, 

political and social arenas, are changing in ways that are nearly impossible to predict. 

Even technological foresight is not precise in future scenarios, and digital 

transformation, despite its familiarity as a concept, is largely undiscovered. Its effects on 

conducting business were certainly unknown or could have been anticipated. The value 

that entrepreneurial growth companies drive to create is becoming more diversified. It 

is clear that, important as they are, financial targets are not sufficient as sole drivers. 

Founders and CEOs of growth companies are pondering, discussing and increasingly also 

acting on more diversified value dimensions, and therefore also driving more diversified 

notions of value creation. In the transformation of industries and businesses, the role 

and impact of the board of directors would seem an essential factor in a company aspiring 

to grow, requiring the board to renew and broaden its agenda, perhaps on a continuous 

basis. 

 

We are quite well equipped to explain and understand growing companies quantitatively, 

as growth companies are closely monitored and analyzed by various organizations, such 

as the Confederation of Finnish Industries (EK) in Finland, and, in Europe, by the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). In Finland, there 

are approximately 286 000 companies, the majority of which are small and medium-

sized, and 93% are companies with less than 10 employees (Suomen Yrittäjät, 20201). 

According to the OECD, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) account for 60% of 

total employment, and are responsible for 50-60% of value-added in Europe (OECD, 

2017). Many other public organizations regularly survey the number of various types of 

company, the age, sex and educational background of founders, company growth rate, 

and so on. The quantitative nature of companies can be discussed through the agency of 

these types of number, approximation and ratio. These are estimated and argued to 

                                                        
1 https://www.yrittajat.fi/suomen-yrittajat/yrittajyys-suomessa-316363  
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explain the nature, relations and even governance of companies of all sizes. This 

understanding is certainly necessary in studying and discussing the foundations of 

governance mechanisms, in ways that both advance scientific understanding and help 

the practitioners – founders, CEOs and board members –build and run entrepreneurial 

growth companies. 

 

The environment of corporate governance is widely studied (Huse, 2000; Gabrielsson & 

Huse, 2004; Pugliese et al., 2009; Tihanyi et al., 2014; Åberg et al., 2019). Still today, the 

board of directors is often seen as a one-dimensional group of people with certain 

predetermined roles and status, and an air of importance regardless of differences in the 

companies they serve (Hambrick et al., 2008). It is often assumed that the workings of 

the board follow commonly acknowledged structures, order and content. All the while, 

the boards are serving and advising companies that are increasingly singular in culture, 

leadership style, and in their aspirations for value creation, for example. Entrepreneurial 

growth companies are displaying unstructured, unconventional, more contemporary, 

even experimental ways of running a business, and in understanding the concept of 

value. The environment of entrepreneurial growth companies is constantly evolving 

(Huse, 2018). The changes in the field call for new governance practices (Åberg et al., 

2019), as well as the research thereof (McNulty et al., 2013; Zattoni et al., 2013). 

  

The scholarly studies on corporate governance and the board of directors are built on the 

seminal research conducted some decades ago. A large part of that research is based on 

the premise of agency, the presupposed need to protect the interests of owners from 

managers’ own interests and motivations (Jensen & Meckling, 1976; Fama & Jensen, 

1983). The assumptions underlying agency speak of company profit and financial 

performance, where top management and managers in general need to be controlled and 

monitored in terms of their self-serving interests. The recent scholarly discussion notes 

the importance of going beyond agency, and embracing new data sources and new 

conceptualizations (Gabrielsson et al., 2007; Zattoni & Van Ees, 2012; Zattoni et al., 

2013; Garg & Eisenhardt, 2017).  

 

The current research on entrepreneurial growth companies and their practices is also 

benefitting from additional theoretical approaches to corporate governance and the 

board of directors, thus increasing our understanding of board work. Today’s growth 

company entrepreneurs represent a wide and varied group of individuals with nuanced 

characteristics, not only in running their company(s) but also as individual founders, 
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CEOs and board members. Among these individuals, there seem to be micro-level 

similarities and differences that would benefit from deeper insight and interpretation as 

the basis for scientific theorizing. As companies and their aspirations are becoming more 

globally ubiquitous and diverse, both academics and professionals would benefit from 

discovering new understanding and insights on the renewal and reconfiguration of 

concepts of value, and creating board work.  

 

As the world is experiencing large-scale and fundamental change, so are the principles 

of doing business. The changes suggest the means of establishing and managing 

companies are also transforming, in many ways such as digitalization, collaborative 

operations, resource sharing, and the speed at which changes are happening. These and 

other changes call for broader approaches to studying entrepreneurial growth 

companies, and specifically the growth company’s board of directors, understanding not 

only their board behavior but also widening our perceptions of individual value and value 

creation to include a more diverse outlook than profit maximization alone (Huse, 1998; 

Huse et al., 2009). One of the scholarly discussions tackling these elements is the 

behavioral stream of board research that includes the human side of the board of 

directors (Huse, 2007, 2009, 2018). This research stream is encouraging, and offers 

flexible approaches to studying board behaviors, individual perceptions, and the notion 

of value and value creation in boards of directors. It is in this research stream that my 

interest is situated, and where the purpose of the study has its foundation.  

 

1.1. Purpose and research questions 

The purpose of this study is to contribute to broadening our understanding of the human 

side of the board of directors, specifically by identifying and exploring individual 

perceptions of value and value creation among board members – founders, CEOs and 

board members – of entrepreneurial growth companies. Further understanding and new 

insights into potentially varying individual perceptions of value and value creation 

among these board members will add to the extant literature and scholarly knowledge 

on the topic. I am building on the previous research on entrepreneurship, the human 

side of the board of directors, and board value-creation, as these concepts are an integral 

part of the entrepreneurial company’s board of directors (Huse, 2007). 

 

In exploring this new understanding, I aspire to raise questions and awareness on how 

the abovementioned actors themselves perceive and understand value and value 
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creation, including knowledge on what kind of meanings of value are constructed and 

created in board work. Furthermore, I seek to inspire scholars to add to the growing and 

diverse academic discourse on the topic, in ways that encourage plurality and go beyond 

proxies or known measures in studying the human side of the board of directors. Also, I 

hope to contribute to practitioner discussions on the topic. 

 

The research questions are derived from the purpose of the study, being open and 

explorative in nature. They are designed to facilitate productive interview situations and 

create opportunities for mutually respectful and interactive discussions, giving a voice to 

the interviewees themselves. These types of discussion can potentially lead in new and 

undiscovered directions that were not anticipated while planning the questions; as Gulati 

suggests, “discovery is interactive” (Gulati, 2007, 780). The openness of the research 

questions gives latitude for reflection and interpretation in the interview situations. It is 

potentially this open interaction with interviewees that may help the researcher identify 

untapped perceptions of value. These potential perceptions will be discussed in the 

concluding chapters of this study.  

 

The main research question of this study is:  

- How do individual members of the board of directors in entrepreneurial growth 

companies perceive value and value creation? 

 

The supporting research questions are:  

- Supporting question a) How is the concept of value understood and discussed? 

- Supporting question b) How is value perceived in board work? 

- Supporting question c) How is (this perceived) value created in board work?  

 

The main research question addresses the core interest of this thesis: How is value and 

value creation perceived among individual board members of entrepreneurial growth 

companies? This question seeks to elaborate on the potentially distinctive individual 

perceptions of value and value creation, going beyond facades of what value and value 

creation are assumed to mean. The supporting research questions will widen our 

understanding by challenging the surface level assumptions; for example, that value is 

mainly financial in nature. These supporting questions are expected to be central parts 

of all the interviews, though perhaps asked differently in each individual interview 

situation. The first supporting research question aims to explore the ways in which board 

members perceive value, and whether the concept of value is discussed amongst them. 
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The second supporting question refers to the possible means by which value is perceived 

in board work. Finally, the third question examines the ways in which the perceived value 

is created in board work.   

 

These research questions, and the interview situations in which they are introduced, 

point to the need for co-production of knowledge between academia and practice 

(Tranfield et al., 2004). I anticipate this co-production will generate new insights and 

knowledge. The potential for new insights and knowledge is supported by the 

observation that much of the research focuses on the boards of large, more established 

corporations, while the majority of firms are in fact SMEs, as indicated above by the EK 

and OECD statistics. This applies particularly to the Finnish context. The research 

questions also point to the need to consider the timing and context of the research, as 

how we make sense of board members’ actions and behaviors is highly contextual (Pye, 

2004). I see this contextual awareness as empirical positions held by interviewees. To 

achieve knowledge co-creation, I have chosen a research approach that allows 

explorative interaction between academia and practice (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). 

Furthermore, research questions in themselves enable the creation of interactive 

knowledge and new insights (Gulati, 2007).  

 

The interaction of theory and practice in this study is summarized in Figure 1 below. The 

scholarly knowledge constitutes the theoretical basis and extant literature on which the 

study rests. The empirical positions inform the context and the connections created in 

interview situations. The knowledge and empirics together inform the research questions 

and interpretations thereof, leading to knowledge co-production. This structure serves 

as the guideline for the study, looking to produce new insights and knowledge. 
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Figure 1. Research questions and co-production of knowledge 

1.2. Positioning of the research 

The purpose of the research, research questions, and my overall motivation for 

conducting academic research on the chosen topic, all situate this study between two 

worlds: the scholarly knowledge, theory and extant literature on the one hand, and the 

practical and empirical on the other (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). This implies the 

researcher’s need to approach the topic from two (often very) different yet 

complementary directions simultaneously. Simon (1967) describes this particular 

situation as “the social system that produces scientific knowledge, on the one hand, and 

the social system where professional practice takes place, on the other” (Simon, 1967, 

16).   

The type of research journey that is intentionally an explorative discussion between these 

two worlds and perspectives, requires an approach that not only facilitates but also 

warrants such activity, namely here the abductive research process (Dubois & Gadde, 

2002). I will elaborate and build on the current scholarly knowledge on the human side 

of the board of directors, while looking to discover something new – fresh meanings, 

novel perceptions, peculiarities, and new types of relationship – produced in tandem 

with the interviewees. The research is thus built around pre-understanding and 

understanding as well as theory and practice (Dubois & Gadde, 2002).  
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Positioning your research as described above must acknowledge that the researcher 

begins their project with a certain pre-understanding (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). In my 

case, this stems from more than 15 years of experience working and interacting with 

entrepreneurial growth companies of all sizes, and observing their governance practices. 

As I have worked within both the Finnish and the Silicon Valley innovation system, I 

have collaborated and networked with entrepreneurs and board members of many types 

of company, for example global startups, domestic SMEs, and large corporations. I have 

also observed diverse benefits as companies collaborate across predetermined 

boundaries (for example, innovating in industry-academic projects), creating not only 

financial outcomes but also non-financial competences for the whole ecosystem. I have 

had the opportunity to observe companies’ growth paths and the various behaviors and 

mechanisms they use to govern, lead, and ultimately survive, or not, in the midst of the 

economic environment’s accelerating transformations. Looking at Finland and Finnish 

entrepreneurial companies – both from within and from the Silicon Valley startup 

ecosystem perspective – I have contemplated the level and depth of discussion in 

Finland.  

Ten years ago, it appeared that the discussion was led by few, and many of the more 

detailed insights and learning experiences were left either uncovered, unsaid, or within 

a small group of people. In recent years, the situation in Finland has progressed, and, 

today, there are productive and constructive conversations within and between both the 

academic and public arenas on the issues of entrepreneurship and growth. This creates 

new knowledge, insights, and an experience base for all parties. However, the discourse 

on corporate governance and the board of directors is lagging. Especially, what might be 

termed the softer side of board work is a topic still rarely touched upon. Kauppalehti, a 

Finnish daily business newspaper, reported on the experiences of a Finnish board of 

directors’ chair/member that there is “too deep a belief in mechanistic processes in 

Finland”, and some of the new practices might feel too soft for some people. He, however, 

felt the new behaviors constituted a better understanding of board members’ 

competencies, experiences, pressures, and difficulties, for example, thus rendering the 

invisible visible.2        

2 Kauppalehti, 22.1.2015, ”Henkilökemiat jäävät hallitusvallinnoissa varjoon” 
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I have also observed, for example, that the discussion on board practices of 

entrepreneurial companies is often entirely lacking or it is simply stated that it is not 

needed. On other occasions, the board of directors is said to comprise a rather vague 

array of executives whose individual background and business pedigree is presumed to 

fulfil the entrepreneurial growth company’s needs for service, guidance or advice. In 

recent years, as companies’ successes and failures are recounted more openly for the 

benefit of other aspiring entrepreneurs, also some of the board practices are discussed 

more directly and openly. Yet, there is a veil of inaccessibly, even mystery. I have come 

to believe that we need a discourse on what it is that the board of directors of an 

entrepreneurial company is expected to do, and, perhaps more importantly, how 

individual board members perceive value, and what are value creation processes and 

capabilities of any one board. This kind of discourse is even more important in a small 

national economy, such as Finland, where a rather small circle of actors is reproducing 

business practices, and those circles have only recently begun to diversify.   

As a researcher, it is important to be aware of where I position both my study and myself. 

This includes the various interactions and relationships that inform the research, and 

constitute my pre-understanding. The latter assumes being aware of your reasons for 

conducting the research in this particular manner. Furthermore, I need to examine the 

assumptions underlying various conversations and their interpretation in order to 

remain open to what the interview data might produce. It is equally important to reflect 

on those interactions and relationships to ensure they do not bias the process and instead 

offer valuable avenues for insight and the identification of new meanings (Maxwell, 

2008; Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2012; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Also, contemplating the 

relational foundation of the research project is one way of making sense of pre-

understanding, especially when it is weighed in practice.  

Dutton & Dukerich (2006) discuss the concept of the relational foundation of a research 

project. They define it as “the set of interaction partners whom one encounters during 

the course of doing research” (Dutton & Dukerich, 2006, 21). Given the various 

interactions and relationships forming the relational foundation of my research, it is 

essential that I understand my role in the research setting (e.g. Alvesson & Sköldberg, 

2009). I must reflect on that role and, furthermore, make the reader aware of my 

“backgrounds and orientations since they serve as the starting point of any research 

process” (Piekkari and Welch, 2006, 572). This type of approach suggests the researcher 
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is part of knowledge creation, thus making the positioning interactive and even co-

creative (Gubrium and Holstein, 2001). 

 

With the pre-understanding and relational foundation discussed above, I consider 

myself a boundary spanner between academia and practice (Bartunek, 2007). I am 

conducting this research in such a way that it builds a connection between the two 

realms. This implies that there is a mutually beneficial relationship between academic 

and practice in ways that create value for each. The academic requires the rigor of 

conducting research, and the practice of management emphasizes relevance. There is no 

reason why they should not support, at best even complement, each other (Bartunek, 

2007). The bridge between academia and practice can be built in the research question(s) 

(Vermeulen, 2005). 

 

In the current research setting, theory is not something to be taken at face value. There 

should be ongoing and continuous testing between the theory and the empirical world 

(Dubois and Gadde, 2002). The literature discusses the concept of being privileged with 

the data and findings (Luker, 2009; Mantere & Ketokivi, 2013). I interpret this to mean 

that, as a researcher, I should have some extraordinary power and ability to remain 

detached, acting as an objective observer, and thus be able to detect, make notes, study 

and discover truth in the findings. Instead of being a privileged unattached observer, I 

consider the position an inevitable part of what is constructed in a given qualitative 

research situation and, thus, to have a role in and an effect on the dialogue and 

subsequent findings. This view suggests that I contemplate the relevant theories “as a 

source inspiration for the discovery of patterns that bring understanding” (Alvesson & 

Sköldberg, 2009, 4). Taking this line of thinking a little further, I adopt a viewpoint where 

theory and empirical interpretations go hand in hand, and empirical material is used not 

only to tell stories but also “to enhance our ability to challenge, rethink, and illustrate 

theory” (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2007, 1265).           

 

Therefore, I aim in my research not to report and confirm, but to explore, inform and 

enrich; to elaborate and reflect on various relationships, not to test them. Research is 

informative and enriching when boundaries are crossed and tradition respected, while 

considering the pressures and opportunities of contemporality. It is about connecting 

insights and (pre)understandings in a way that makes real-world sense, while speaking 

the language of academia (Luker, 2009). 
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1.3. Scope 

I have made choices throughout my research journey concerning the very core of the 

study, including the context of the research as well as the key concepts and their 

definitions. The nature of this thesis urged me to return to the basic definitions several 

times, ultimately helping me identify and understand them for the purposes of this study, 

thus also determining its scope. The choices can be referred to as the delimitations of the 

study, and their expression clearly benefits the research from two perspectives (Creswell, 

2009). First, the chosen delimitations support the position of this work in the academic 

discussion, thus also guiding, for example, its evaluation and critique. Second, they guide 

the reader in navigating from the academic roots to the practical implications.    

Ultimately, the study of corporate governance provides an opportunity to examine the 

core of a company: power, positions, decisions, and structures, in a given context, 

whether situational or economic (Clarke, 1998). Since it would be beyond the scope of 

this doctoral study to examine all aspects of a company, the following delimitations have 

been set. The context of the study comprises entrepreneurial growth-oriented companies 

in Finland. These types of company convey the kind of empirical environment that 

supports the creation of new understanding and insights, based on the elaboration of the 

extant knowledge. Finnish entrepreneurial companies are finding their role increasingly 

important in the Finnish economy, as their founders, CEOs and board members discover 

their respective roles in creating and growing the companies. Therefore, the context of 

Finnish entrepreneurial companies provides fertile ground for new insights into and 

understanding of board members’ perceptions of value and value creation. This is set in 

a swiftly developing environment that spurs rapid entrepreneurial growth. These 

circumstances call for an examination of the perceptions of value and value creation 

beyond the conventional. The interest lies, in particular, in the notion of individual 

perceptions of value and value creation in board work, which puts value destruction, 

protection and distribution beyond the scope of this study. 

This research does not cover family businesses and their board practices. Family 

businesses can be defined in many different ways that impact their board structure 

(Gabrielsson & Huse, 2005). The challenge in a family business board is often tied to 

ownership arrangements and the management of potential conflicts caused by various 

roles.  
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Moreover, this research does not investigate companies primarily and openly operating 

only in domestic markets and not aiming for global growth. The board of directors tends 

to have a different purpose, perspective, and characteristics. Furthermore, this study 

does not cover self-employment or necessity entrepreneurship.  

1.4. Key concepts 

The key concepts of this research are corporate governance, board of directors, human 

side of board of directors, entrepreneur and entrepreneurial company, and perceptions 

of value and value creation. The extant research and documented findings in the 

literature provide a foundation and point of departure for the work, while the chosen 

nature of research approach and process challenge any predetermined definitions and 

concepts. In the course of the research, I have examined and considered these key 

definitions numerous times, and observed an evolution of thought processes and 

(non)acceptance of straightforward definitions and concepts, especially during the 

empirical stages. Throughout the research process, there was a clear need for 

sensemaking regarding the key concepts. 

The empirical interviews with founders, CEOs and board members highlighted the need 

for this sensemaking and identification of potential commonalities between the scholarly 

concepts and their applicability in the practitioner world. Furthermore, the interaction 

and crossing between the extant research as documented in the relevant literature, and 

the encounters and experiences from the practitioner world, emphasized similar needs. 

It became evident quite early in the research process that relevant key concepts are 

needed to establish a common premise. This premise facilitates the discussion, as well as 

interpreting and discussing the findings, contributions and recommendations. The 

identified key concepts have guided me in maintaining a strong focus, even and especially 

when the empirical interview material made various possible research avenues enticing. 

I believe that defining the key concepts already in this introductory chapter will help 

readers situate the remainder of the discussion and understand my points of departure 

in this thesis. The key concepts reflect the core extant scholarly knowledge to which I 

wish to contribute, and are introduced in brief below. The scholarly discussion is 

presented in Chapter 3. 
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Corporate governance is defined as “the interactions between various internal 

actors, external actors and the board members in directing a corporation for value 

creation” (Huse, 2007, 7). This definition supports the aim of this research, as it 

emphasizes the numerous interactions of actors, i.e. individuals involved in board work 

and entrepreneurial activities.  

 

Board of Directors is understood as “an open system where stakeholder dynamism 

and internal and external contingences should be included” (Huse, 2000, 284). This 

approach facilitates studying the board not as a closed and inaccessible group but an 

open system, comprising individuals with their own perceptions of value and value 

creation. 

 

The human side of the Board of Directors builds upon the previous definition, 

emphasizing individuals who participate in board work, and “focus on people as core 

actors and use micro-level approaches” (Huse, 2018, 46). I consider this to mean that the 

individual’s voice is these cases is valuable and worthy of consideration. 

 

Both value and value creation are often assumed as shared understanding, and rarely 

seen in other than financial terms. In this study, both value and value creation are 

approached from an alternative perspective, seen as interactive and networked (Lusch & 

Vargo, 2006, 2008). This type of interpretation supports the human side of the board of 

directors, in paying attention to individuals and their individual perceptions.  

 

In this study, I regard an entrepreneurial growth company as an exercise in 

entrepreneurship, one that defines a growth company as the creation of a new 

enterprise (Davidsson & Wiklund, 2001). This includes the notion of behavior (Covin & 

Slevin, 1991). Furthermore, “entrepreneurs are individuals or groups of individuals, 

acting independently or as part of a corporate system, who create new organizations, or 

instigate renewal or innovation within an existing organization” (Sharma & Chrisman, 

1999, 17).  

 

When reflecting on these key concepts of this study, I further observe that companies can 

be categorized in many different ways, conveying their very nature and core: SME, high-

growth, high-tech, (new) innovative, venture, or a family company, to name just a few. 

Concurrently, the board of directors of these various companies are often defined just as 

that, with no contextual qualities attached. There are, however, researchers encouraging 
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studies of the board of directors in various types of company and economic times to 

understand their differences (Åberg et al., 2019).  

1.5. The writing process 

Writing is ultimately an epistemic exercise: in black and white you define and reveal your 

beliefs as to how knowledge is produced and how you are arguing for those knowledge 

claims (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2012; Bryman, 2001). Writing is also a way to convey 

the importance of your research questions, data and findings to various audiences. I 

would further claim that the process of writing also reveals the researcher’s own positions 

and perceptions, either from the passivity of a mere observer or openly being part of the 

textual conversation.      

I choose to be part of the textual conversations, and report my research as a written 

monograph, a form that enables reporting in the first person (I as a researcher), thus also 

bringing more intentionality to the use of my own voice (Kiriakos & Svinhufvud, 2015). 

Lending clarity to that voice, including my personal reflections and interpretations, 

opens new avenues for criticism and being interpreted by prospective readers of this 

thesis. A monograph offers a holistic way to approach the research topic with no need to 

divide it into smaller sections, and at the same time a way to gradually increase 

understanding via interpretation, which can also be called “sequencing of interpretations 

at deeper levels and reflection” (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009, 315).  

I experienced a tension between the flowing nature of the research approach and the 

constraints of written text. The research approach, which I discuss in the next chapter, 

constantly shifted between theory and practice, challenging each as I encountered new 

observations and interpretations. Being immersed in the extant literature, and having 

conversations with the interviewees or working as a practitioner, created a constant need 

to reflect, refocus and rethink. I came to see this constant shifting between realities as a 

source of inspiration, though not always easy or straightforward. Furthermore, in the 

course of writing this research report, the writing process morphed into more than just 

linear documentation of the research. Handfield (2011) sees research as an expedition or 

journey taken by the researcher: “There can be value in the journey one takes, even when 

the endpoint of the journey is not what one expected to discover at the beginning.” 

(Handfield, 2011, 12). The learning journey I experienced in conducting research while 
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working in the practitioner world was also a study on my personal perceptions of value 

and value creation. 

Zinsser (2006, 231) writes: “Don’t alter your voice to fit your subject.” I interpret this to 

convey the very idea of the researcher being an integral part of the research process, 

including the final outcome of a written account of the whole research process and 

findings. This kind of belief is fitting in a research setting where the researcher will learn 

something new, perhaps unexpected, not only from the research subject but also about 

themselves, through the practice of conducting research and perhaps most concretely 

through the practice of writing. Kiriakos and Svinhufvud go as far as to say: “To conduct 

research is a writing project… the outcome is always a written text” (Kiriakos & 

Svinhufvud, 2015, 13).  

The outcome of my research process is documented in a written, rather strict and 

straightforward manner, following a fixed structure of a recommended format: 

introduction and research roadmap – literature review on the most relevant extant 

research – methodology – findings – concluding discussion and implications. In the 

course of conducting the research, my process morphed into more than just documenting 

the process and its outcome.  

1.6. The structure of the thesis 

The previous sections of this chapter introduce the purpose of this study, the research 

questions, its positioning and scope, key concepts, and the writing process. They all 

outline the topic area that has engaged me, and on which I wish to create new insights 

and understanding. At the core of this study lies the co-production of new insights and 

understandings from the scholarly knowledge and empirical positions. The research 

project grew from its initial conceptions to its current form through several iterations, 

and the various research elements facilitated the movement between different iterations 

in a circular evolution. This is depicted in Figure 2 below.  
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Figure 2. Circular evolution of the research study 

The cornerstone of my study is the extant research on the human side of corporate 

governance, since I maintain it is the individuals themselves who, interacting with one 

another, create and recreate perceptions and understandings on value and value 

creation. That literature offers the most encouraging approaches to conducting research 

on micro-level interaction with interviewees. 

As I became more familiar with the extant research on corporate governance and its 

human side, I saw that, in relation to the core of my study, it highlights the need to 

discuss the elements of entrepreneurship and concepts of value and value creation. Input 

is required from the entrepreneurship and value theories to create new insights and allow 

deeper interpretation. The interviews in this study, which provided rich material on 

individual voices, further emphasized the need to consider these theories.  

Next, I discuss the structure of this study, with an overview of the subsequent chapters. 

In Chapter 2, the research roadmap describes the relevant philosophical foundations, 

while outlining the basic elements of conducting research. I discuss the ontological and 

epistemological frames of reference that guide the research, which are also present in my 

approach to professional life. Then, I delineate the two contexts of this study, namely the 
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relevant theoretical discourse and the empirical time and space. I aim to participate in 

and contribute to the conversations clarified by these contexts, which bring together the 

theoretical research process and its relevant empirical foundations. I discuss both 

reflexivity and perceptions, as I argue they form the two interconnecting ways to study 

individual perceptions of value. As the evaluation of a qualitative study, especially 

interview-based research, is subject to intense debate in the literature, I offer my 

approach, discussing the evaluation in general, and broadening the understanding of the 

overall process. I then interrogate the validity and reliability of this study. Furthermore, 

as this research is positioned at the intersection of academia and practice, I discuss the 

elements of relevance and interest as potential evaluation indicators.  

Chapter 3, the literature on board value-creation, presents the relevant discussion 

identified in the scholarly knowledge on the topic of my research interest, while 

indicating potentially undiscovered nuances of knowledge and insight. I review the 

extant literature on the core elements of this research: corporate governance, the human 

side of corporate governance, and the value-creating board. The research questions of 

this study necessitate that the foundations of corporate governance are discussed from 

the seminal research viewpoint. Furthermore, as I discussed above, the concepts of 

entrepreneurship, value and value creation need to be included. I argue that the 

collaborative understanding of these three areas is underdeveloped, thus opening 

avenues for new research. In the second part, the literature review includes discussion 

on the theoretical findings on the human side of corporate governance. The research 

acknowledges the importance of the behavioral and cognitive understanding of the board 

of directors, value and value creation. The extant research has made contributions in 

opening the so-called black box of the boardroom, while observing the complex human 

interactions present in board work. The most recent applicable research indicates that 

the black box is being opened, thus offering an internal view of the functioning and micro 

perspectives on board work. In the third part of the review, I discuss the extant research 

covering the concept(s) of the value-creating board of directors. This research is asking 

new types of question and advancing our understanding on board members themselves, 

while considering contexts and contingencies.  

In Chapter 4, the interview data and analysis, I present qualitative interviews as the 

source of rich data on the core research questions of this study. I argue that these 

qualitative interviews provide an interactive platform for open conversations considering 

the two contexts of this research, as well as the purpose of understanding individual 
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perceptions of value and value creation. I support this argument by detailing the three 

sets of interview conversations, and how they (the conversations) developed and 

matured. I observe this development not only between the sets of interviews but also as 

a personal growth process, both as a researcher and as a practitioner. 

 

In Chapter 5, the findings on individual perceptions on value and value creation, I 

present the findings from the empirical interviews. These detail the individual 

perceptions via four individual vignettes, supported by observations and findings from 

other interviews. The chapter begins with an overview, guiding the reader through a 

more detailed account of the individual perceptions of value and value creation in the 

entrepreneurial growth-company board of directors. Taken together, the findings 

highlight the diversity and breadth of individual perceptions, and the openness or 

closedness of these perceptions in board work. While the ecosystem concept does not fall 

within the scope of this study, it was raised in several interviews. I detail the most 

relevant observations on ecosystems, as they relate to the core of the research. I close the 

chapter by summarizing the findings on individual perceptions of value, as they suggest 

new insights and understanding, offering potential contributions.       

 

Chapter 6, concluding discussions, brings together the different components of this 

research. The chapter begins with a concluding summary of the findings on the 

individual perceptions on value. The discussion then continues by describing the 

contributions of this study, in the light of the extant academic discourse. The 

contributions, originating from the core research question, add to our current 

understanding, from the perspective of individual perceptions on value and value 

creation in the entrepreneurial growth-company board of directors. While 

acknowledging the contributions, it is equally important to examine the study in a critical 

manner and recognize its limitations. The practical implications are rooted in the 

academic contributions and limitations, and are discussed in the hope of creating closer 

links between the two domains. Finally, I offer suggestions for further research, together 

with its practical implications.  

 

Finally, chapters 7 and 8 present my closing reflections and concluding remarks. I argue 

that being transparent in my personal reflections delivers a level of authenticity that 

should be an integral part of any study of this nature. These final reflections draw 

together the different elements of the study, by considering my initial thoughts and 

points of departure in the light of the findings and conclusions. This provides the reader, 
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whether scholar or practitioner, with the opportunity to assess the overall contribution 

of the research, and themselves reflect on the outcomes. My concluding remarks also 

complete my personal research journey.     
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2. Research roadmap 

The research roadmap establishes the signposts of this research. First, I discuss the 

qualitative and abductive research approach in more detail, and in connection with 

research philosophy. This will lead to my take on the ontological and epistemological 

frames of reference, as they are the foundation of choices made in this dissertation. 

Next, I lay out the research design in greater detail, including the dialogue and 

interaction of the academic and the practice over the course of the research process. 

This interaction is further discussed as part of the two contexts of the study. The two 

essential elements of this research, reflexivity and perceptions, are then discussed 

prior to suggesting ways of evaluating this study.   

 

2.1. Approach and research philosophy 

As described in the previous chapter, this dissertation is a qualitative dialogue between 

academia and practice. The aim is to build on the existing academic knowledge of the 

concepts of value and value creation in the board work of entrepreneurial growth 

companies. I consider my research a journey (Handfield, 2011), exploring and looking to 

discover new meanings and practices, as well as crafting “new insights and awareness of 

various aspects of actual board behavior” (Huse, 2005, 75). I aim to generate new 

insights following the guidelines of abduction, where the empirical work (interviews) and 

chosen theoretical framework(s) are constantly challenging one another, and the 

research is about “going back and forth between framework, data sources, and analysis” 

(Dubois & Gadde, 2002, 556). 

 

The qualitative research approach was chosen based on the following reasoning. 

McNulty et al. (2013) have compiled an extensive review of the qualitative research on 

corporate governance. They found that while the number of qualitative studies, 

specifically in corporate governance, has increased in recent decades, they still represent 

a small share of the total research (McNulty et al., 2013). They also concluded that using 

qualitative methods to study the phenomena of corporate governance can lead to a 

deeper understanding and insights in this specific area, and therefore expand the 

theoretical and methodological understanding (McNulty et al., 2013). Furthermore, 

there is a discourse encouraging researchers “to explore real-life governance issues using 

data collected through a direct interaction with key governance actors” (Zattoni et al., 

2013, 119). I interpret this to signify having meaningful conversations with founders and 

board members, and giving voice to their thinking and messages.  



 

   

20 

The field of organizational research nowadays benefits from multiple and varied research 

agendas and paradigms (Buchanan & Bryman, 2007). Many scholars are turning to 

innovative growth companies when looking for solutions to the wicked problems and 

grand challenges the world is facing today, thus also encouraging researchers to look for 

qualitative methods to solve this new type of mysteries (Banal et al., 2018). There are 

numerous competing perspectives, challenging the traditional means of gathering data 

using the positivistic-quantitative method. Buchanan and Bryman talk about 

“methodological inventiveness” (2007, 486), which has its pros and cons but ultimately 

produces perhaps more diverse ways of conducting research, and that reflects well with 

the fast pace of organizational change in the empirical world that is the source of data. 

The conventional borders of organizations are crumbling, especially with regard to 

monetary and ownership power relations (Clegg and Hardy, 2006). According to Clegg 

and Hardy, the once agreed upon boundaries are challenged “as individual entities have 

merged and blurred in ‘chains’, ‘clusters’, ‘networks’ and ‘strategic alliances’” (2006, 

426). Also, in entrepreneurship, there are three characteristics advocating more 

qualitative research (Davidsson, 2005, 56): the relative youth of the field, the 

heterogeneity of the phenomenon, and the “infrequent, unanticipated and/or 

extraordinary” element of discussing innovative entrepreneurship.  

 

My research interest, individual board members of entrepreneurial growth companies, 

can be considered “multivariate and multilayered” (Buchanan & Bryman, 2007, 494; see 

also Gartner, 1985, 696). This makes it more relevant to approach the topic from the 

qualitative point of view. Researching the board of directors, whether of a multinational 

corporation, privately held family firm, or rapidly internationalizing growth company, is 

an art form of some kind, a science in itself. The topic suggests importance, significance 

and even glamour, as the board is the ultimate governing body of any business venture. 

Still today, board members are regarded as elite and esteemed, especially those serving 

on a large corporation’s board of directors (Pettigrew, 1992). At the same time, the 

boundaries of the board are tightly guarded, as only the outcome of the board work is 

visible. Thus, it is often only the outcome that is studied. Huse (2000, 283) argues that 

in studying SMEs, it is worth going beyond the “academic syndromes”. This can be 

interpreted to imply that a researcher should perhaps go beyond the safest of 

methodological choices, such as to study SMEs’ board task performance or the board 

roles in these firms. When trying to understand the concept of value in the context of the 

board of directors in growth companies, it becomes increasingly important to note that 

these companies are not structured, led, managed, or controlled in a similar fashion to 
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large companies. Instead, they are flexible in their approaches, thus also requiring 

elasticity from the board of directors. 

 

In sum, the qualitative approach offers an effective way to conduct research that aims to 

explore and potentially find connections and patterns, not only to explain or look for 

causality, or test previously identified theoretical hypotheses and variables (Maxwell, 

2008; Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2012; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). A 

qualitative approach is a good fit with the ontological and epistemological frame of this 

research, and the objective of turning scientific outcomes into meaningful knowledge for 

the practitioner (Denyer & Tranfield, 2006). Perhaps most importantly, qualitative 

research offers ways to approach today’s practices from a fresh and complementary 

research standpoint, and thus contribute to our understanding (McNulty et al., 2013). 

  

2.1.1. Ontological and epistemological frames of reference 

“I’m practical in my research.” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, 11). I, too, am practical in my 

research, and approach it from the point of view of an interpreter and a social (co-

)constructionist. The literature contains several definitions of ontological and 

methodological points of departure and definitions. Your scientific choices ultimately 

guide the whole research journey, from the initial, perhaps somewhat sketchy, research 

ideas and questions, to the concluding findings, for different audiences that sometimes 

have very different expectations (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2012; Buchanan & Bryman, 

2007). I consider research to be scientific knowledge production that I have entered into 

not only to report my research findings dispassionately, but also to participate in that 

production of knowledge (Luker, 2009). This is the underlying motivation for research: 

the pursuit of knowledge that can be seen as reliable, justifiable and specific, yet 

actionable and interesting enough to make a contribution to both academia and practice 

(Argyris, 1996). This knowledge will enable me to participate in meaningful discourses 

in various interdisciplinary arenas.    

  

Discussion on ontological and epistemological choices 

Ontology asks questions of our worldview and epistemology of knowledge; ontology is 

about being, and epistemology about knowledge and how we know what we know. 

Ontology asks whether there is an objective reality out there, or is it subjective and exists 

only in our mind (Hatch, 2006). Another way of understanding ontology in social 

sciences, and also in the field of entrepreneurship and management, is to ask the 
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question of “whether social entities can and should be considered objective entities that 

have a reality external to social actors, or whether they can and should be considered 

social constructions built up from the perceptions and actions of social actors” (Bryman 

2001, 16). In addition to the question of existence, it is essential to consider the 

relationships between “people, society and the world in general” (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 

2012, 13). This can be seen in entrepreneurship, where the environment of growth 

companies is built on various kinds of relationship, whether personal, contextual or 

systemic.  

 

Epistemology asks questions such as “how do humans generate knowledge, what are the 

criteria by which they discriminate good knowledge from bad, and how should reality be 

represented” (Hatch 2006, 13). Yet another way of understanding epistemology is in 

terms of “what is regarded as acceptable knowledge in discipline” (Bryman 2001, 11). 

Epistemologically, there is also the question of the role given to the researcher. Different 

epistemological approaches differ on whether the researcher can (or should) stay on the 

sidelines and remain neutral and objective, or is part of the knowledge creation process 

(Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2012).  

 

It would be rather naive to simply examine the dichotomies of the various standpoints 

that often set the social and natural sciences against each other: determining people – 

nature, individual – society, subjective – objective, thought – action, mental – material, 

mind – body, knowledge – practice, beliefs – facts, expressive function of language – 

referential/propositional function of language (Sayer, 1992, 23). Especially, when I 

consider the context of growth companies and their realities being socially constructed, 

where previously agreed upon boundaries are being “merged and blurred in ‘chains’, 

‘clusters’, ‘networks’ and ‘strategic alliances’” (Clegg & Hardy, 2006, 426), there are 

many shades of standpoints. Entrepreneurial growth companies are firms that are 

situated and perhaps re-situated; constructed and re-constructed; and defined and re-

defined, following no one particular predetermined pattern or path.   

 

I see my ontological positioning as something close to subjectivism: aiming for a 

discovery, and learning and interpreting from individual meanings and understandings. 

I hold that social phenomena and social meanings are continually being accomplished 

by social actors involved in those situations. This features a social constructionism view. 

Actions, discourses and companies (institutions), as well as the individuals that enact 

them, should not only be studied and explained but also need to be understood. This 
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understanding comes via the researcher’s interpretation, and perhaps also from the 

studied individuals, in this case the interviewees.  

 

My viewpoints, beliefs, gender, cultures, expectations, and practitioner background, for 

example, inevitably inform the interpretations. My viewpoints and beliefs regarding 

companies and boards of directors are derived from my educational background, and 

closely tied to my professional experiences and encounters. The research will further add 

to this mix by challenging thinking processes, approaches, and frames of reference. My 

gender, as a woman, encourages me to look beyond the obvious, perhaps asking 

uncomfortable questions, and thus not easily accepting the status quo. In interpreting 

research findings, I need to ensure sufficient reflection around my positions and 

identities, not only as a researcher, but also as a practitioner and observer of growth 

companies’ governance and board discourse. Significantly, I should separate my own 

positions on what is important and valuable for research purposes (exploration and self-

reflection), and not treat research reflection as “cleansing account of their positions, 

preconception and interests” (Lee & Hassard, 1999, 396).  

 

The hermeneutic circle can facilitate this balance, and create a further understanding of 

the researcher’s identity, by inviting a critical examination of the research is conducted 

(Alvesson, 2011; Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2012). Research is a circular process (Eriksson 

& Kovalainen, 2012), where theory, the prior research, empirical data, and interpretation 

are in a state of constant interaction, creating understanding and knowledge. This is very 

close to the concept of the hermeneutic circle (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2012; Sayer, 

1984), which positions me to increase my understanding and knowledge, thus impacting 

the preceding understanding and knowledge (Sayer, 1984). That is to say, a growth 

company’s board of directors cannot be fully understood by examining it from a distance 

or studying the exterior characteristics of its members. There are many ways to enact the 

hermeneutic circle in the research process, depending on the numerous elements of your 

research (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). The most fundamental circle is the inner core, 

depicted in Figure 3 below.   
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Figure 3. The hermeneutic circles (adapted from Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009: 143) 

This circle positions the researcher to interpret data at their most basic level: while 

processing single data points (elements of an interview), the researcher also 

contemplates the overall texts and situations, and the potential understanding of the new 

requires some pre-understanding (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). This supports the 

qualitative nature of this study by considering both the researcher’s position and 

sensitivity to the context of the study (Bryman, 2001).  

The hermeneutic circle is also evident in the literature review: “there is no final 

understanding of the relevant literature, but a constant reinterpretation leading (ideally) 

to deeper and more comprehensive understanding of relevant publications. It argues that 

especially in the social science and humanities literature, reviews are better understood 

as a continuing, open-ended process through which increased understanding of the 

research area and better understanding of the research problem inform each other” 

(Boell & Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2010, 130).  

2.2. Research design 

The research design reflects the core theoretical question of this study: how is value and 

value creation perceived by individuals on the board of directors in entrepreneurial 

growth companies. The question remains academically open and is empirically inspired. 

The academic arguments are covered in greater detail in Chapter 1. The empirical nature 

of the core question rests on my close proximity to and observation of Finnish growth 

companies in my practitioner role. This has enabled me to become familiar with their 

operations, while remaining neutral in the sense that I have not been part of their 
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operations in any position(s). I have observed companies’ ways of trying to understand 

and interpret (make sense of) the world they are part of, while that world has 

simultaneously become more unpredictable, and more appreciative of the impact of 

growth companies.   

The core question finds its theoretical basis in the literature on growth companies, value 

creation and the value-creating board, while the context remains in Finland. Interviews 

serve as the tool to collect rich individual-level empirical material that enables reflexivity 

and multiple interpretations. The interviews are conducted in three phases to allow for 

sufficient theoretical consideration and reflexivity based on the prior research and 

literature on the core elements. Figure 4 below summarizes the research design.  

Figure 4. Research design 

The high-level research design has guided the research process towards abduction, an 

approach where theory and empirical material are in constant interaction. Abduction is 

perhaps described best by Peirce3: “abduction consists in studying the facts and devising 

a theory to explain them” (in Haig, 2005, 377). It also connects to understanding through 

interpretation and reinterpretation (Alvesson, 2011). Abduction as an approach is 

applied here throughout the whole research process (van Maanen et al., 2007). It is a 

3 Charles Peirce (1839-1914) was an American philosopher and scientist considered the inventor 

of the concept of abduction and abductive reasoning/logic.  
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good fit with research situations where the purpose is to find something new and perhaps 

surprising, rather than trying to confirm some existing theories. The key element of this 

research is indeed to discover and learn something new, so the abductive approach serves 

that purpose well, as “learning takes place in the interplay between search and discovery” 

(Dubois & Gadde, 2002, 560).  

Yet, Van Maanen et al. note that “…the forms abductive reasoning can take are not well 

understood…” (2007, 1153), leaving a doctoral student to rely on tested methodologies, 

having the courage to try something new and different. My take on this depicted in Figure 

5 below.  

Figure 5. Research approach 

In a qualitative study, “research design should be a reflexive process operating through 

every stage of a project” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995, 24). The activities of collecting 

and analyzing data, developing and modifying theory, elaborating or re-focusing the 

research questions, and identifying and dealing with validity threats, are usually ongoing 

more or less simultaneously, each influencing all of the others (Maxwell, 2008, 214-215). 
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Figure 5 captures the research approach, while building in the iterative and sequential 

nature of my research process in more detail. The overall approach follows that described 

above, but ties in the steps of increasing understanding and emerging interpretations 

and reinterpretations. The interpretive research design often relies on qualitative 

methods for data collection and analysis (e.g. Mantere & Ketokivi, 2013). In this research, 

the empirical data collection was conducted over time, in three intervals, with the 

opportunity between each to go back to the literature to confirm first impressions, thus 

taking time to deepen reflections. Also, the need arose on several occasions to look into 

different approaches and commentary on the extant literature.  

2.3. The two contexts of the study 

As described earlier, I have anchored my research to two contexts, and I consider these 

the foundations that provide the lenses through which I approach the research topic. The 

lenses also inform and clarify my perspectives on pre-understanding and understanding. 

The first anchor is the academic discourse, which shows how I am conducting my 

research from the business school perspective and in the genre of the management 

literature. The second anchor attaches the research to its empirical settings, and 

discusses the dimensions of contemporary time and space. The motivation is to conduct 

research that participates in the academic discourse, and with a strong empirical focus 

on increasing understanding and therefore also knowledge of the human side of 

corporate governance in practice. 

In order to enhance my own understanding and learning, as well as to add to the 

scholarly knowledge on value-creating boards, my research aims to benefit from the close 

interaction between the science and the empirical world. This approach is in line with 

Johnson & Duberley, as they argue that a researcher is inevitably part of the knowledge-

creating research process in management (Johnson & Duberley, 2003). 

This stand holds that in the management sciences, a research situation cannot be 

executed in isolation, looking from the outside in while remaining entirely objective. 

Instead, social realities are constantly constructed through various interactions and 

relationships, and continuous reflection and interpretation is therefore required on the 

part of the researcher (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). This calls for a research process 

that allows, even encourages, moving back and forth between the science and the 

empirical world in several iterations. It also calls for a research process that reports the 

elements of the personal learning journey. My learning journey comprises 
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complementary periods of research and practice, each affecting the other. While the 

learning journey is complex and has many diversions, the documentation of that process 

is a linear representation in this monographic dissertation.  

Next, I discuss the two contexts of the study in brief. 

2.3.1. Context 1: The academic discourse 

My research is located in the academic discussion on the behavioral theory of the board 

of directors, and more specifically the human side of board work. 

There is prior research that can be said to encourage departing from the mainstream 

research on the board of directors and corporate governance. In 1996, it was observed 

that research findings on governance and the board are inconsistent (Johnson et al, 

1996). Daily et al. (2003) called for research that goes beyond the traditional research 

designs and methodological choices. They have also encouraged researchers to ponder 

whether it is theory that informs practice, or practice that leads the discourse (Daily et 

al., 2003). Gabrielsson and Huse (2004) found, in their review of six leading scientific 

journals, that research on the board of directors tends to rely mostly on archival data, 

and has its foundations in agency theory. Moreover, there are few studies where the 

board’s contextual elements and contingencies are considered (Gabrielsson and Huse, 

2004). Hambrick et al. (2008) recognized that changes in corporate governance should 

reflect those taking place in societies, economies and organizations, thus also 

underpinning the notion that there is no universal governance system. Pugliese et al. 

(2009) concluded, in their extensive review of board research, that we need a better 

understanding of both the internal dynamics of the board of directors, and the external 

environment (contexts) surrounding entrepreneurs, companies and boards. Finally, 

McNulty et al. (2013), in their review of 78 qualitative studies, found that the topic of 

corporate governance would benefit from diverse studies that look deeper into the 

relationships, practices and processes of actors in the governance field.  

Since I have looked into the opportunities for conducting research that supports my 

epistemological and ontological frames of reference, and approach to the world in 

general, I find it promising that there are scholars who approach this topic from the non-

canonical point of view. The research on corporate governance and the board of directors 

is vast and rich in its diversity, yet there is sufficient debate among scholars to support a 
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doctoral dissertation on the topic. From this perspective, it is beneficial to locate a 

“home” for the study. Even though some of the studies calling for more diversity and 

unorthodox research date back ten or more years, there is no cohesive body of research 

that renders these calls for more diverse and novel approaches unnecessary.     

My study’s home is located in the discussions of the Norefjell School of Corporate 

Governance, and more specifically within the behavioral perspectives on boards and 

governance. The value-creating board of directors lies at the core of this scholarly 

discussion, undertaken via various theoretical lenses and multiple perspectives. The 

Norefjell forum has had two main areas of interest with regard to behavioral perspectives 

on boards and governance: the value-creating board of directors and women on the 

board. The research on the value-creating board of directors offers a valuable foundation 

for any thesis work in the field, as it offers a discussion forum on the core elements of a 

study concerning boards, behavior, and value creation. An essential link in the forum has 

been the widely used instrument, the Value Creating Board (VCB), originally developed 

in Norway and Sweden to capture “the impact of actual board behavior on corporate 

value creation” (Huse, 2009, 368). The instrument has been the basis of many studies 

and theses, thus impacting various discourses, thought processes, and also doctoral 

dissertations. The instrument has been employed to a limited extent also in Finland. I 

have chosen not to utilize it in my research, due to my contextual and situational 

emphasis in focusing on individual perceptions of value.  

In addition to the VBC instrument and research stemming therefrom, one of the key 

elements in the Norefjell School of Corporate Governance has been the dialogue between 

academia and practice, including scholars, practitioners and policy makers. I believe that 

my participation in the many discussions and reflections of this group of scholars – as 

well as participating practitioners – has contributed to and challenged my thinking, 

learning, and research process. While reflecting on my attendance at these workshops, I 

can clearly observe that this dual approach of scholarly work and its empirical/practical 

roots has both influenced and encouraged my research. This particular dual approach, 

enabled and inspired by the Norefjell group, eventually became the relational foundation 

of my research (Dutton & Dukerich, 2006). Furthermore, being part of the Norefjell 

discourse established my interest in understanding how the board of directors can be 

studied in such a way that we begin to see inside the walls of the boardroom, and uncover 

some of the individual perceptions of value and value creation.  
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The context of this research is Finnish entrepreneurial growth companies, so I consider 

it important to discuss, in brief, the extant research located in that same context. The 

corporate governance research is rather thin in Finland, especially from the perspective 

of management. There is research on new technology-based startups and the 

entrepreneurial ecosystem (e.g. Tornikoski et al., 2017; Autio et al., 2014), innovative 

companies as sources of growth (e.g. Huhtamäki et al., 2012), and the role of public 

funding in boosting the growth of innovative growth companies (e.g. Halme et al., 2012). 

The specificities of family business had received some attention (e.g. Mustakallio, 2002), 

as well as the financial aspects of the Finnish landscape concerning ownership and 

corporate governances systems, though from the perspective of large companies 

(Jakobsson & Korkeamäki, 2015). The extant dissertations on a similar theme are, for 

example, a study on corporate entrepreneurs’ and investors’ relations (Lehtonen, 2011), 

the growth of technology-based small firms (Rannikko, 2012), and the duality of a CEO 

and a board chair (Koskinen, 2019). I find that the more consistent research on corporate 

governance, specifically micro perspectives concerning the board of directors, could 

benefit from conscious and long-term research collaboration between researchers and 

practitioners, and perhaps also policy makers.  

2.3.2. Context 2: Empirical in time and space 

As the interviews, and therefore the interpretations and findings, are contextual, so must 

the study demonstrate awareness and recognition throughout (Alvesson, 2011). 

The second anchor of this study informs the empirical context and material of the 

research, thus imprinting the overall research approach, including methodological 

choices. The previous research indicates that contexts and other contingencies should be 

considered (Gabrielsson and Huse, 2005; Petrovic, 2008). Some examples of such 

contexts are external (e.g. corporate governance systems being Anglo-American), while 

others are internal (e.g. board dynamics) (Petrovic, 2008). It is necessary to reflect on 

the contextual and situational elements underlying this thesis, as the meanings and 

understanding of the board of directors, especially the internal behavior and 

interactions, are context- and time dependent (Pye, 2004). 

Given that the research objective is to understand and elaborate on individuals’ 

perceptions of value and value creation in board work, my interest is in the actors 

themselves. Thus, my research focuses on Finnish founders, CEOs and board members 
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of entrepreneurial growth companies. The Finnish context of the empirical data defines 

the tone of the research. This is especially evident in the empirical data collection, 

findings from those data, and projecting those findings back to their empirical roots. In 

order to obtain empirical material based on this research interest, I opted for semi-

structured interviews as my data collection method. Interviews of this type provide a way 

to approach founders, CEOs and board members on a level that creates opportunities for 

conversations with them, and thus ways to uncover their perceptions of value and value 

creation. Interviews offer the opportunity to observe, and thereafter determine, possible 

power structures on an individual level, among other interpretations (Luker, 2009). I 

recognize that these power structures may be in place in interview situations, too. These 

will, in some cases, affect the interviewees’ behavior and degree of openness. As a 

researcher, I need to be aware of this, and consider it in the data analysis and 

interpretation.  

It should be noted that, in addition to the Finnish context discussed above and further 

elaborated in later sections, all the interviewees have extensive international and global 

experience in a variety of arenas. As is well recognized also in board research, it is the 

global nature of contemporary economies and businesses that drives growth-oriented 

companies to network across various borders and boundaries, thus embedding the 

companies and the people working in them in different situations, relationships and 

contexts (e.g. Granovetter, 1983).  

2.4. Reflexivity and perceptions 

Reflexivity and perceptions are key elements, and guiding principles, in this research, 

and I discuss them in brief in the next two sections. 

2.4.1. About reflexivity 

There are many ways in which reflexivity can be used to guide research. Reflexivity refers 

both to the underlying ontological and epistemological tenets, as well as to some very 

practical strategies on research conduct. Moreover, reflexivity is not a static way of 

conducting research, or regarding methods of practice, but matures and reshapes as it is 

utilized and documented (Alvesson et al., 2008). Below, I summarize how I have chosen 

to apply reflexivity in my research.  
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How to understand reflexivity 

Reflexivity is part of all social sciences, however objective they claim to be (Davies, 1999). 

The postmodern approaches have both allowed and enabled employing knowledge and 

creating theories in new ways, accepting the emergence of new voices and that they be 

heard (Calás & Smircich, 1999). Reflexivity and reflexive knowledge-making has gained 

a foothold especially in social sciences and more particularly in organization sciences 

(Calás & Smircich, 1999). It offers ways to deal with uncertainties in a research process 

and critically review them (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2012). Alvesson writes: “Reflexivity 

for me stands for conscious and consistent efforts to view the subject matter from 

different angles, strongly avoiding the a priori privileging of a favored one, including a 

focus on the details of texts.” (2011, 106). Reflexivity scrutinizes both the person 

conducting the research and the process of that research. I find that reflexivity requires 

a degree of vulnerability and humility on the part of the researcher. This will inevitably 

come from being open and transparent in terms of your positions and assumptions, thus 

also to become more open to criticism.       

How to employ reflexivity 

I am conducting my research from the business school and business practices 

perspective. Reflexivity supports me in clarifying my theoretical starting points and the 

personal principles and experiences I bring with me to the research process (Wetherell, 

2001). Given my practitioner experience, also the politics of practicing science is worth 

considering. This calls for self-reflecting awareness (Calás & Smircich, 1999). In my 

research, this kind of reflexivity demands interpretation at two levels.  

It is my role as a researcher to interpret (make sense of) the research context, as well as 

the interviews conducted in the context. This makes the interviews interactive situations 

where reality (the research) is constructed by the interviewees and myself as the 

researcher. Thus, multiple interpretations are possible (Alvesson, 1996), which can also 

include those of the interviewees. This relates to one of the ways of enacting reflexivity, 

as identified by Clegg & Hardy (2006). This kind of process supports me in staying 

focused while aware of my choices and actions, and not closing avenues for 

interpretations and new (alternative) findings.  

Reflexivity supports my ontological and epistemological standpoints, whereby social 

realities are constructed and cannot be studied in isolation without reflecting the 

unknowns and the instabilities of entrepreneurial growth companies and their context. 



 

   

33 

The empirical data points are treated as clues and perhaps suggestions about the 

situations, thus offering opportunities for diverse interpretations. 

 

Reflexivity affects the writing of the research report, as well. The commonly accepted 

outcome is a polished dissertation, comprising the material generally expected and 

accepted as part of the report. Another outcome is my personal researcher diary where 

the messy thinking patterns and questioning are documented. Moreover, emotions and 

insecurities are part of each researcher’s sensemaking and crucial to creating personal 

awareness. All of these are necessary to bring the final outcome into existence.   

 

2.4.2. About perceptions 

The meaning of perception is widely studied in the fields of psychology and cognition. It 

is a broad and complex subject (Walberg, 1976). A thorough discussion on the concept of 

perception would take this study into territories beyond its scope. I will, therefore, 

discuss the concept to the extent that facilitates understanding and further discussion 

here, and that explains the usage of the term in this study.    

 

Attitudes and perceptions are closely related. Understanding the basic psychology of 

each is valuable also in studying board behavior, especially from the perspective of an 

individual board member. A person’s behavior is often described as an attitude. Attitudes 

are “a complex combination of things we tend to call personality, beliefs, values, 

behaviors, and motivations”, and when talking about a person’s attitude, “we are 

referring to the person’s emotions and behaviors” (Pickens, 2005, 44). Furthermore, 

attitudes are about feelings, thoughts and actions (Pickens, 2005). For example, attitudes 

can help board members define how they see a board meeting and its significance in the 

context of the company’s growth. Attitudes can also define how board members behave 

in that particular situation. A person’s experiences in social and physical environments 

impact attitudes towards that environment, and vice versa.  

 

Perceptions are closely linked to attitudes: they are processes people use to interpret and 

understand the world around them (Pickens, 2005). Past experiences play a major role 

in these processes, and it should also be noted that perceptions are not necessarily reality 

(Pickens, 2005). People can be very selective in these processes, based on their previous 

experiences, beliefs and so forth. A person’s perception of any one concept is most likely 

affected by various elements, such as a personal value system, and worldviews in general, 
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religious beliefs and social structures around that person (e.g. Slimak & Dietz, 2006). 

There are also perceptual processes (e.g. hearing and seeing) that are part of “knowing”, 

and that are part of abstracting a subject (Korzybski, 1951).   

In this thesis, I am interested in uncovering the key players’ (founders, CEOs and board 

members) perceptions on value. In other words, how they understand the concepts of 

value and value creation, and how they interpret them. I am not studying the processes 

that constitute these perceptions. I argue that we need to understand better the varying 

perceptions on value, if we are to understand the value-creating board of directors.  

2.5. Evaluation of the study 

Research quality is something that every researcher must examine from various 

perspectives and at various phases of the research. As I have conducted my research 

abductively, I often studied the academic and the empirical not only sequentially but also 

simultaneously. In have in previous sections discussed my learning journey and scientific 

choices in this research. During the course of the research, I was often faced with the 

(more traditional) evaluation and critique on qualitative research. I was asked how I 

ensure objectivity, for constructs or dependent and independent variables, and about the 

repeatability of my study. All the while I was struggling, as I had not set out to test a 

construct or prove a hypothesis right or wrong.    

This instigated the need to think about the potential ways to evaluate this study at an 

early stage. This thinking has been present throughout the research (Eriksson & 

Kovalainen, 2012; Luker, 2009). As the research progressed, I came to see that research 

quality and its evaluation is not a universal process or a set of universal criteria suitable 

for all research. It is, rather, open for debate and discussion. We cannot evaluate a study 

exploring new possible insights and understandings, and potential new theories, using 

the same criteria as a study aiming to test certain isolated or controlled relationships, for 

example. This makes it clear that the responsibility for the choice of evaluation criteria 

lies with a researcher.   

I sense the need to discuss the quality of my research and how it could be evaluated. After 

a discussion, next, on the quality of qualitative research in general, I comment on the 

possible ways to evaluate this research. I see it as important to comment on the validity 

and reliability measures, even though they are mainly applicable in positivistic 
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quantitative studies, as they convey the importance of rigor also in qualitative studies. 

Two other characteristics that should be evaluated in an abductive study, especially at 

the intersection of academia and practice, are relevance and interest. They are important 

in studying the human side of corporate governance and perceptions of value. I reflect 

on all of these aspects again in the conclusions and final commentary. 

2.5.1. Quality of qualitative research 

The traditional criteria for research include validity and reliability. Both criteria are often 

mentioned in the literature debating how to examine the quality of (qualitative) research 

(Buchanan & Bryman, 2007). There are researchers who argue that the same criteria 

apply to both quantitative and qualitative research, but with slightly different meanings. 

Qualitative research is conducted using a wide variety of methods and approaches, with 

differing ontological and epistemological backgrounds. It is this background that should 

also inform the evaluation and criteria used to critique your own research (Eriksson & 

Kovalainen, 2012).  

In many cases, as noted above, the criteria most often employed include validity and 

reliability. Validity refers to the objectivity and truthfulness of research findings. 

Reliability as a measure of quality means that other researchers should be able to conduct 

the exact same study, producing similar results. This bears the notion of consistency and 

replication with regard to constructs, conditions and instruments, for example. The 

challenge concerning these criteria is that they are rooted in the positivistic nature. 

Critics that argue for fundamentally different measures for qualitative research, claim 

the irrelevance of validity and reliability (e.g. Stenbacka, 2001). However, discussing 

these measures facilitates the overall quality of the study.  

The seminal work of Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggests an alternative approach to 

evaluating qualitative research. They argue for two primary criteria with regard to 

qualitative study – trustworthiness and authenticity. Trustworthiness comprises four 

criteria (as in Bryman, 2001, 272): credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability. And according to Morse et al. 2002, trustworthiness replaces reliability 

and validity. Authenticity comprises the following criteria: fairness, ontological 

authenticity, educative authenticity, catalytic authenticity, and tactical authenticity. 



 

   

36

Creswell & Miller argue that the most important consideration regarding various quality 

measures of qualitative study is to understand and be clear about your research lenses 

and assumptions (Creswell & Miller, 2000). They also convey the idea that it is important 

to consider the participants of any one study, as well as employ reflexivity, as they 

acknowledge “the inseparableness of the researcher and the process of inquiry” (Creswell 

& Miller, 2000, 129).  

 

Following this line of reasoning it seems clear that the researcher must suggest ways to 

evaluate their study, and also account for the measures taken to ensure its quality. 

Furthermore, regardless of position taken, each study must be rigorously conducted, 

otherwise it loses its usefulness (Morse et al., 2002). Also, it is important that the 

researcher pays attention to the evaluation of the study’s elements throughout the 

process, not only at the end (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2012; Morse et al., 2002).  

 

Next, I discuss the validity and reliability of this study in greater detail, and also cover 

the aspects of relevance and interest. The scholarly discussions on whether a piece of 

research can fulfil both the methodological measures and academic requirements, while 

also offering some relevance to managers, have unnecessarily drifted to opposite corners 

(Gulati, 2007). As I have already suggested, the field of corporate governance needs new 

research avenues in the form of research designs that closely incorporate board members 

themselves, and research in ecosystems where board activities take place (McNulty et al., 

2013). This kind of research calls for rethinking the evaluation criteria to include the 

elements of relevance and interest.  

 

2.5.2. Validity and reliability 

Validity and reliability are the basic evaluation criteria in the social and management 

sciences (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2012). One approach to validity is to see it as the truth 

(Silverman, 2011). This also conveys reasons to trust research study results (Maxwell, 

2008). In a similar vein but explained differently, validity refers to “if a measure of a 

concept really measure that concept” (Bryman, 2001, 72). The discussion on qualitative 

validity asks “that the researcher check for the accuracy of the findings by employing 

certain procedures” (Creswell, 2009, 190). Finally, Creswell and Miller note that all 

research must be credible, and advise researchers to think about procedures of validity 

in ways that credibility can be established (Creswell & Miller, 2000).  
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They offer a framework to establish validity in terms of lenses used and paradigm 

assumptions made by the researcher (Creswell & Miller, 2000). It suggests the 

researcher must be clear about the various positions inevitably adopted as part of the 

research process. The positions I have chosen in this study are discussed in section 2.4. 

My ontological and epistemological stand does not seek an absolute truth, if that even 

exists in social sciences. The purpose of this study is not to present a hypothesis or model 

to be tested and validated. It is about discovery and finding new meanings and insights. 

In line with Creswell and Miller’s framework, I have taken the following measures to 

ensure the validity of this study.  

Researcher reflexivity refers to the means by which a researcher acknowledges their 

positions, assumptions, beliefs, and biases that may impact the study (Creswell & Miller, 

2000). I have discussed my role as a researcher, and my positions in the two contexts 

underlying the premises of my research, in section 2.3.  

Another form of validity is prolonged engagement in the field. Even though this study is 

not ethnographic in nature, I argue for the use of this lens as a validity measure. As my 

study is located at the intersection of academia and practice, it requires a deep 

understanding, reflection and interpretation of both. Writing a researcher diary adds to 

the validity of the research, carefully documenting the decisions made during the 

abductive research journey (Engin, 2011). This manner of documentation offers the 

researcher an opportunity for reflection and interpretation at all times. 

Finally, the combination of thick, rich description and peer debriefing offers further 

research validity. Thick and rich description confers authenticity, and, in the four 

vignettes portrayed in Chapter 5, I have sought to include such description, especially in 

the written accounts of the interviews and their respective settings. Throughout the 

research process, I have invited external feedback in the form peer debriefing. In the final 

stages, this included seeking comments and feedback from academic peers, as well as 

practitioners in the field with either deep domain expertise and/or a research 

background. 

Similar to validity, reliability is a classic evaluation criterion of qualitative studies 

(Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2012). Reliability refers to “the consistency of a measure of a 

concept” (Bryman, 2001, 70), or in other words “examining stability or consistency of 

responses” (Creswell, 2009, 190). These and many other somewhat different 
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interpretations of the concept of reliability emphasize, however, the degree to which a 

particular study can be repeated with similar outcomes. In social situations, full 

replicability is not possible and sometimes not even desirable. Interview situations, for 

example, are each unique in their setting, location, attitude, and accidental distractions, 

which should be honored and valued as such. This leads to the choice of abandoning this 

criterion or interpreting it to serve the study appropriately. In this study, I choose to 

utilize this traditional criterion from an alternative perspective.          

 

2.5.3. Relevance and interest 

In a study, in any study of the management sciences, the researcher should also discuss 

the elements of relevance and interest. In order to change the prevalent discussion or 

initiate new and productive conversations across boundaries in corporate governance, 

the study should aim to inform and be informed by both the academic and the practice 

(Gulati, 2007). A research study that aims to speak to and create critical conversations 

with two audiences, the academics and the practitioners, should consider more than the 

most traditional ways of evaluating that research (Alvesson, 2011). 

 

I find the relevance of research to be an important measure of quality. This draws on and 

is justified by the main objectives of this study, which are rooted in the scholarly 

knowledge and prior research, while aiming to make a strong contribution to actionable 

knowledge. With relevance comes also rigor. “Relevance is then found in the question, 

rigour in the method applied to provide the answer” (Vermeulen, 2005, 979). The debate 

on whether we should aim for rigor or relevance should not be seen as a zero-sum game, 

where dated assumptions are guiding research too narrowly (Gulati, 2007). “While 

strategies of trustworthiness may be useful in attempting to evaluate rigor, they do not 

in themselves ensure rigor. While standards are useful for evaluating relevance and 

utility, they do not in themselves ensure that the research will be relevant and useful” 

(Morse et al., 2002).  

 

In this study, relevance is a dialogue of the theory and of the practice in ways that support 

the interpretation and findings of the research. The research questions are formulated 

such that they enable and support the overall objectives of the study. Furthermore, the 

research questions aim to appreciate the experience of interviewees thus facilitating open 

and mutually respective discussions with them. Research approaches and methods are 
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used to support the aim of finding new insights and discovering potentially new 

actionable knowledge.  

Interesting is a significant element of quality research. Davies wrote in 1971 “the 

interesting is something which affects the attention” (Davis, 1971, 310). Interesting 

requires that the core elements of high-quality research be in place (Bartunek et al., 

2006). Furthermore, “interesting cannot substitute for a lack of validity or importance” 

(Bartunek et al., 2006, 10). In other words, just being interesting is not enough, not as 

an academic quality measure, nor is it enough to create meaningful conversations among 

practitioners. There are, however, benefits to weaving an element of interesting into the 

study. Research that creates interest amongst its primary target audience is more likely 

also to be more influential and stimulating, thus creating debate and discussion, as well 

as a higher level of learning (Bartunek et al., 2006). 

It can be argued that originality and utility embrace the notion of interesting, too. Corley 

& Gioia (2011) question originality and utility when they urge scholars towards 

adventurous research and theoretical contributions. Originality refers to advancing 

understanding, either incrementally or in a more revelatory manner, while utility can be 

argued from scientific or practical views.    
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3. The literature on board value-creation

Science is about creating and sharing knowledge. Therefore, this literature review on 

board value-creation aims not only to catalogue the most recent or prominent articles 

and research work, but also to understand and reflect on the knowledge created, in 

order to argue for new research and its premises. First, I discuss corporate 

governance research from three key perspectives: the foundations of corporate 

governance, perceptions of entrepreneurial companies, and value and value creation. 

Next, I review the current knowledge on the human side of corporate governance, and 

then examine the value-creating board research. Finally, I reflect on the extant 

literature from the perspective of my dissertation.      

One of the main elements of reviewing the existing literature and knowledge base is to 

gain an understanding of the assumptions underlying any one theory or framework 

(Alvesson, 2011). The abductive research approach agrees to the pre-understanding of 

the researcher. The literature review serves the purpose of building a foundation to which 

the academic pre-understanding can be attached. 

Hence, in the following literature review, I aspire to discuss the most relevant – in terms 

of my research interest – findings and claims that have been made in the prior research 

on the human side of the board of directors, in relation to value and value creation. I also 

hope to show a certain degree of conclusion and judgement as it relates to my research 

(Knopf, 2006).  

As a researcher, I have to accept the notion that no review can be incontrovertible, as the 

volume of knowledge available today is overwhelming. In academia, more data are 

becoming available from open sources, and more diverse data sources are accepted. 

What was traditionally accepted as the base for a solid literature review is perhaps now 

too narrow an approach. The business world that provides us with the data we need to 

conduct research is increasingly complex, constantly changing, and more intertwined 

than ever before. I do not believe in conducting research in a vacuum, especially within 

the sphere of management and entrepreneurship, but instead favor close collaboration 

with those whom we study. This asks the literature review to reflect on the understanding 

that it is not only about reporting the findings, but also about participating in various 

conversations and “to enter into a whole range of power relations” (Luker, 2009, 8). That, 
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in turn, demands openness on the part of both the researcher and the target audience. 

Conversations change only on the outset of something done differently.   

Thus, it is not the purpose of this literature review to be comprehensive in terms of 

covering all accounts of my topic, as that would extend beyond the scope of this 

dissertation. Instead, the review discusses the foundations and groundwork that 

eventually form the core of this research: the conversations with the professional world 

(i.e. data collection), and the refection and interpretation of the empirical data in a 

manner that facilitates understanding.  

The nature of my research process informs the work of understanding the existing 

research. As the research process unfolded, I found it necessary, in several intervals, to 

go back to the earlier research, in order to re-evaluate and reconsider reflections on the 

preliminary notions and conclusions drawn. I do not present the absolute reality of how 

the interaction with the relevant theory actually occurred, as it would be too unstructured 

and messy. Instead, I discuss the extant research in an organized manner, and include 

the following topics: corporate governance, entrepreneurship, and value; the human side 

of the board of directors; and, the value-creating board of directors.  

In part I, I discuss the relevant literature findings on the basics of corporate governance, 

entrepreneurship, and value. These form the basis on which to build the rest of the 

relevant knowledge on my topic. In considering each of these elements, I aim to show the 

need for their convergence, to facilitate the redefinition of individual concepts of value 

and value creation in the board work of entrepreneurial, growing companies. In part II, 

I discuss the current research and understanding on the human side of the board of 

directors. This extant literature can be seen as a bridge between the more traditional 

corporate governance research and more recent accounts on value creation. Finally, part 

III discusses the value-creating board of directors.   

I conclude the review with my reflections, summarizing the literature discussion and 

situating the methodological and empirical choices in the literature. As per the abductive 

approach, the interaction of the extant research with practice is multifaceted, neither 

linear nor static. Even though each element uniquely guides and situates this research, 

perhaps it is the nature of explorative research, rather than predetermined gaps, that 

offers the most rewarding opportunities and potentiality for new insights. 
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3.1. Part I: Corporate governance 

The first part of the literature review presents comments on the seminal research on 

corporate governance that is the core of most governance and board research, in order 

to understand and situate the discussion. I then discuss some of the perspectives and 

approaches regarding entrepreneurship and the concept of value.  

3.1.1. The underlying foundations of corporate governance 

Corporate governance is a fairly new concept. There are various ways to interpret and 

make sense of it, and a multitude and broad range of descriptions (Aguilera & Jackson, 

2010). The field of corporate governance has seen significant, meaningful and insightful 

research, and still “there is not one best way in corporate governance” (Huse, 2005, 75). 

Often, corporate governance is accepted to refer to the formal and informal structures 

and processes in place to oversee various roles and responsibilities in companies 

(Hamrick et al., 2008). The purpose of these structures and processes is to direct and 

control the companies. Following this line of thinking, the board of directors could be 

seen as “the common apex of the decision control system of organizations, large and 

small, in which decision agents do not bear a major share of the wealth effects of their 

decisions is some form of board of directors” (Fama & Jensen, 1983, 311). This 

emphasizes the control, oversight and formality typical to agency. In their canonical 

nature, these offer a solid foundation to understand the core literature and theories.  

Most of the foundational studies on the board of directors have examined board 

composition and demographics (e.g. age, gender, nationality of board members), or 

financial performance (e.g. potential correlation between board strategic decision-

making and firm financial performance). Moreover, most studies are based on archival 

data, or are on large, established firms and their board practices.  

However, contemporarily, these investigations offer limited and inflexible ways to study 

the varying governance practices found in companies of different sizes, purposes and 

natures. As I struggled with the limitations of these approaches quite early on, during the 

first preliminary interviews, it became clear that the limitations set by more traditional 

approaches need to be relaxed. In this research, I rely on approaches that offer more 

tolerance and room for interpretation, concerning both corporate governance and boards 

of directors.  
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Furthermore, it should be noted that small-company boards are essentially different 

from those of large and more established companies. The difference can been seen in 

smaller firms’ business portfolios which are often lean and highly focused, 

straightforward with agile structures and processes, and unformed ways of conducting 

management and leadership activities (Forbes & Milliken, 1999; Gabrielsson, 2007a, 

2007b; d’Amboise & Muldowney, 1988). In support, Huse talks about corporate 

governance “as the interaction between various internal and external actors and the 

board members in directing a firm for value creation” (Huse, 2007, 7). A board of 

directors can be seen as a loosely connected group of people forming a social system 

(Forbes & Milliken, 1999). These meanings support the approach of my research setting, 

emphasizing the individual board members (actors) and their role, affinity or 

opportunity in value creation.  

The influence of seminal research. In examining the existing literature, I first 

discuss the basis from two perspectives. I look at the research regarded as seminal among 

scholars of this field. There are four research articles written between 1989-1999 that 

have greatly influenced – and continue to do so – corporate governance research, and 

regarding the board of directors in particular. These studies by Zahra & Pearce (1989), 

Pettigrew (1992), Johnson, Daily and Ellstrand (1996), and Forbes and Milliken (1999), 

offer perspectives and theoretical lenses that are widely commented on and used as the 

basis of research on the board of directors. Although they all reflect a different economic 

and political business environment, where technological advancements were not yet as 

pervasive a part of companies’ structures and operations as they are today, it is important 

to understand these articles’ contribution and weight in corporate governance and board 

research. I present these seminal works in chronological order, as I think they build on 

each other’s findings and discussion.   

Zahra & Pearce (1989) summarize the four perspectives that inform the board research: 

legalistic, resource dependent, class hegemony, and agency. The authors suggest an 

integrative model of board attributes (composition, characteristics, structure, and 

process) and roles (service, strategy, and control) that builds heavily on the previous 

scholarly work. This division of roles (sometimes interpreted as tasks a board needs to 

perform (e.g. Jonsson, 2013)) forms also the basis for board role discussion and research. 

Concerning smaller and medium-sized firms, Zahra & Pearce (1989) state that there is 

no research found that looks at the boards in SMEs in a consistent manner. However, 
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they argue that a board can play an important role in legitimizing a smaller firm (Zahra 

& Pearce, 1989).  

The seminal work of Pettigrew (1992) considers the board of directors an illustration of 

managerial elites. He argues that the board should be studied in a manner that entails 

greater depth, to gain more substantive knowledge on, for example, the processes and 

patterns, use of connections and networks among directors, and behaviors and the 

reasons behind them. He also argues for contextual considerations, as the board is bound 

to be affected by “economic, political, and industry sector conditions” as well (Pettigrew, 

1992, 173). Boards and especially individual directors can have an enormous influence 

on the formation of culture, identity and codes of conduct.   

Johnson et al. (1996) include various theoretical viewpoints in their research, thus 

creating further understanding on the roles and independence of the board directors. In 

their study, they identify and emphasize three board roles: control, service, and resource 

dependence. They looked at those roles from the organizational stakeholders’ 

perspective, shedding light on the complexities of the phenomenon of the board of 

directors.   

In 1999, Forbes and Milliken introduced a board dynamics model, noting that boards 

could be different for different types of organization. Specifically, the governance of small 

firms differs from that of larger firms in three distinct ways: (1) “these firms tend to be 

undiversified, less structurally complex, and less formalized,” (2) “firm size and age are 

generally thought to be negatively related to the inertial forces that constrain 

organizational action, there may be a stronger link between board’s service contributions 

and firm performance,” and (3) “the managers of small firms may be entrepreneurs with 

relatively little managerial experience, the board’s own knowledge and skills may be 

particularly critical ingredient of its own service effectiveness” (Forbes & Milliken, 1999, 

501).  

The influence of agency theory. Agency theory has dominated the board of directors 

and corporate governance field for more than two decades (Jensen & Meckling 1976, 

Daily et al., 2003). It looks at the principal-agent relationship and, for example, assumes 

complete contracting between the parties. Today, entrepreneurial growth companies 

operate in an environment characterized by complexity, which offers avenues for new 

insights. A similar argument can be made for the shareholder supremacy model, where 
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the board is seen simply as the company shareholders’ representative (Rhoades, Rechner 

& Sundaramurthy, 2001). Also, it is assumed here that the CEO and the chairperson, for 

example, preserve their independence. In the context of smaller companies ambitious 

for growth, it seems that the model does not sufficiently explain the behaviors of board 

members or the actions of the board. 

In smaller companies, governance emphasizes service and advisory roles. The 

governance model for smaller firms is different to that of larger firms, and a small 

company emphasizes the service role of the board of directors (Forbes & Milliken, 1999). 

Also, the service role seems to receive greater emphasis in smaller firms than larger 

corporations (Daily & Dalton, 1992; Huse, 1990). Moreover, the small-company board of 

directors tends to be more passive and strategically less involved (Fiegener, 2005). Some 

of the boards seem to be present solely for legal or process reasons, functioning as “a 

paper board or a rubber-stamping board” (Gabrielsson, 2007a, 689). However, research 

shows there are both similarities and differences in the boards and governance of small 

and large companies (Machold et al., 2011).  

The so-called “black box” of the boardroom, and the need to look inside it, has been 

discussed for quite a while in the literature, especially in relation to understanding 

behavioral aspects of the board of directors (see for example Huse 2008; Van Ees, 

Gabrielsson & Huse, 2009). It can be argued that very little has changed in the past three 

decades, and the critique of good governance has a similar content now to that of the late 

1970s (Lainema, 2006). Board processes and board task performance have received a lot 

of academic attention, and the emphasis has been on studying controls, processes and 

structures, with the conclusion that more research needs to be done on understanding 

the behavioral mechanisms (for example, Zona & Zattoni 2007, Minichilli & Hansen 

2007, van Ees, van der Laan & Postma 2008). The relationship between a company’s 

board chair and CEO is gaining interest, especially in venture firms, and unpacking this 

relationship is further contributing to our understanding of board behavior mechanisms 

(Garg & Eisenhardt, 2017; Garg & Furr, 2017). These new research tracks further 

contribute to both the academic advancement and the practice of corporate governance, 

while raising interest in the human and emotional side of the board of directors and, 

especially in many cases, the board chair. 

The seminal research on the board of directors, including agency theory, emphasizes 

demographics and how they relate to a company’s financial performance. Most of this 
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research examines companies in the environment of large corporations, institutional 

investors, and from the Anglo-American vantage point. It also assumes the inherent 

conflict and disharmony between management and ownership. In the two decades since 

the Forbes and Milliken 1999 article, we have seen research interests taking new routes 

towards understanding the behavioral aspects of the board of directors, and specifically 

board members. Yet, in 2003, the theory and the practice were played against each, 

asking whether it is indeed “the blind leading the blind” (Daily et al., 2003, 371). One of 

the most notable difficulties in this duality is the data and their treatment. On one hand, 

it is hard to gain access to the life of the board of directors to study the processes, 

behaviors, relations, and decisions in action. On the other, we as researchers are inclined 

to adhere to the norm, and study the phenomena according to the accepted methods. To 

take steps towards deeper knowledge-creation in understanding the board of directors 

requires that we “embrace a more complex but realistic perspective” (Finkelstein & 

Mooney, 2003, 112).  

The more recent research offers additional, in some cases alternative insights. In 

their comprehensive literature review, Boivie et al. (2016) noted the disconnected 

findings and experiences between theory and practice regarding board behavior 

(especially monitoring). They also noted a few possible factors generating this 

disconnect. One is the potential mismatch between the theoretical concepts and 

empirical constructs, another is asking the wrong research questions. Their conceptual 

model of boards as information processors, with individual, firm and group barriers, 

provides new insight into boards as different, not “one size fits all” groups that function 

in environmental discontinuities (Hoppmann et al., 2019). 

Hambrick et al. (2015) point to the multiple roles a board member often assumes. The 

researchers further called for a more comprehensive model to understand the board 

directors monitoring puzzle. The quad model introduced in the article stipulates the four 

qualities – independence, expertise, bandwidth, motivation – a director must have to be 

an effective monitor. The cases of Southwest Airlines and Ryanair (Bridoux and 

Stoelhorst, 2014) present yet another puzzle, where the need for a wider understanding 

on micro foundations can be argued for, since two different approaches both lead to value 

creation. Or, as Hambrick et al. (2008) had stated earlier on corporate governance, 

attention must be paid to micro aspects of boards and their members’ behavior. The 

study by Hoppmann et al. (2019) further adds to our knowledge on board micro 

foundations, as a platform of sorts to study board members’ motivations. The study shed 
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light on environmental discontinuities, and thereby possible challenges, even problems, 

for members in engaging in board work. 

Recent research by Åberg et al. (2019) took a comprehensive look at the extant research 

on board service tasks. They noted, for example, that while boards are there to control 

agency tasks, boards are also “engaging in service tasks, such as helping the firm create 

value (Dalton et al., 2007) and thus aligning the interests of shareholders with those of 

society” (Åberg et al., 2019, 648). However, Åberg et al. (2019) also claim that there is 

heterogeneity among researchers on how to define the concept of board service task, 

which is turn creates various definitions and measurements. Furthermore, they 

identified different overarching areas to which attention should be paid, one of which is 

the individual actor as a board member.   

3.1.2. Perceptions of entrepreneurial companies 

Next, I outline the relevant prior research in relation to entrepreneurial, growing 

companies. Entrepreneurship, though an old concept, is gaining increasing interest 

among scholars, as there are open issues to be studied and debated. It is a lens that will 

potentially offer insights and a platform for convergence on value and value creating 

boards.       

Entrepreneurship and growth companies. The research finds that there is no one 

agreed characterization of the entrepreneurial firm. Ventures would be one way to 

classify the contemporary rich array of companies (e.g. Garg & Furr, 2017), but they are 

most often described as privately owned and professionally funded firms, thus excluding 

a large number that are of both theoretical and economic interest from the research (Garg 

& Furr, 2017). I follow the example of Daily et al. (2002), who view entrepreneurial firms 

as those that are independent and “the firm was created and operated outside the context 

of a previously established organization” (Daily et al., 2002, 389). This type of a 

contextually broader position allows conversations with board members involved in 

companies that, for example, do not yet have private equity. 

The question of who qualifies as an entrepreneur is not easy to answer. The literature 

finds more qualifications, actions (Covin & Slevin, 1991), and characteristics (d’Amboise 

& Muldowney, 1988) of an entrepreneur, than clear specifications of who she/he is or is 

not. In this study, I follow a definition whereby entrepreneurs are seen as “individuals or 
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groups of individuals, acting independently or as part of a corporate system, who create 

new organizations, or instigate renewal or innovation within an existing organization” 

(Sharma & Chrisman, 1999, 17). I adopt an approach that regards a growth company as 

an effort in entrepreneurship, and that defines the growth company as the creation of a 

new enterprise (Davidsson & Wiklund, 2001). This includes the notion of behavior 

(Covin & Slevin, 1991).  

 

In the light of previous research, and knowledge on entrepreneurial actions, the growth 

company is an entity we are just truly learning to understand. At its core is the element 

of entrepreneurship. As it is defined in numerous ways, it is also described from multiple 

perspectives, and empirically there are various actions that are labeled entrepreneurship 

(Gartner, 1985; Davidsson, 2005; Low & MacMillan, 1988). Practitioners often identify 

entrepreneurship as the starting phase of a company (a startup), while other times large 

corporations demonstrate far more entrepreneurial characteristics, such as innovation, 

risk taking, exploration, and exploitation. Entrepreneurship touches many disciplines 

and practices, and can be studied for many purposes, applying various perspectives and 

methodologies (Low & MacMillan, 1988). There are interests at many levels of societies 

(Davidsson & Wiklund, 2001). This multiplicity in the field both enriches and shrinks the 

potential benefits for both academic knowledge creation and practice implications, 

which has consequences for both the definition of entrepreneurship, and the choices a 

researcher must make. 

 

Entrepreneurship was defined early on by Richard Cantillon in 1734 (as cited in Sharma 

& Chrisman, 1999), back when it was seen as “self-employment with an uncertain return 

(McMullan & Long, 1990)” (Sharma & Chrisman, 1999). The nature of entrepreneurship 

can be considered to comprise themes such as entrepreneurship, innovation, 

organization creation, creating value, profit or non-profit, growth, uniqueness, and the 

owner-manager dialogue (Gartner, 1990). Furthermore, two extremes are found on the 

entrepreneurship continuum, necessity entrepreneurship and opportunity 

entrepreneurship, especially in estimating the importance and effects of 

entrepreneurship on economic growth (Acs, 2006). Necessity entrepreneurship refers to 

a situation where there are no other choices, whereas opportunity entrepreneurship is 

the active pursuit of an opportunity (Acs, 2006).  

 

For the purpose of my research, I approach entrepreneurship from the position of 

opportunity creation, and growth companies. This supports the notion of my approach 
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that reality, and the reality of the entrepreneurial environment, is socially constructed. 

Entrepreneurship requires two elements: the discovery and/or creation of an 

opportunity, and the exploitation of that particular opportunity (Shane & Venkataraman, 

2000). More precisely, opportunities worth exploiting, and thus creating 

entrepreneurship, should be profitable (Shane & Venkataraman, 2000). Suddaby et al. 

(2014) note that the more recent research has discussed this particular point. They 

identified theories that use imprinting as a key process to explain entrepreneurs who are 

discovering opportunities worth pursuing, while reflexivity supports the notions of some 

people being good at creating opportunities. In addition, there are both advocates and 

opponents of these theories, who discuss whether imprinting and reflexivity could be 

seen as two sides of the same coin (e.g. Sarasvathy, 2001), or need to be seen as two 

distinct alternatives (e.g. Alvarez & Barney, 2007, in their article on discovery vs. creation 

theory).  

Low & MacMillan suggest entrepreneurship means “the creation of new enterprise” 

(1988, 141). Sharma & Chrisman share the notion that there are no clear and commonly 

accepted definitions of entrepreneurship, and in clarifying their position suggest that 

“entrepreneurship encompasses act of organizational creation, renewal, or innovation 

that occur within or outside an existing organization” and ”entrepreneurs are individuals 

or groups of individuals, acting independently or as part of a corporate system, who 

create new organizations, or instigate renewal or innovation within an existing 

organization” (1999, 17). To be more precise, they define independent entrepreneurship 

as “the process whereby an individual or group of individuals, acting independently of 

any association with an existing organization, create a new organization” (Sharma & 

Chrisman, 1999, 18).  

Entrepreneurship can have an impact on economic development (as in growth), if 

opportunity entrepreneurship is encouraged (Acs, 2006). Uniqueness, it can be argued, 

denotes also the versatility of an entrepreneur, which requires different qualities than 

managerial or technical versatility, according to Penrose (1959). This type of 

entrepreneurial versatility requires imagination and vision. Uniqueness, therefore, also 

denotes versatility on the part of the board of directors of an entrepreneurial company.  

The entrepreneurial business context often creates opportunities also from the 

perspective of corporate governance, and merits its share of research (Tihanyi et al., 

2014). Entrepreneurial companies (while lacking resources) often go beyond the 
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boundaries of the boardroom to find support in the form of advice, services, council, and 

mentoring, tasks that are often seen as core functions of the board of directors. 

Furthermore, as the governance routines of these entrepreneurial companies are not as 

strictly regulated as those of larger (publicly traded) companies, there can be multiple 

ways of acquiring the aforementioned support. It has been found that SME boards have 

both power and responsibility in formulating the scope and importance of their work, 

and that this work can be executed in more than one manner (Jonsson, 2013). This 

reflects the notion that these smaller companies do not constitute a uniform class 

(Gabrielsson & Huse, 2005). Furthermore, the extant research finds that boards which 

are active and encouraging, supporting the CEO of a growth company, for example, can 

potentially have a substantial value-creating influence (Gabrielsson, 2007).  

 

The more recent research offers interesting new avenues in examining, for example, new 

knowledge needs in the case of ventures. Garg & Eisenhardt (2017) suggest there is a rich 

extant literature on corporate governance, including, in addition to the agency theory 

discussed above, the behavioral perspective and resource-dependence theory. The 

authors note, however, the difficulty to resolve between them, as “none of these 

perspectives have typically included studies of board behaviors over time” (p. 1829). In 

their study of ventures, Garg & Eisenhardt (2017) conclude that the theories leave many 

of the questions on board behaviors unanswered, and situate their contribution in 

shedding light on the CEO-board relationship, both inside and outside the boardroom. 

One of their contributions considers specifically a venture CEO as an individual, not a 

board, and the duality of the CEO-board, not a group.  

 

3.1.3. Value and value creation 

Value and value creation is one of the most important concepts of corporate activity, if 

not the most important. Harrison & Wicks (2013, 118) state that “Value, what it means, 

how it is created and how we measure it cuts to the core of our understanding of 

organizations”, and emphasize the need to study, understand and discuss the concept, 

both in academia and practice, by widening its scope and creating new approaches, tools, 

measures, and ways of conversing.  

 

In corporate governance, value lies at the core of the research, and poses fascinating 

questions for the board of directors. Yet, it is also the most vaguely used term, whether 

in the management and corporate literatures (Yar Hamidi, 2019), or the service literature 
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(Grönroos & Voima, 2011). In some cases, the concept of value is not discussed at any 

length, and is left open to many different understandings and interpretations, or 

misunderstandings and misinterpretations. Value may be interpreted as values (beliefs, 

belief system) in some cases, and in financial terms in others. Value can also be 

interpreted as being created in relationships between and exchanges of knowledge, skills 

and networks. A shared understanding and acceptance of value is often assumed 

(Harrison & Wicks, 2013; 2015). I argue that value is a concept that requires thinking 

outside traditional boundaries.  

One of the most used and perhaps most accepted ways to understand value is the value 

chain approach (Porter, 1985). This concept and tool, created by Porter, has sculpted our 

learning and thinking on value and value creation for several decades. The concept offers 

a linear way of creating value from one part of a value chain to the next, producing either 

inputs or outputs. The value chain model links various value-creating elements in a 

continuum that targets the ultimate value being created at the end of the chain. This 

linear approach has been updated by Porter & Kramer to reflect the changing firm 

environment. Their theory of shared value (Porter & Kramer, 2011; Crane et al., 2013) 

still today generates controversy and discussion on the topic. The shared value approach 

determines that a firm should aim not only at creating economic value for its owners, but 

also consider society at large. At the core of the concept is the recognition that social and 

environmental aspects need to be included in theorizing value creation. As the authors 

claim, shared value creation does not equate to personal values or require the sharing of 

value created. Shared value is essentially “about expanding the total pool of economic 

and social value” (Porter & Kramer, 2011, 5).   

Managers are finding growth and value creation perhaps the sole purpose of their 

activities, yet at the same time both concepts are changing more rapidly than ever before. 

Value is debated and referenced, but there is very little agreement on what is actually 

meant by value and value creation (Lepak et al., 2007; Pitelis, 2009). Lepak et al. (2007) 

summarized the various targets for which value can be created, or for the creators of such 

value. The emphasis can lie on, for example, business owners, customers, employees or 

employee groups, societies, or even nations (Lepak et al., 2007). Value creation is often 

assumed (Bowman and Ambrosini, 2000), for example, when firm resources are 

assumed to be valuable. Bowman and Ambrosini (2000) suggest that value could be 

defined and better understood by distinguishing between use value and exchange value. 
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Use value is determined by users when they evaluate quality of service, for example. The 

evaluation of any specific use value is essentially based on individual preferences, and is 

therefore subjective. Exchange value is simply a price or monetary amount exchanged. 

Lepak et al. (2007) build on the above, and define use value while considering multiple 

levels of analysis. Thus, use value is defined as “the specific quality of a new job, task, 

product, or service as perceived by users in relation to their needs, such as the speed or 

quality of performance on a new task or the aesthetics or performance features of a new 

product or service” (Lepak et al. 2007, 181). Exchange value is defined as “either the 

monetary amount realized at a certain point in time, when the exchange of the new task, 

good, service, or product takes place, or the amount paid by the user to the seller for the 

use value of the focal task, job, product, or service” (Lepak et al., 2007, 182).  

A more generic definition of value found in the theory opens up avenues to understand 

value on an individual level, as it claims that “value is perceived worthiness of a subject 

matter to a socio-economic agent that is exposed to and/or can make use of the subject 

matter in question” (Pitelis, 2009, 1118). This definition of value can be linked to an 

entrepreneurial action, by the notion that an individual manager or a founder, for 

example, can have or find in others an inherent value in the action.  

This type of entrepreneurial value does not necessarily have clear and prior conceptions 

of value (creation and/or capture), but instead builds on unspecified and exaptive value 

in new and unforeseen ways (Dew et al., 2008). Also, the sources of value are linked with 

its definition. The literature finds differences between individualistic and collective value 

creation. Individuals form groups and units and ultimately a company. The individual is 

at the core of value creation, particularly if it is considered that new value creation is the 

cornerstone of entrepreneurial action (company) (Felin & Hesterly, 2007).  

Furthermore, the literature suggests that it is important to separate the content of value 

and that of the process. The content of value can include elements such as what is 

valuable (resource), how each individual values what, and where that valuable (resource) 

can be found (Lepak et al., 2007). The process of value is linked to the level of value 

creation, as well as the source and target of the value creation process. These can happen 

at the individual, organizational or societal levels. Another key element of value is the co-

productive view of value (Ramirez, 1999), which claims that not all value is monetized. 
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As businesses evolve, so does the notion of value and value creation. For example, in the 

marketing domain, there are active discourses on various forms of value and value 

creation. In marketing, the notion of value has led to a new approach, the service-

dominant (S-D) logic (Vargo & Lusch, 2004). S-D logic has its roots in understanding 

that value is determined in-use, meaning that a customer creates and, thus, also 

evaluates value in interaction. This is a step forward from the previous approach of the 

good-dominant (G-D) logic, whereby value is determined in exchange, in monetary 

means. In S-D logic, there is an emphasis on the service (singular use of the word, Vargo 

& Lusch, 2008) aspect of the interaction, and “using of one’s resources for the benefit of 

another entity” (Vargo & Lusch, 2008, 2).  

 

In accepting the S-D logic approach to value and value creation, it can be argued that 

value and its creation is a collaborative process, where actors consider their own 

experiences, for example, in determining value. This also clarifies the notion that value 

is determined as more than just economic; it comprises emotional, social, ethical, and 

environmental dimensions, too (Grönroos & Voima, 2011). Furthermore, value is “a 

function of the interaction between subjects” and “is contextual and personal; is a 

function of attitudes, affections, satisfaction, or behaviorally-based judgments” 

(Echeverri & Skålen, 2011, 4). Value is therefore seen as subjective and “always ultimately 

determined by the beneficiary, who in turn is always a co-creator of the value” (Lusch et 

al., 2007, 17). In an environment where individuals with subjective views on value 

interact and communicate, value and value creation become interactive and networked 

(Vargo & Lusch, 2008, 2008a; Lusch et al., 2007).  

 

Discussing value remains a complex endeavor. Bridoux et al. (2011) examined collective 

value-creation that results “from coordinated and cooperative efforts undertaken by 

multiple agents within firms to exploit the value creation potential of the firms’ 

resources” (Bridoux et al., 2011, 712). They found that individuals’ motivational factors 

not only differ, but might also affect their potential value-creation abilities for firm 

performance. Harrison & Wicks (2013) discussed the very notion of value, and 

assumptions around it, and argued for more comprehensive study and understanding of 

value from the stakeholder literature perspective. They noted the vast spectrum of 

possible definitions and understandings of value, leading to the question of value being 

more than just economic value, thus “being board based and include both economic and 

noneconomic factors” (p. 116). They challenge us, both researchers and practitioners, to 
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think of value in multiple perspectives, in terms of both the economic and non-economic 

(Harrison & Wicks, 2015).  

3.2. Part II: The human side of corporate governance 

In the light of the corporate governance theories found in the extant literature, I now 

turn my attention to individuals on the board of directors, the micro perspectives of 

boards. It is argued that the human side of corporate governance is the missing link in 

realizing the board of directors’ value creation potential (Huse, 2005, 2007; Gabrielsson 

& Huse, 2004). Similarly, that there is little understanding and meaning-making around 

the concept of individual value and value-creation. 

There is a growing awareness, perhaps among both scholars and practitioners, of the 

importance of developing our understanding beyond the walls of the boardroom to 

“dismantle fortresses” (Daily et al., 2003, 378). To develop this type of knowledge, we 

need not only to gain access to the boardroom, but also to learn more about the 

individuals on the board. This implies not only studying the individuals as objects of 

interest, but also using immersive approaches and methods to create new knowledge on 

them as human beings. The scholarly stream running through this highly interesting 

approach to corporate governance is moving closer to individuals, their personal 

processes and behavior, to create knowledge on the human side of corporate governance. 

This human side is studied from various perspectives and theoretical standings, but a 

commonly supported framework is still in its infancy (Huse, 2018). Behavioral board 

research is another term for studying the human side of corporate governance, and 

studying the behavioral aspects of board members requires a different approach to the 

core of the research, and therefore asking questions differently. Relying on processes and 

structures as proxies for behavior leaves potential new theoretical knowledge uncovered, 

particularly in areas of the emotional, non-rational side of human behavior.  

One of the core contributions of behavioral board research is to further open the “black 

box” of the boardroom (Huse 2008; van Ees, Gabrielsson & Huse, 2009), which will 

consequently widen the approach to corporate governance and board research. Opening 

the black box provides more insight into the actual workings of the board and its 

individual members. The board of an entrepreneurial growth company comprises 

founders, the CEO and board members who all have different backgrounds, knowledge 



55 

bases, skills, motivations, and aspirations. They should not be treated, or researched, as 

a unitary group of people but as individuals. Treating and studying the entrepreneurial 

growth company board as a closed, uniform group of people clouds much worthwhile 

insight. A closed approach to board work might serve some practitioners in maintaining 

their status as being in the know, so to speak. The closed doors might also keep the 

researcher at a safe distance from opening a dialogue, whose outcome could potentially 

dismantle not only the barriers of the boardroom, but also known scholarly positions. 

Research that adopts a more audacious and candid approach to topical phenomena is 

also more likely to generate valid contributions for practitioners. 

In the literature, what is actually meant by the human side of corporate governance, and 

more precisely, the human side of the board of directors, remains an open question. In 

1989, research indicated that “despite the abundance of writing on the topic, it is unclear 

what boards actually do” (Zahra & Pearce, 1989). It is still a valid question today, as it is 

clear that we need more understanding on board behavior (Pye, 2004). We study boards 

at a distance, seeing them as a set of structures, compositions, and impersonal entities, 

guided by rules and regulations. This is only one, admittedly important, side of the coin. 

The other remains poorly known, and the more recent research shows that the black box 

of board work remains partly intact, regardless of encouraging research and dialogue on 

the topic (Gabrielsson & Huse, 2004; Huse, 2009; Huse & Gabrielsson, 2012). One of 

the reasons the black box remains only partly opened might be the reliance on “applying 

input/output approaches without giving attention to processes and the human side” 

(Huse, 2018, 3).  

Sonnenfeld (2004) suggests that the human side of governance is the key component 

when corporations aspire to improve their governance practices. In his critical look at 

some of the leading governance service providers, Sonnenfeld argued that improvement 

programs based on metrics, whose basis leans on ambiguous and contradictory research 

at best, only tackle part of the governance and board challenges (Sonnenfeld, 2004). At 

least equally significant “are the human dynamics of boards as social systems where 

leadership character, individual values, decision-making processes, conflict 

management, and strategic thinking will truly differentiate a firm’s governance” 

(Sonnenfeld, 2004, 112). Human dynamics can be considered one of the aspects that 

could help us understand how boards actually work behind closed doors. Human 

dynamics also suggest that boards cannot be treated as static, homogenous groups, due 

to complexities of relations of a board’s decision-making (Pye, 2005). The human side 
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includes understanding behavior from various perspectives, including (but not limited 

to) identities and identity formation, boardroom dynamics, and board performance 

(Huse, Gabrielsson & Minichilli, 2007).  

 

Emotions are present in companies of all sizes, as they are in boards of all sizes. The 

emotions of and between board members are at the core of boardroom dynamics. 

Emotions can be argued to be an inevitable element of human behavior, therefore also 

influence board behavior, and are an inescapable part of board work and its effectiveness 

(Brundin & Nordqvist, 2008).  

 

Emotions can play a multitude of roles inside board work and relationships. According 

to Brundin & Nordqvist (2008), emotions act either as power energizers or status 

energizers in the boardroom (Brundin & Nordqvist, 2008). Power energizing plays a role 

when, for example, a person is active in board interactions. Status energizing happens 

when feelings support belonging or not belonging to a particular group.   

 

In the context of entrepreneurial growth companies, emotions are especially interesting 

from a board’s service perspective. The board service role “refers to its potential to 

provide advice and counsel to the CEO and other top managers and to participate actively 

in the formulation of strategy” (Forbes & Milliken, 1999, 492). The service role can also 

include developing presence and reputation in the market, and creating contacts and 

networks, all of which are important to all companies, although the degree differs 

according to firm size (Zahra & Pearce, 1989). Brundin & Nordqvist (2008) found that 

emotional support is important to the board’s service role. It is especially emotional 

support that, for example, a CEO seeks to support his or her decision-making, difficult 

negotiations, and in other situations. Furthermore, it can be seen that emotions, in 

addition to power and trust, are the basic elements in actors’ boardroom interactions 

(Huse, 2007).       

 

Trust is close allied to emotion. In entrepreneurship, trust often facilitates company 

building. This may be visible in how ecosystems acknowledge founders and their efforts 

to build networks, and perhaps more importantly utilize those networks (Venkataraman, 

1997). Board members habitually trust another member when approached by an aspiring 

founder, for example. Trust should not to be treated as a simple concept in terms of the 

board of directors, yet it is often assumed to be understood and valued in a congruous 

manner. The literature finds that trust, in fact, has a more meaningful role in small firms 
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than large (Huse, 2007). It is especially interesting to consider trust in the context of a 

growth company, and from the relational viewpoint. Trust could be examined as an 

element between board members, or internal and external actors, for instance (Huse, 

2007). Trust is not built overnight; it requires careful consideration and takes time to 

create (Venkataraman, 1997).  

3.3. Part III: Value-creating board 

As noted earlier, there is a gap in our understanding of the inner workings and behavior 

of the board of directors, especially in relation to value creation (Huse et al., 2009). “We 

cannot take for granted that all shareholders and investors have the same notion of value 

creation, and value creation can be more than short-term changes in share prices on 

stock exchanges.” (Huse, Gabrielsson, Minichilli, 2009 in Huse 2009, 523).  

Governance systems and production systems complement each other in companies of all 

sizes (Gabrielsson & Huse, 2010). The governance system is about the decision-making 

and control-system powers to guide and direct a firm towards the right strategic mindset. 

This view has its roots mainly in the agency and financial traditions of corporate 

governance (Tihanyi et al., 2014), and is the basis for most research on the topic. The 

production system enables the input and output processes required to deliver an 

outcome of any particular form, whether a product or service, for example. Governance 

is of strategic importance to all companies, but the literature argues we do not have 

enough scientific knowledge on the matter (Brunninge et al., 2007). We cannot therefore 

offer significant enough advice for growth companies with their governance systems. 

Furthermore, perhaps the most important element of a governance system in SMEs, 

namely the board of directors, needs better research-based understanding (Daily & 

Dalton, 1992; Huse 2000, 2007; Fiegener 2005; Clarysse et al., 2007; Gabrielsson et al., 

2005; Machold et al., 2011). The board of directors is often found to be an underutilized 

resource in SMEs, especially in their choice of strategic decisions, direction or 

redirection, and financial structures. More research is needed to understand the board 

of directors’ value-creation function (Huse, 2007). 

There are various indications in the literature with regard to the value that the board of 

directors could potentially be creating. Value and value creation could be equated with 

an active board, and board activity is traditionally measured by the number of board 

meetings, which is a rather one-sided and rigid measure that omits the interactivity and 
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interconnectivity of businesses and people involved in various business activities. 

Nordqvist and Minichilli use board task involvement to measure activity (Nordqvist & 

Minichilli, 2007). They found there are several factors that determine a board member’s 

level of involvement (e.g. intrinsic, persona and professional motivation), and thus 

contribute to the board activity level.  

 

Board characteristics can also determine its activity level, and therefore contribute to 

board performance and value creation. A board member’s commitment is found to be an 

important determinant, followed by diversity and so-called critical debate (Minichilli et 

al., 2009). Trust and emotion are among the internal mechanisms that can be seen to 

affect the board’s activity and performance. The meaning of trust in empowering 

especially the small-company board in various life-cycle phases has been found 

significant (Huse & Zattoni, 2008). However, the literature also finds that they have not 

been researched to the extent they should (Huse, 2005).  

 

Innovation is another interesting, and timely, element of value and value creation. The 

ability and propensity of the board to be innovative has motivated recent studies. Much 

of the literature offers no conclusive results on the relationship between innovation and 

governance or the board of directors. Some cases have found that strong, and others that 

weak, governance delivers greater innovation (Balsmeir, Fleming & Manso, 2016). The 

role of the board chair can be an asset in developing board culture and processes that 

stimulate innovation, especially in small entrepreneurial companies (Hamidi & 

Gabrielsson, 2016). Research finds that medium-sized firms could offer fertile ground 

for governance and innovation research, as it is these companies that are often at the 

forefront of innovation, whether technological or some other form (Zahra et al., 2000). 

Furthermore, research finds that the board of directors can be the vehicle and support 

mechanism for innovation intensity (Gabrielsson, 2007b).    

 

A value-creating board is linked to accountability. Roberts et al. (2005) define behaviors 

that foster accountability within a board, especially between non-executive and executive 

board members. Such behaviors are “challenging, questioning, probing, discussing, 

testing, informing, debating, exploring, encouraging” (Roberts et al., 2005, 6). These 

kinds of behavior are the glue that fosters effectiveness in building accountability, by 

understanding the behavioral elements of governance and boards (Huse, 2005). Huse 

calls this kind of accountability “bridging the gap between board role expectations and 

actual board task performance” (Huse, 2005, 65).  
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Potential value creation on the part of the board of directors can be viewed as internal 

value or external value creation. It is important to distinguish the board’s perspective in 

value creation and capture as focused externally or internally, and unitary or balancing 

(Huse & Gabrielsson, 2011). Table 1 below depicts this framework.  

Table 1. Value creation perspectives, based on Huse & Gabrielsson, 2011, 234 

Based on this framework, the following can be observed. A board of directors that is 

concerned with shareholders’ – often external investors – interests, and ensuring 

maximum value creation for that group, mainly has an external, unitary perspective 

towards board and value creation. If the board is aiming to serve various external 

stakeholder groups in an equal manner, and continuously assessing who those 

stakeholders might be, it is taking an external approach to value creation, while 

maintaining a balance between the various stakeholders. Where the board of directors 

takes a firm internal approach, there is a tendency to ensure value creation for 

management, thus mainly serving their interests. Finally, there is an approach where the 

best interests of the firm are considered, and that aims at value creation throughout the 

whole value chain. This perspective views the board of directors as part of the firm’s 

resources, or a point of access to necessary, often insufficient resources. The firm internal 

perspective relates to a board’s service tasks as networking, advisory, and collaboration 

and mentoring (Huse & Gabrielsson, 2011). For an entrepreneurial growth company, the 

firm internal approach could be considered to offer the most beneficial approach to value 

creation, and therefore also perhaps to firm growth.  

3.4. Reflections on the extant literature 

The literature review on the core elements of this research – corporate governance, the 

human side of corporate governance, and the value-creating board of directors – 

provides touchpoints for reflection on the extant literature and, specifically, in relation 

to practice. As Dubois & Gadde (2002) noted, the confrontation between theory and 
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practice is visible in any research, and often denotes negativity. I interpret the abductive 

research approach, especially when combined with reflection and interpretation, as more 

of an explorative dance between the two realms. There are, certainly, misalignments on 

what is theorized and what can be observed in practice. However, that misalignment 

should not be treated only in a negative, confrontational manner to identify gaps. The 

misalignment between theory and practice could be seen as a constructive dialogue, 

probing for additional explanations or pointing to new, unforeseen directions. It can also 

be about observations on potential new ideas, while considering the complex and 

constantly changing multidimensional social relations. These observations could also be 

considered puzzles encouraging new research avenues.  

My first look at the existing research on corporate governance revealed the basis from 

which all companies strive. Considering more contemporary research, it appears that 

some growth companies are questioning the relevance of governance practices and the 

board of directors as value-bringing mechanisms. Some of the extant research identifies 

the need to rethink and develop a more comprehensive understanding of the board of 

directors, and its reality in the face of current environmental diversities and 

discontinuities (for example, Boivie et al., 2016; Åberg et al., 2019).  

The history of boardroom inaccessibility has drawn a curtain between the functioning 

and behaviors of boardrooms and the outside world. This curtain remained closed for a 

long time, thus generating research schemas that treated the board as a black box, rather 

than identical groups of people. The more contemporary research is gaining access to the 

boardroom, such that we can begin to sketch new understandings, for example, on trust, 

learning, reflection, emotions, and other behavioral elements, as integral factors in board 

work, whether in control, monitoring or service roles. We can observe individual and 

personal approaches, frames of reference and worldviews that board members bring to 

any board situation. Exploring and voicing these varying perceptions will enable a 

further understanding on what board members do, think they are expected to do, and 

how they think.  

The research stream examining the human side of corporate governance is opening 

avenues for a deeper understanding of the potential complexities and varieties of human 

behavior in board work, and especially in value creation, thus answering the call for more 

original research schemas (Machold & Farquhar, 2013). It can be argued that some 

elements of human behavior are becoming ever more complex, heightened and deepened 
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in boardroom situations where emotions, egos and performance pressures intensify. 

Furthermore, that individual experiences, beliefs and attitudes in diversified ecosystems 

are no longer familiar to us, as there was a time when entrepreneurs were few and far 

between, and boards smaller in size. This is visible especially in Finland, which is a small, 

export-driven economy, and dependent on growth-oriented entrepreneurs. To 

understand how a board member in the contemporary environment can effectively 

participate in and contribute to board work, the finer details must be uncovered, studied, 

shared in discussions, and debated between board members.      

The boardroom inaccessibility has also contributed to both the academic theorizing and 

practitioners’ views on value and potential value created in board work. As the extant 

literature discusses, the perspectives on value and value creation are often assumed, and 

specifically assumed to mean financial performance, economic value creation. However, 

the extant literature also recognizes the changing ways of doing business, which create 

the need to broaden our views of value and value creation. This is particularly so for the 

more entrepreneurial type of businesses, as the doors to the boardrooms are being 

opened, albeit slowly, to create a more nuanced understanding. These opening doors also 

offer the potential for advantageous research schemas. The discourse on value and value 

creation is seeing new and fresh approaches, including the call for deeper insights and 

understandings, not only regarding the economic nature of value, but also including non-

economic elements, even happiness, self-actualization, reflection, and reciprocity. 

Combining this type of value definitions with the contexts of entrepreneurial growth 

companies, might broaden both the theoretical and professional understanding and 

knowledge on value and value creation in the entrepreneurial growth company board of 

directors.  

A reflection on the extant literature points to areas that prove to be academically 

interesting, while professionally understood in a limited way or not discussed at length. 

It is at this intersection that I find the most fruitful areas for further discussion, or puzzles 

to be investigated. Specifically, the puzzles relate to micro perspectives, or the micro 

foundations, of board work, i.e. the individual level understanding (Felin et al., 2015; 

Huse, 2018). I find that these micro perspectives should not be rooted in gap-spotting, 

but in recognizing missing links or sparse knowledge, therefore supporting an 

explorative approach. These perspectives also serve as fruitful points of discussion 

regarding practice. 
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The extant literature recognizes the potential benefit of discovering board members’ 

micro-level behaviors, when considering individuals serving on various boards. First, 

how these individuals perceive the concept of value remains an open question. This could 

be approached from multiple open directions: How is the notion of value constructed 

and interpreted by the individual? What does value denote? How is value present in an 

individual’s personal and professional life, and how do concepts of value influence the 

choices made? How does value drive actions in and outside the boardroom? I find that 

the fundamental open question unanswered in the literature is how an individual board 

member perceives value. For example, Harrison & Wicks (2013) employed the 

stakeholder perspective in drawing our attention to how little we know about the concept 

of value. They argue the need for more discussion on the concept of value in general, and 

question our assumption that value is narrowed down to economic value.   

Second, since board work is essentially about interacting with other people, we encounter 

another open question: How is it that the concept of value is understood and discussed 

in various board interactions, both inside and outside the boardroom? The literature 

demonstrates that we, as researchers, are able to open the doors to the boardroom, and 

study the functioning and actions therein, so may discover behaviors that alter our prior 

thinking. Garg & Eisenhardt (2017) discovered that in ventures, the prior 

conceptualization of principal and agent is actually reversed “such that CEOs are often 

well aligned (more like principals) and directors less so (more like wayward agents)” 

(Garg & Eisenhardt, 2017, 1852).  

Third, as we contemplate individuals coming together in board work, we do not know the 

content, extent and ways in which they may perceive value in that work, or how value is 

created as a joint effort based on those perceptions. Åberg et al. (2019) called for research 

that, in studying board value-creation, would better reflect the realities of contemporary 

companies and societies. Also, they agree with Machold et al. (2011), that a closer look at 

boards as teams could shed light on board value-creation. Huse (2018) argued that even 

while functioning as a team member on the board, an individual can make changes and 

have a significant impact on value creation.  
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4. Interview data and analysis

Conducting qualitative research with semi-structured, open-ended interviews and a 

reflective and interpretative approach to analysis, presents both opportunities and 

potential shortcomings. In this chapter, I first discuss the nature of the qualitative 

interviews as data collection: how I approach the qualitative concept in general, and 

in this research in particular. I outline the interview settings and the role of the 

researcher, including ways to collect and reflect on the data. I also comment on 

potential interview bias. Finally, I present the data analysis. 

4.1. Qualitative interviews 

Interviews are perhaps the most employed data collection method in qualitative 

research. They offer an opportunity to obtain insights that might not otherwise be found 

(Bryman, 2001). In line with Kvale, qualitative interviews have certain characteristics 

that are a good fit with my research: “an interview, whose purpose is to gather 

descriptions of the life-world of the interviewee with respect to interpretation of the 

meaning of the described phenomena” (Kvale, 1983, 174). The world of entrepreneurial 

growth companies, entrepreneurs, and their respective board members, is a world of 

individuality and diversity, not normativity and conformity. It is a world of constant 

change, where situations are co-constructed, and there are multiple ways of organizing 

and forming partnerships. There are also multiple ways to form a board of directors, and 

organize its practices to support the company’s new relationship not only internally but 

also with other companies, governments and other organizations (Taylor, 2001).     

Growth companies are in a state of constant change, and subject to practices and 

conversations that affect not only the way of “doing entrepreneurship”, but also how 

entrepreneurship changes and formulates both external and internal firm structures, 

including those of the board of directors (Clegg & Hardy, 2006). These sets of activities 

and situations portray pluralities within growth companies that call for discovery and 

interpretation (e.g. Silverman, 1970). Growth companies are just that, growth 

companies, not a set type of similar organizations and general structures. (compare: 

“They are histories, not a history.” in Clegg and Hardy, 2006, 429). 

Quantitative researchers see and value interviews differently compared to qualitative 

researchers. In quantitative research, interviews are considered the collection of accurate 

information, where the researcher’s role should be minimal. Qualitative research takes 
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the contrary view that the relationship between interviewer and interviewee is “part of 

the research process, not a distraction from it” (King, 2004, 11). As my research is 

qualitative in nature, it is essential that the interviews reflect that stance. Open-ended, 

conversational interviews are considered the opposite of so-called “talking 

questionnaires” (Potter & Wetherell, 1987) where respondents answer predetermined 

questions, and there is rarely the space or opportunity to elaborate. During qualitative 

interviews, it is important to ensure loose structures and an open approach, to allow the 

interviewees to talk about topics that seem relevant to them (Alvesson, 2003a).  

 

The open approach makes an interview situation “a socially and linguistically complex 

situation” (Alvesson, 2003a), which can also be related to fieldwork “to understand 

better, document, and operationalize board variables” (Zahra & Pearce, 1989, 327). 

Interview situations are social situations where reality is socially constructed (via 

discourse in interaction) in unison with the interviewee and myself as the researcher 

(King, 2004). This approach also conforms to the belief in a loose interview structure, 

and that the researcher should be aware of their reactions, intuition, and reflections on 

each interview situation. Furthermore, in this type of approach, it is important to note 

there can be multiple interpretations of an interview, so no one interpretation can convey 

the whole truth (Kvale, 2006; King, 2004; Alvesson, 2011).  

 

As this research rests on the premise of discovering something meaningful about the 

value-creating board of directors, I needed to approach the actors themselves, i.e. 

founders, CEOs and board members; and, to move beyond approximations and means 

of numbers, converse with them. This supports the notion of interviews as a data 

collection method. Employing interviews to study the board of directors provides an 

opportunity to transcend the traditional proxies. Interviews can serve as a tool to build 

“the first-hand empirical data collection” (van Ees et al., 2009, 314). This type of 

interview-based data set has its pros and cons, which will be discussed further in section 

4.2.  

 

As I conducted interviews to obtain rich and diverse data on (board work) situations that 

are complex and rarely accessible to others than the actors themselves, it became clear 

that interviews should be treated as social phenomena, not only a research method or 

data-collection instrument (Alvesson, 2011). These social phenomena are of 

consequence, as interviewees not only reveal their personal views, interests and 

understandings, but also express surrounding context(s) and their potential impact on 
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the topic. Interviews as social situations must be discussed and interpreted in relation to 

societal, cultural and political aspects (Alvesson, 2011). Further, interview situations are 

not value-free, as the interviewees can exploit them for e.g. self-promotion or political 

influence.    

4.1.1. Interview settings and my role 

In this study, I regarded each interview as an interaction between the interviewee and 

interviewer, whereby I inevitably brought something of myself to the situation, thus 

impacting and socially constructing it. “Researchers also bring an intellectual pre-

understanding” (McAuley, 2011, 195). The interviews and their settings were not meant 

to understand the entrepreneurial growth company in question, or to test any particular 

board activity or hypothesize on various board roles. Instead, to discover each 

individual’s perceptions, understandings and viewpoints on how they perceive value and 

value creation in the growth-company board of directors and board work. 

The context of the interview situation merits careful examination, as it is not 

straightforward. I regarded the interview situations as social phenomena, with social 

nuances that need to be included in the interpretations (Alvesson, 2003). Context (the 

interview setting) is important, and the qualitative research approach enables us to study 

the research interest in its real-life context (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2012). Fontana and 

Frey wrote “we cannot lift the results of interviewing out of the contexts in which they 

were gathered and claim them as objective data with no strings attached” (2000, 663). 

My objective was to conduct as many interviews as possible in person, so that the context 

would add to the data. Eighteen of the interviews were conducted in person, and one via 

Skype due the interviewee’s time constraints. Seven were conducted at my workplace 

(Tekes, the Finnish Funding Agency for Technology and Innovation, later Business 

Finland) that brought some, perhaps unanticipated, flavor to the interviews, which I 

discuss more in the concluding chapters. Nine were conducted at the interviewee’s office, 

and two in public cafes.  

I was the primary data collector, which requires the “identification of personal values, 

assumptions and biases” (Creswell, 2009). I did not want to distance my role or my 

personality from the conversation. As I believe a dialogue is valuable when each 

participant has the opportunity to contribute, it would have been both false and insincere 

to try to remain totally indifferent. However, I did try to give the interviewees the time 
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and space not only to answer questions, but also to reflect on their own personal 

experiences in greater depth. In some cases, that meant the discussion went off-topic. I 

listened, and then directed the discussion back to the matter at hand. I tried to ensure 

that my questions, or how I presented them, would not imply or presuppose a certain 

kind of answer, or that the interviewee would be constrained in their thinking. All of the 

interviewees commented that the topic was important and interesting, while noting that 

there are probably no exactly right or wrong answers.  

Furthermore, I learned that it was very important to encourage a positive and mutually 

respectful atmosphere from the outset. This could entail a few minutes of light 

conversation on current events, for example. Since all of the interviewees knew of my 

practitioner role, it was essential to explain my research approach, the reasoning behind 

the topic, and, most importantly, that I was not commissioned to conduct this particular 

study for my employer or any other company. This proved to be a positive approach, as 

it moved the discussion quite quickly to the research questions. In two cases, my 

practitioner role generated some intense questioning on the part of the interviewee. This 

was resolved by an open and honest conversation where each of our positions and 

starting points were clarified.       

In some research settings, many ethnographic, a researcher is considered an insider 

when she or he is close to the subject matter or the informants, for example. In this study, 

I do not see myself as an insider, rather a boundary spanner, as noted earlier. There are 

some commonalities or shared experiences with the interviewees, for example my 

exposure to the Finnish entrepreneurial ecosystem, but I have not served as a company 

founder, CEO or board member. 

4.1.2. Interview guide and questions 

The interview guide was created to enable cohesiveness across the interviews. It was 

written in both Finnish and English to facilitate the use of either language. The questions 

were structured into themes that served as guidelines during the interview. The early 

interviews confirmed that interview protocol was a helpful tool in preparing for 

discussion, to anticipate the choice of language (Finnish or English), and its appropriate 

form. The very first interviews demonstrated that using academic terminology would 

hinder discussion or even freeze the entire setting, producing a one-dimensional Q&A 
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session with little real interaction or meaningful conversation. Thus, it was important to 

use normal, everyday language. 

The interviews followed a largely similar structure. I began each with introductions, 

including to the research topic. This included obtaining consent for note-taking in the 

first round of interviews, and tape-recording in the second and third rounds. In addition, 

it was important to confirm confidentiality and anonymity from the outset, assuring each 

interviewee that his or her identity would not be revealed. This type of opening enabled 

and inspired openness and trust in discussion right from the start of the meeting. I also 

emphasized that any quotations used in the final outcome of the research (text), would 

not be personally attributable.   

I treated the questions in the interview guide as open-ended, and as such they provided 

more of a general map of the discussion than a strict script to be followed. The purpose 

was to cover all of the themes but in a flexible way that enabled an active interview 

situation (Holstein & Gubrium, 1997), thus constructing reality. The objective of the 

interviews was, in line with the overall research objective, to uncover something new and 

interesting, perhaps unexpected. This called for genuinely open discussion guided by the 

themes, not adhering to the interview protocol as “speaking questionnaires” (Alvesson, 

2011, 52). My intention was to let the conversation flow fairly freely, while keeping track 

of the issues and topics covered, and not to ask questions already covered by the 

interviewee, while trying to ensure that the main themes were addressed.  

4.1.3. Three sets of interviews 

As discussed in section 2.3 on research contexts, Finland constitutes an interesting 

environment in which to study value-creating boards in entrepreneurial companies. As 

a small economy, we have come to understand the significance of entrepreneurial growth 

companies, though perhaps only recently. Also, as a business environment, we are 

creating new meanings around entrepreneurship, which is visible in several ways. For 

instance, there is an increasing interest in startups, demonstrated in particular by the 

fairly recent launch of a startup permit enabling non-EU entrepreneurs to build a 

company in Finland4. The political climate is currently favorable for testing a variety of 

4 https://www.businessfinland.fi/en/do-business-with-finland/work-in-finland/startup-

permit/ 
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mechanisms, such as the startup permit, that encourage entrepreneurship in its various 

forms. Furthermore, as the public discourse has brought entrepreneurs and politicians 

closer to a common understanding, this should be regarded as just a point of departure. 

These types of new societal and economic initiative not only increase interest in 

entrepreneurial growth companies, but also bring about new requirements for the 

ecosystems supporting such activities. That includes new skills and capabilities in 

relation to growth-company financial structures, and the less discussed human aspects 

of such endeavors. The consequent plurality can be observed in the interviews, too, as 

they were conducted in different times. I elaborate further on this in the analysis phase. 

The ecosystem for entrepreneurial growth companies is broad, such that the vast 

majority of these companies are emerging and growing outside of the public discourse. 

This encouraged me to consider interviewing actors other than the most vocal and visible 

in the everyday pubic dialogue. Huse argues for the need to “get responses from persons 

in various positions on the boards for validation purposes and also to grasp some of the 

boardroom dynamics and processes (Huse, 1994b)” (Huse, 2000, 283). In line with this, 

I was not trying to contact the elite of board work, who regularly share their views in the 

public media and specialist magazines. I identified potential interviewees who are not 

quoted in the print media as often, swim against the tide, act differently, and are not 

afraid to share their opinions and experiences.   

Based on the above discussion, the basic criteria for identifying interviewees were: (1) an 

entrepreneur, or a person who actively works with entrepreneurs, such as a CEO or board 

member, (2) a person with experience and exposure to board work in some role, and (3) 

who works within the Finnish business context.  

Data were collected in three phases, and three sets of interviews. The first interviews took 

place in 2014, the second set in 2015-2016, and the last in 2018. The timeline in Figure 

6 depicts the sets of interviews that are then detailed. 

Figure 6. The timeline of the interviews 
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The first set of interviews comprised six informants, and were scheduled and conducted 

after the preliminary theory and literature review. All were male, and all but one had 

started a company at some point. They were all involved in board work at the time of the 

interview, either in the role of a board member or chair. All were seasoned professionals 

who had been working with growth companies at various stages of development, each for 

more than 20 years. All the interviews were conducted in Finnish, and documented in 

written format.  

The choice of interviewees for inclusion in the first set was based on two notions. The 

first was to contact people who can be considered “old-timers”, individuals who have 

long been involved with growth companies, and part of the developing ecosystem in the 

research context, are active discussants, yet with a divergent outlook on the topic. Due to 

my practitioner role, I have accrued a vast network that provided opportunities to 

approach several individuals with the abovementioned characteristics. I reached out first 

by email, and shortly after by telephone, if I had not received a reply to the email.  

The goal of these first interviews was to widen the basic understanding, while the 

literature review process had begun on the core corporate governance literature. The first 

six interviews showed that, at that time, it was not common to have a conversation about 

a person’s own perceptions or originality in board work, and further that we could have 

deliberated various viewpoints on the concept of value. Rather, it seemed easier and 

more acceptable to recede behind passivity of the role when taking about value and value 

creation in board work. It could also be that perhaps, as a researcher, I could not direct 

the discussion deeply enough into the interviewee’s personal experiences and encourage 

such a conversation. I felt that the literature on which I was basing my thinking had not 

yet provided me with the necessary tools. Therefore, these first interviews sent me back 

to the literature for more precise definitions on the elements of value, and what is 

attributed to the human and behavioral aspects of the board of directors. Figure 7 below 

summarizes the first set of interviews for data collection, while pre-understanding was 

forming. 
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Figure 7. Summary of the first set of interviews, pre-understanding 

The second set of interviews comprised nine informants. This set was conducted while 

the theoretical understanding was deepening. All the interviewees were male, and all had 

started one or more companies at some point in their life. Moreover, they were active 

board members at the time of the interview.  

The interviewees for the second set, and also for the final set, were identified in two ways. 

First, during the research process, I strived to be open about my research when 

interacting with the ecosystem, either in my researcher or practitioner role. That 

delivered a highly productive approach for informal discussions, and unanticipated, 

serendipitous encounters, as well as meeting people who volunteered to be part of the 

research. This is in line with the overall notion of the growth-company ecosystem, where 

networks of diverse individuals are highly valued and encouraged. Networking is an 

important part of an ecosystem’s vitality, as is sharing your views, experiences and 

interests. Second, individuals in the ecosystem recommended potential interviewees who 

would be able to offer valuable insights based on their experience. Figure 8 below 

summarizes the second set of interviews for data collection.   
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Figure 8. Summary of the second set of interviews, for sensemaking 

 

The understanding and knowledge gained from the extant literature since the first round 

of interviews was enhanced by that from a further study, specifically on the concepts of 

value and value creation, as well as the value-creating board of directors and its service 

role. The deepening research knowledge now allowed me to challenge the interviewees 

to more thoughtful discussions, giving them license to reflect on their own views on value 

and value creation in board work. It proved to be both very challenging and very 

rewarding, for the interviewees and myself. This became evident as some of the 

informants commented on having had few occasions to engage in reflection in this kind 

of setting. Furthermore, the widening literature review offered me perspectives on the 

potential use of reflection and interpretation, and indicated areas for further study, such 

as how to utilize a researcher diary as a tool for reflection.  

 

The third set of interviews comprised four informants, two male and two female. Two 

had started a company at some point, and three were currently active in board work. 

 

This third set of interviews was conducted closer to the final stages of the research 

process. As my research proceeded to a phase where the literature and empirical data 

were starting to make more sense, I was discovering more meaning in various situations 

and interpretations. I felt that I was finding something valuable in the interview 

conversations, and discovering linkages to earlier interviews. Furthermore, interesting 

themes were emerging that had not been visible in the literature, and I felt these 

additional interviews were a means to acquire support for the deepening understanding, 
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and gain more confidence in the emerging interpretations. One such example is the 

notion of values. Figure 9 below summarizes the third set of interviews.   

Figure 9. Summary of the third set of interviews, as dialogue 

At this third stage, I felt the extant literature was supportive of the premise of my 

research interest, in ways that allowed the interviewee conversations to evolve as 

dialogue. This meant immersive discussions on highly individual accounts of the concept 

of value and value creation, and personal conceptualizations of value in board work. 

Furthermore, my maturing understanding on the use of reflexivity and interpretation 

encouraged the use of vignettes as a representation of the rich data. I was gaining 

confidence in trusting the qualitative data and their interpretation.  

Women were under-represented in the informant roster. As I approached potential 

interviewees, it was striking how few women there were in Finland around 

entrepreneurial companies, and an entrepreneurial company’s board of directors. 

Moreover, when I began my research, it was uncommon to find a female entrepreneur 

running a growth-oriented company in Finland, or sitting on the company’s board of 

directors. That gender balance has since improved in the country, and there are now 

more women involved in creating and running entrepreneurial growth-oriented 

companies. I did not specifically target men or women for the interviews. 



73 

4.1.4. The role of the researcher diary 

The research process takes time and is complex. As per the abductive approach, I deep 

dive into theoretical discourses at times, surfacing to conduct interviews in professional 

language at other times. I discovered that it was important not only to carefully record 

the actual interviews, but also to ensure my own individual and even personal ways of 

debriefing. From the outset, before conducting the interviews, I kept a diary of sorts, 

writing down various elements of my research journey. I did not think much of it at the 

time, and did not value it at first. At the point where I began to learn more about 

reflexivity and understand its value in research (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009), I began to 

take note-taking and diarizing more seriously. I began to think of it as a form of 

documentation and reflection than a place to list events, more of a researcher diary than 

a record. I realized that researcher diaries are a very useful tool for the scholarly 

examination of any science, even though research diaries per se are often associated with 

e.g. language, teaching or nursing studies (Engin, 2011).

During the initial literature review, I also began to reflect on the necessity to separate 

academic learning from practical experiences. Although pre-understanding is required 

for new understanding to occur (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009), it is necessary to 

acknowledge the roots of each. This was achieved by keeping a written researcher log and 

a complementary diary. 

The researcher diary is an especially valid tool when there is an element of reflexivity in 

the research process (Alvesson, 2011). It is useful for the researcher who adopts social 

constructionism (Nadin & Cassell, 2006). Making a habit of using a researcher diary 

served at least the following purposes in my research (adopted from Nadin & Cassell, 

2006, 211): (1) it enabled the documentation of practical comments (e.g. relating to 

interview schedules or cancellations), and any other interview-related notions that might 

create meanings and understandings at later phases, and (2) it also allowed for the 

documentation of my own feelings and thinking, especially prior to and after each 

interview session. Both of these points are important when considering my aim of 

employing reflexivity in the research process. As Nadin & Cassell further note “doing 

reflexivity requires the creation of dedicated times, spaces and contexts within which to 

be reflexive (Mauthner and Doucet, 2003). Our suggestion is that the use of a research 

diary is one way of creating such spaces…” (Nadin & Cassell, 2006, 214). 
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Now, at the time of writing the final versions of this dissertation, the importance and 

maturing process of my researcher diary becomes even greater, and more valuable from 

the research point of view. As I began the interviews, I noted down very practical 

observations about the duration of the interview, how the situation felt, and if I thought 

I had been able to create a good rapport with the interviewee, for example. The notes are 

rather simple, brief and one-dimensional during the first interviews (research log, 2014). 

I was struggling with the perception of being neutral and non-involved, but very quickly 

discovered that I as a person would be an inevitable part of the discussion with the 

interviewees. This further supported the idea of keeping a researcher diary.      

As I began planning the second set of interviews, I had reviewed more of the extant 

literature and was forming a deeper pre-understanding. The need to write down my own 

reflections in an orderly manner became more distinct, so that I could return to them as 

needed. At that point in time, the researcher diary became also a place to have a dialogue 

with the experiences and the data, or as Engin notes, it “acts as a repository of thoughts 

and reflections of the research experience and adds validity to my data” (Engin, 2011, 

299). In abductive research, this is a very useful method of thinking and reflection, as 

you shift between the literature and theory on one hand, and the empiria on the other. 

My researcher diary became a place to develop thought processes and reflect on 

knowledge creation (Engin, 2011).  

The researcher diary is an essential tool when reflecting back to the interviews, analyzing 

them, and drawing conclusions and interpretations. I find this to be the case especially 

when the research process has multiple phases and is long in duration, i.e. is abductive 

in nature. In addition to the comments above about the researcher diary as a 

documenting tool for practical notions, as well as feelings and thoughts, it brings 

transparency to my research process. The researcher diary is a vehicle taking me back in 

time to the interview situations, through recording the contextual elements as well as the 

pre- and post-interview decisions and contemplations. This can be thought of as a part 

of the knowledge-creation process (Engin, 2011).  

4.1.5. Interview bias 

My extensive professional network was the basis for identifying individuals who met the 

basic criteria for interviewee selection. The network was used to identify individuals with 

a suitable background and experience, who were also actively involved in entrepreneurial 
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growth companies. The network benefited the study in three ways. First, I was able to 

talk to a lot of people about the study. I gained access to those who are working with 

entrepreneurial companies in one of the three roles of founder, CEO or board member, 

and, additionally, who have an attitude of openly expressing their experiences and 

opinions, and not trotting out the usually preferred or accepted answers. Second, the 

interviewees felt comfortable having a conversation on a topic that was very familiar to 

them, as well as deliberating on concepts (values) that do not offer precise and 

straightforward answers. Third, many of the interviewees recommended other actors 

who might be candidates for interviews. 

 

The critics would call this process of identification and selection of interviewees biased, 

or perhaps a sample of convenience. In the abovementioned cases of recommendations, 

interviewee selection could be termed snowballing or snowball sampling (Bryman, 2001; 

Silverman, 2014), bringing benefits but also handicaps. Conducting abductive qualitative 

research, while also occupying the role of a professional with experiential knowledge, 

created an environment where this position and knowledge need not be treated as bias, 

but a position of experience and reflection. As a researcher, I was aware of the risk of 

bias, as well as snowballing, and carefully documented all interactions with potential 

interviewees, for example. Furthermore, I argue that in a study whose aim is not only to 

contribute to the academic discussion, but also to provide new insights for practitioners, 

it is more beneficial to have a deep understanding of the relevant practitioner 

environment.           

 

4.2. Data analysis 

Data analysis in qualitative research is an ongoing process. Some level of analysis is 

involved already, to a certain extent, during the interviews (Luker, 2009). Creswell 

describes qualitative data analysis as “eclectic”, and that there is no right way of doing it 

(Creswell, 1994, in Krauss 2005). This leaves the researcher without clear and distinct 

guidelines on how best to analyze the data, thus requiring a rigorous and systematic 

approach to the gathering and logging of data, not only the interview content but also the 

circumstances of those interviews.  

 

One part of the qualitative data is also the circular element of the abductive approach. 

The journey between the theoretical foundations and the empirical data is a fundamental 

part of the research process. This journey means that I started with pre-understanding 
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from the theory and literature, and then moved to data sources in three different phases 

(the three sets of interviews), and back again. This is sometimes termed matching theory 

and reality (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). Dubois & Gadde describe “there is never one single 

way of matching… this is a result of the process and cannot be known in advance” (Dubois 

& Gadde, 2000, 556). The nature of this type of approach affects also the categories 

potentially emerging from the data. I discuss these categories in the next section.    

As noted in section 4.1.4, the researcher diary I used during the research process served 

several purposes. It operated, for instance, as a preliminary tool for analysis. Keeping a 

record of your own reactions to interview settings, the interviewees’ reactions, and 

afterthoughts, is proving to be important in the data analysis phase. Furthermore, the 

diary is proving to be a valuable tool in reflecting on some of the discussions that took 

place after the interview tape recorder was turned off. This type of data is important when 

reflecting on the individualities and contexts of each interview, and thus their impact on 

interpretations (Maxwell, 2008). Also, the written account of each interview session 

needs to be studied not only as its own unit, but also in relation to the previous interviews 

as well as to the entity of all the interviews (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2012).    

While reading, and also listening to, the data records of the interviews, I can identify my 

own biases and positions in relation to the interviewees and interview situations 

(Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2012; Kraus, 2005). A careful inspection of these elements adds 

validity to the study.  

4.2.1. Analysis and categories 

In this research, analysis was developed and performed in several phases as indicated 

above. Some initial analysis was carried out while simultaneously reflecting on each 

interview and documenting the findings in the researcher diary. This was mainly in the 

form of personal notes and reactions before and after the actual interview. These notes 

are raw and the documentation included comments on e.g. timing, asking questions, 

atmosphere, and general. A more reflective style can be observed in the notes that 

describe the second and third sets of interviews.  

Below are some excerpts from the research log. These examples demonstrate the 

importance of keeping rigorous records of the before and after reactions and feelings 

regarding each interview. These types of notes support the interpretation of interview 
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data in illustrating contextual factors, the atmosphere in each session, possible rapport 

development between the interviewer and interviewee, and unspoken clues that clarify 

the interview situations. Interviews always contain elements that are left unsaid, or 

purposely expressed in a certain way to convey specific messages (Luker, 2009).   

“It was the first interview. Asked questions and tried not to imply/suggest/draw conclusions, too 

much. Time (1.5h) was good, not too short but not too long either.”  

February 2014, own notes  

“Inspiring and different kind of an interview. [the interviewee] emphasized “soft” aspects – none of 

the other interviewees have mentioned: personal relations, intuition.” 

May 2014, own notes 

“We had a good hour-long discussion and I felt as if I was able to get [the interviewee] into the mode 

of actually sharing ideas and thoughts on being an entrepreneur in a more reflective mode; not just 

answering my questions in an automatic manner.” 

October 2015, own notes 

“I got the feeling that [the interviewee] is in a position where it is possible to be bold in sharing 

opinions without being arrogant or undervaluing efforts made elsewhere.”  

November 2018, own notes 

Some elements of the analysis were interwoven in the conduct of the interviews in the 

three cycles. The first interviews were more straightforward situations. I used the 

interview questions as guidelines for the discussions. As often happens with the circular 

(hermeneutic) process of the abductive approach, my knowledge base and 

understanding grew and matured in the course of the research. This also means that my 

viewpoint and interpretation of the existing research and findings matured during that 

period (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2012). This interaction of theory and data collection is 

more visible in the final discussions. The active periods of practical work left their mark, 

as they offered much-needed distance, thus providing space for thinking and rethinking. 

I observed myself being a knowledge agent in the interview discussions, not an 

unreactive and passive collector of information.     

The development and maturation of the interview situations also served as analyses of 

sorts. As the first set of interviews is compared with the final set, I can suggest that not 

only the ways in which I managed interview situations, but also the rapport (between 

myself and the interviewees) that emerged in these interactional situations, served the 
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purpose of the analysis. I kept my interview guideline intact but treated it differently. In 

the final interviews, it was not necessary to ask all of the questions or ask them in order, 

for example, but to keep them in the background as the backbone of the interaction, and 

the creation of meaningful dialogue. This provided me, as the interviewer, with a better 

chance of interpreting what was taking place in the situation, thus putting me in a better 

position to identify and understand the probable layered meanings and messages 

(Alvesson, 2011). These kinds of matured situation were possibly based on the circular 

process of conducting research.  

All of the analytical phases mentioned above lead to the categories that emerged and I 

have chosen to study more closely. They began to be visible in the data as the interviewees 

mentioned them most often. They also serve as higher level groupings to combine similar 

findings that are yet to be treated separately. The employed categories are those that 

emerged from the interview data most often, namely the human elements, emotions, 

personal growth, values, and business value.  

These categories serve several purposes. First, they aim to bring various individual 

findings into comprehensive groupings that carry enough meaningful insights to draw 

conclusions. Second, they serve as thematic groupings that help sort and interpret the 

findings such that meaning making is possible. Third, using categories helps raise the 

level of meaning making, so that the elements and findings revealed in the interview data 

are not taken at face value. Rather, there is an evolution of findings from single incidents 

into a meaningful findings.      

4.2.2. Data interpretation 

Data interpretation in qualitative research is an intuitive process (Kraus, 2005). 

Intuitiveness here means trying to make meaning, not only through the spoken and 

recorded data, but also by scrutinizing interview situations and other factors that might 

influence outcomes. As a researcher, I need to be aware of my own position(s) and, thus, 

look to avoid imposing my opinions or understandings on the discussions (Kraus, 2005). 

This was facilitated by recording my own thinking, feelings and reactions, as indicated in 

section 4.1.4. 

The interpretation of the interview data involves explicating complex and diverse social 

phenomena (Alvesson, 2011). As a researcher and interpreter of these kind of data, I must 
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consider the various meanings they may carry, or as Kraus states “what has a common 

meaning to a group of people may have a unique meaning to an individual member of 

the group” (Kraus, 2005, 763).  

In interpreting the interview data gathered in the three rounds of interviews, the 

following must be considered. The interviews were scheduled to contribute to and 

enhance the cycles of literature review and learning, and conducted over a timespan of 

four years. The first six interviews took place when I was trying to understand the 

territory of my research interest from the practice perspective. While the literature gave 

me a rather linear view of entrepreneurial companies, and especially their board 

practices, the empirical interviews painted a more diverse and nuanced picture. The 

subsequent interviews supported the notion that companies in an intense growth phase 

need a board and board members who know what needs to be done, and are not afraid 

of making tough decisions, as one interviewee said. The final round conducted during 

2018 supported the idea – already seen in the literature during the last year or so – that 

societal and economic changes also impact the boardroom. The board needs to be aware 

of new and emerging themes, including how digitalization and AI (artificial intelligence) 

affect the board itself. It must adjust swiftly to the new ecosystem, which even questions 

its existence. If boards are still to be needed, their potential mechanisms and practices 

for value creation in the years to come must be examined.       

Furthermore, from the research approach and methodology point of view, it is worth 

noting that multiple touchpoints between theory and practice provide a dissertation 

researcher with the opportunity to mature and gain perspective during the process. The 

increasing knowledge and experience with perspective facilitates interpretation 

(Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2012). Also, multiple touchpoints during the translation of the 

Finnish interviews to English demanded reflection as well as interpretation of meanings 

(Chidlow et al., 2014). Concurrently, we must be aware that a different researcher could 

make different interpretations, both equally meaningful and contributing to the extant 

and increasing understanding.  
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5. Findings on individual perceptions on value and value 

creation 

The purpose of this chapter is to present and discuss the individual interpretations 

and perceptions of value and value creation in the board work of entrepreneurial 

growth companies. I discuss the interpretations as findings arising from the data, and 

draw on the contemporary context of entrepreneurship, where it is not enough to rely 

on normative board behavior. The findings are introduced via four anonymized 

vignettes, and supporting interpretations from all of the interviews. The individual 

vignettes paint a portrait of value and value creation as perceived and accounted for 

by the interviewees. The findings from each vignette are then discussed and reflected 

on in greater depth, echoing similarities emerging from other interviews. The chapter 

closes with a summary of the findings. 

 

The abductive approach that I follow in this research process facilitates data analysis 

between various interview rounds, thus deepening interpretation across the data. The 

initial notions from the first interviews were indicative, yet elusive. They, however, 

suggested potential new insights and interpretations thereof. The first interviews 

confirmed the benefits of gaining direct access and initiating constructive conversations 

with board members. These conversations presented the opportunity for a true dialogue 

with each person, not just asking questions that produce one-dimensional answers. At 

its best, this type of dialogue stimulates interviewees to share their usually unspoken 

thoughts on value and value creation in board work. Furthermore, the conversations 

indicated, from the research perspective, that the topic merited conversation and further 

exploration, as there were no uniform answers or thought patterns among the 

interviewees. It also became clear that I needed to deep dive into the literature on not 

only corporate governance, but also entrepreneurship, value and value creation.  

 

In the second set of interviews, I began to see similarities among the interviews. These 

were, for example, shared notions of growth-company leadership in a board of directors, 

or a lack of certain market-specific skills and knowledge being important topics among 

the board members, either as something a founder was short on or something a board 

member was contributing to. There was an interesting notion, I thought, that board work 

is “people business”, as one interviewee put it. As this was very much the topic of my 

research, I had to be careful not to let my preconceptions color the findings unjustifiably. 

With careful reflection and note-taking prior to and after each interview, I began to gain 
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confidence that these similarities were perhaps not the arbitrary views or opinions of one 

individual, but could offer an introduction of something of scholarly interest. Thus, these 

findings would add to the extant literature indicating new insights (Alvesson & 

Sköldberg, 2009).  

The third and final set of interviews supported the earlier findings, providing deepening 

interpretations individual voices become sharper and clear. These individual voices 

suggested uncertainty caused by, for example, the impact of digitalization on an 

institutional level, as well as on an individual’s life. These changes call for continuous 

updates on knowledge and experiences, as well as learning and re-learning new skills in 

phenomena that until recently did not exist. This constant change does not stop at the 

boardroom door, but rather increases the board members accountability.   

The findings portrayed in this chapter are based on all interviews. The chosen research 

approach indicated the manner in which each interview could be studied and reflected 

independently, but also a meaningful element in the overall material. The findings show 

that perceptions of value are personal and contextual, thus also deeply rooted in an 

actor’s own understanding, experiences and norms of doing business, and also in life in 

general. They are also rooted in time, reflecting the social and institutional changes 

around the board of directors. 

The findings highlight that human dynamics between founders, CEOs and board 

members very rarely follow a rational and straightforward path, especially if not openly 

and intentionally discussed. Human dynamics among board members can be 

disorganized and time-consuming, while having powerful impact on value creation by 

increasing (decreasing) trust, communication and transparency, as well as the passion 

and joy of building and steering growth companies. The systematic thinking about the 

human aspects of a board of directors can prove to be a step towards the specific identity 

of that board. 

The analysis suggests the need to highlight four individual stories that form the four 

pillars of the findings. Each of these four stories, described here as vignettes, is based on 

one full, individual conversation, and is told from that person’s viewpoint in the 

respective board member role. Each of the vignettes describes personal perceptions on 

value and value creation in the board of directors. After each vignette, additional findings 

from the rest of the interviews are described, as they are found to convey similar 
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perceptions. The four vignettes are based on interviews from rounds two and three, are 

introduced in Figure 10 below, and described in more detail in the subsequent sections.  

Figure 10. Introduction to the four vignettes 

The four vignettes are constructed on the rich interview data, and citations are used to 

deepen the description and subsequent interpretations. All individual data have been 

sensitized to remove any identifying characteristics, whether individual, personality or 

situational indicators. The vignettes are reinforced with findings from other interviews. 

These findings are presented as they offer glimpses into the interviewees’ positions, 

interpretations and views. Also, quoted passages that would reveal the interviewee’s 

identity are removed, or if critical to the research understanding, disguised to protect 

anonymity. All names have been changed to incidental names, three male and one 

female. Any other identifiers considered too revealing have been changed. 

5.1. Vignette #1: Non-conforming board practices 

5.1.1. The background 

We had not met before, and yet he felt approachable and equal. My first thought was that 

he is not your archetypal board member. This colloquial expression effectively conveys 

the stereotypical idea of what a board member should look like, how he should behave, 

and how it is that he should/would take over any situation. Instead, he portrayed 

confidence and experience in an unassuming manner. He seemed unhurried and 
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genuinely interested, I thought. I call him Jack, and this is a depiction of his story, 

concentrating on Jack’s approach to the board of directors as a group of individuals 

creating value by not conforming to the known and familiar, instead challenging and 

putting himself and his fellow board members on the line. In Jack’s opinion, it is 

emotions and feelings that you need to understand in order to create value; you need to 

be ready to make your emotional investment.   

Jack is 57 years-old and tells me that he learned the most about himself as a person and 

as a board member when running a company that he grew relatively quickly from EUR 5 

million in revenue, employing 30 people, to EUR 40 million and 300 people. The 

company was then acquired by a multinational, and though he worked with the new 

owners for a while, he quickly realized that his calling lay elsewhere.  

“I am an entrepreneur, I’ve founded four companies... to initiate and lead the efforts for growth is 

my thing. I help them on the growth path, that’s what I do. I’ve provided for myself since I was 

fourteen, fifteen, and that’s the accomplishment I’m most proud of.” 

5.1.2. Approach to board work 

Reflecting back to the time with the large multinational, he thinks the biggest hurdle for 

him was that company’s culture. It was stiff, people were treated as resources instead of 

colleagues, and the channels of communication were unclear. After working for the 

agreed time with the new owners, he left. Today, Jack is active with startups and other 

companies that are looking for a significant leap in growth. He has acted as an angel 

investor in six companies, and advises several others that do not yet have a board of 

directors. Jack explains that each company he gets involved in must be the right fit for 

him. 

He shared, early in our discussion, that he values human interactions and genuine 

encounters where there is an opportunity for a mutually engaged relationship. He is not 

afraid of direct and stimulating discussions, or even those that are difficult and 

contradictory. This affinity for understanding and digging deep into the root causes of an 

issue or action seems to be something that is reflected in his approach to helping and 

advising companies, whether as a board member or an investor. He has experience in a 

broad spectrum of business activities: the joys and sorrows, even the pain, of being an 

entrepreneur, understanding the logic and perhaps the opportunism involved in venture 

funding, the importance of bringing in a board of directors at a certain time in a 
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company’s lifecycle. All of this experience can increase the understanding of human 

behavior and breeds situational awareness, if paid attention to and considered as such. 

In Jack’s case, this was true, as he was intentionally interested not only in the actions 

and activities but also in the individuals in these situations, how they felt and made sense 

of situations. Self-knowledge and reflecting on your path and choices made at various 

intersections, is something that needs to be in place to understand others, he elaborated. 

This type of interest in human actions and reasoning can create a treasury of human 

experiences that, at best, increases your ability to understand and observe people more 

deeply, and reflect on their ultimate goals. Also, it can increase situational awareness. 

For Jack, this type of situational awareness seems very important, especially in the board 

of a growing company. He thinks that being a member of a board of directors is 

something that must offer meaning from various perspectives. It is important that there 

is the experience (or a sense) of learning something new, while being able to contribute 

in a significant way when asked to join a board.  

“I need to feel that I learn something from it but, at the same time, that I have something to give.” 

“What do you mean when you talk about learning?” (Interviewer) 

“That I learn something new about building a company, but the other side is that I really need to 

feel I have something to give. As a member of the board of directors, I want to be part of a group 

where we really talk and don’t agree on everything, and where there are no delays and holding back, 

and where we even argue. And lately I’ve started thinking about these other criteria. And the third 

is the team, yes. Because I think that when we are building a growth company and we start taking 

the company forward, the team (the board) needs to be part of it. It’s extremely important that it 

acts as a team. That it’s not just one person or a name, but we’re acting as a team shooting for big 

things, whether that’s about going international or sales, there always needs to be the best team 

there.” 

Jack considers the board of directors a team, especially in the context of entrepreneurial 

growth companies. He thinks the board is there to put itself on the line, not as a formal, 

elite group of people, but as individuals with complementary skills and knowledge. He 

feels that the board should ideally be consciously built to comprise a variety of 

personalities, with differing backgrounds.  

“This team must support and be fully behind the work. It’s made up of differences and people come 

from different backgrounds. It’s not homogenous. It must be able to enrich the whole thing so that 

some have technological expertise, some services, some board work. Maybe some have some future 

foresight experience, and so on. And of course, there need to be number crunchers. Even when I 
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can read the numbers myself, but really, people who look at it from the finance perspective… and I 

think a good board of directors also needs people who can put the brakes on.” 

“And who are they?” (Interviewer) 

“Usually they are financial economists.” 

Jack goes on to say that it is, of course, essential to be able to read the numbers and draw 

conclusions from them. It is clear that all board members must have this financial 

knowledge and capability, but he thinks that it is ultimately about who you are, not so 

much what you know. Following this line of thinking, it is the interactions and 

relationships of these individuals and personalities that are at the core of board work.   

“I like to interact with people… I mean, my way of learning about board work is to talk to people. I 

mean, if you have some experience, share it. I try to leave some imprint. Something that the other 

person can take with them.” 

What is it that another person can take with them? For Jack, it means experiences that 

can be shared in such a way that a CEO, a founder or another board member can learn 

from one another. These experiences are about entrepreneurship, leadership, respect, 

and fairness in building a growth company. It also means mutual learning about people 

and their behaviors and motivations, understanding the reasons behind their feelings 

and emotions. But it is about being up-front and honest, direct in a constructive manner, 

too, he thinks.  

“It’s my role to leverage and help… you know, this company [referring to a company he was working 

with], the CEO called me and told me that it’s most helpful [when talking about being brutally 

honest].” 

This can be seen as building the understanding that companies need to think about the 

profile of the board as a whole, and how it contributes to creating the desired growth for 

the company. 

“And this is really it, you know. If I’m just sitting in these board meetings, I mean… I think that if 

you take a seat on a board, you work for the company. And not just say it.” 

When considering the parameters of being perhaps too hands-on, Jack thinks there is no 

such thing.  

“In the end, there’s only one thing the board must do, and that’s to increase shareholder value. 

What does that mean for investors in different stages? There are different things to consider. But 
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the fact is that we need to help the CEO of the company. That’s what I think … especially if the CEO 

has the courage to ask for help, even when his/her own money is in play. And then we [the board] 

must help, whatever it is. I don’t believe in being a name on the paper, a statistic.” 

“How far do you go in your role?” (Interviewer) 

“To the strategy level. That’s the level (or depth) I keep to… but ok, I do help with customers as well, 

for example.” 

We can interpret from Jack’s account that being hands-on refers not only to the board’s 

tasks and activities but also to building relationships both within and beyond the 

boardroom.  

“I did not want to be appointed to a board where I know the people too well, as I don’t want to 

damage certain relationships. Perhaps, it’s about worldviews, we have somewhat different 

worldviews. And here it’s that the people are too close to me from the everyday, private world.” 

“It’s the dynamics of our relationship [when talking about himself as a CEO interacting with the 

company’s board chair]. We had very hard times, many times. Maybe it was those hard times that 

brought us together, and in the end we became very good friends, and ultimately that also became 

difficult, because one was the chairperson and the other the CEO. But we had good discussions. 

And I said that if I totally screw it up, just fire me. We would still remain friends. So, I wouldn’t be 

afraid of that.” 

“Did you know each other before?” (Interviewer) 

“No, no we didn’t. It came from having to go through so many, painful moments and decisions.” 

This interaction, which in the end became friendship, was built over time, and one of the 

compelling forces was the growing trust between Jack and the chair. Building trust and 

creating communication that is clear, transparent and genuine is not necessary for a well-

functioning board, but can become a necessary thread between individual board 

members, thus constructing relationships that spread outside the boardroom. These 

spillover effects or benefits are important, but not intrinsic in value, according to Jack. 

They only create value if understood, discussed and applied openly.   

Close relationships in tight circles can produce some negative aspects, especially in a 

narrow and tight ecosystem. Jack finds there are individuals for whom what is best for 

the company is not always a priority. He thinks ego has no place in the boardroom of an 

entrepreneurial growth company. Jack suggests that each founder or CEO should be 

willing to ask the hard questions when determining why a person should be considered 
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for a role in any board of directors. Also, each founder or CEO should ask these same 

questions themselves. According to Jack, these questions are, for example:  

What is the real reason I want to be part of a board – to augment my CV and public image,

or to have a presence in various business arenas?

Am I joining a board of directors to help a company grow and reach its full potential? If

so, do I know enough about the company in question? How well do I know the founder

and/or CEO, and how do I anticipate our relationship would develop?

Hard times are inevitable – am I willing to work through them with the company and its

key actors?

5.1.3. On value and value creation 

In Jack’s case, value is something that comes from being yourself, and your own 

personality. About stories and dreams, feeling those dreams. It is about hard work.  

“You must really attend to the board work, not just go in and be a wise guy… I’m a bit doubtful 

about the concept of a pure board professional. I see this from my own experience and the fact that 

I've seen how suddenly it happens that the same standard pieces of knowledge and opinions are 

used from one company to another, especially in SMEs ... it is, you know, only for appearances. 

Don’t do things unless you do them for real and you really understand them.” 

For Jack, this element of really investing yourself in a company and its board of directors 

is about making a change or a difference in the company’s progress. He shares an 

example of joining a company.  

“It’s a small company and on the growth trajectory, not as strongly as it should be, though. I saw 

some things that the chairperson did not.” 

“Can you tell a bit more about your role in this case?” (Interviewer) 

“I’ve been there for some time now, and there are a couple of issues. It [board meeting] has been a 

very traditional model where the CEO gives his overview and then there’s hardly time for anything 

else. The first change I was able to make, and I’m quite proud of this, is that we changed the meeting 

practices. I was telling the chairperson and the CEO that we need to change the rhythm; first we 

must focus on the strategies only, and we go over the CEOs overview only if there is time for it. The 

starting point in this is that the CEO has delivered the papers five days before the board meeting 

and if there are comments or questions on those papers, we then talk about them. Otherwise we 

don’t need to go over them.” 

He continues his account of this particular board experience and his role in it. 
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“I have, really, the role of a challenger. Especially with one of the investors. I think I challenge the 

company the most. I challenge what it is that we do. But I do this constructively. I’m active, I don’t 

hold back. It doesn’t always lead to anything or is the right way or the good thing but … I think we 

must not sugarcoat things but discuss and argue about them honestly, then we make a decision.”  

 

A company needs a board when it has outgrown the basics, so to speak. This means, Jack 

tells me, that the company is facing a major step in internationalization, funding for 

growth, or something similar. The board’s value creation becomes concrete when helping 

the company to the next level of progress. This could mean adopting new thinking, new 

skills, and knowledge to enable growth; setting the business fundamentals at a level such 

that growth is possible (for example, company canvas or SWOT); or ensuring that the 

company’s vision, mission and strategic choices are set, and they are guiding the growth 

of the company at all levels.      

 

Value creation is also about the level of intimacy and sharing the dreams of potential 

growth.  

“But yes, I will put my personality in the game, if that’s what you’re asking.” 

 

For Jack, being able to see the bigger picture, a kind of dreaming, is very important, as it 

is part of his emotional investment in any endeavor. It can also be seen in his actions as 

being a personality of his own. He goes on to talk about the many ways in which he can 

involve himself in a company. In addition to being a board member, he shares his 

experience by giving talks to the company’s personnel, for example. He feels passionate 

about this sharing of knowledge and talking about his own experiences, but it is also part 

of value creation to benefit the company. Sharing experiences is part of dream-building.  

“You have to see that it can become a good story. I think the role of the board is to…support the 

company in many different ways, one is to give them [the company] dreams.” 

 

So for Jack, being a board member is not a job or a role, but about building a dream that 

can become a good story. Stories are something that can hold a company together when 

facing change or financial challenges, and that is often the case with entrepreneurial 

growth companies. He feels that building dreams and increasing shareholder value can 

work together, and this equation is perhaps the most important value to which a board 

can contribute. 
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“I think they do. I think that’s what makes a company interesting and not everyone is looking for 

exit, but especially in exit companies… Well, I’ll give you an example. When I was building this 

[company], I wanted to make it interesting from different perspectives, for different industries, and 

we would be in the middle, the joint so to speak. We were successful and that’s why its valuation 

was what it was.”   

 

This equation of a good story and increased shareholder value is perhaps the most 

important value to which a board can contribute. And like any good story that has a great 

ending, for Jack it is about more than running a company and a board of directors, but 

also being true to himself.   

 

5.2. Human elements as value 

There is a strong human element conveyed in Jack’s vignette, describing relationships 

and trust, personal stamina, openness to situations and unusual encounters, and the 

courage to approach them openly. The human element comes across strongly in his 

experiences, whether as a company CEO or a member of a board of directors. I refer to 

these human elements as the human dynamics of board work, which could also be viewed 

as an emotional investment. Next, I elaborate on findings from other interviews, 

supporting and strengthening Jack’s approach.  

 

All the interviewees described the board work of growth companies as fundamentally a 

people business. This notion of people business seems, to varying degrees, to be present 

in all the interviews. For some interviewees, it was quite easy to discuss, as if it were part 

of their persona and presence, whether in the boardroom or running a company on a 

daily basis. For others, it seemed to be either a difficult topic in general, or something 

concealed behind the role of CEO or board chair, and thus not open to discussion.  

 

In most of the interviews, when prompted for clarification, people business is indicated 

to mean those interactions that take place between individuals around the board table. 

This concept of “around the board table” needs to be thought of figuratively, as a lot of 

the interaction takes place outside the boardroom and in between the meetings, often in 

the form of one-to-one conversations. This is in line with the existing research, which has 

identified that the unique insights, and actual mechanisms and behavior of boards, 

should be further clarified. This could also be termed the micro understanding of boards 

and their behavior.  
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My findings suggest that actors around the board table, i.e. founders, CEOs and board 

members, should be willing to understand the basics of human behavior, and also have 

both the interest and willingness to include them as part of the board processes and 

procedures. A person should at least have enough awareness of the basics of human 

behavior, as one interviewee emphasized:  

“It’s very important to know people and at least some human behavior. You must learn to read 

people and situations. In that way you learn to recognize the people you want to deal with and 

possibly have in your board of directors or as your advisors.”(Interviewee #5) 

This kind of basic understanding and interest is needed to identify and integrate the 

potential human value of the board of directors into board work. The circumstances and 

opportunities for each company are different, so there are no fixed, standardized ways of 

performing board work. The interviewee above discusses how you can identify 

individuals who would be suitable for the board of directors or advisory board. 

In their accounts of successful boards, interviewees reflect on the need for the board’s 

human dynamics to work well, in addition to the basic understanding and interest in the 

matter. Human dynamics was not used as a phrase per se, but described more in terms 

of, for example, relationships, rapport and trust between board members, a shared 

purpose and value-base, supportiveness, mutual appreciation of each other and diverse 

experiences, and abilities to relate and listen to one another. 

Some of the interviewees actively think about the elements of well-functioning boards in 

terms of human behavior. This is revealed by their constantly seeking new information 

and experiences, building their own skills on the topic, and using various tools to enhance 

their knowledge base, not only on the technicalities of entrepreneurship and leadership, 

but perhaps more importantly on human behavior. This could be determined as a 

personal tendency, or in some cases a desire, to care for their own personal growth. One 

of the interviewees stressed the importance of personal growth and conscious 

development to be able to support others, commenting on the use of reflection as one of 

the tools: 

“Reflection must be the most important tool for each leader, I’m sure. I mean that often you find 

the solution you are looking for when you write and reflect.” (Interviewee #17) 



91 

She described reflection in terms of consistently writing down her experiences and using 

that as a sounding board, along with input from some trusted colleagues, when solving a 

problem or making a decision. She was making a case for self-awareness and observation 

when projecting growth. In her experience, growth opportunities are very much linked 

to behaviors and confidence among a company’s employees, not only in the upper 

echelons of decision-making. When there is genuine interest at the top, it radiates 

throughout the company.  

Another interviewee stressed the importance of truly knowing and understanding 

yourself to be able to know and understand those around the boardroom.  

“This is a little bit like being a psychologist … and you can’t do it in any other way than really 

knowing these people and listening to them. And the more I learn here, the more humble I become. 

I’ve learned to trust and to listen.” (Interviewee #11) 

He has a very strong belief that he could not be effective in his current role as a board 

member had he not experienced being a founder himself. He mentioned, as did others 

with a similar background, that his own wins and losses as an entrepreneur are the best 

advice he could share with a founder. This type of sharing requires time and space, and 

rarely happens during an official board meeting. Sharing your own experiences is not an 

act of lecturing, rather a dialogue laced with mutual respect and openness. In this case, 

the interviewee went on to explain:  

“I’ll offer an extended board workshop… first we take care of the official board meeting, and then 

invite other actors… and we start chatting about everything and nothing. This has proved to be 

extremely important. I mean, that in addition to the formal board meeting you can get to know the 

other person.” (Interviewee #11) 

This type of informal relationship-building and finding common ground is visible 

throughout the interviews. The matter of significant and substantial relationship-

building is present in most interviews, if not always expressed in similar ways or using 

those exact words. 

One of the board members emphasized the broader view of observing board behavior, 

bringing soft elements into the discussion and to trust-building:  

“Also, the team chemistry is very important… the sense of community and team-building.” 

(Interviewee #6) 
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He mentioned that though he is a lawyer by education, he had learned that people and 

understanding human behavior is becoming more important to him. He described this 

as the soft elements of understanding, and clarified that understanding another 

individual is the most efficient element of trust.     

The interviews revealed that genuine connections, rapport and interactions are based on 

a bedrock of trust. According to the interview data, trust and building long-lasting 

confidence are important elements in board work. Trust is one of the foundational 

elements not only in board work, but also as one of the fundamental building blocks of a 

company’s DNA. One of the interviewees saw this as his board’s belief in him, and his 

vision for the company:  

“I do realize that this may not be according to rigorous business thinking, but I’ve approached it 

based on principles of trust, sort of.” (Interviewee #8) 

He was talking about his board members, and how important it was to him that they 

believed in him as a person, and his core ideas, as the basis for investing in his company. 

His attitude and his personal beliefs on being transparent with the board members on all 

aspects of his company were noticeable as he spoke. He was thinking aloud, perhaps 

debating with himself, whether he should be more careful with the board members. He 

saw the board currently as “more like a workshop”:  

“I know that this is something that we should… and something that I want to develop more, so that 

the board becomes more clearly a place for strategic planning and not so much… now it’s more like 

a workshop that we run once a month, when what I’d like is for it to be more active and strategic.” 

(Interviewee #8) 

Trust must be established in many directions: between founder and board members, the 

board members themselves, a founder-team if there are several founders, and between 

founder and CEO. An entrepreneur, and an advisor with vast experience with growth 

companies, he talked about the rules of the game as the basis of trust. He saw the context 

of a company as the starting point for forming a board, its processes and working style, 

in ways that support the growth potential of the company. He based his views on his own 

personal experiences, which included both successes and failures in companies 

seemingly at similar phases of growth, but operating in different contexts. 

“There must be total confidence on the activities of the company. It’s about creating and agreeing 

on the rules of the game, so to speak, and then letting the guys do it.” (Interviewee #5) 
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Trust also enables people involved in a growth company and its board to discuss difficult 

issues, and perhaps also personal difficulties. Several interviewees emphasized the 

importance of handling problems, including negative developments and even stress 

issues.  

“It needs to be place where all negatives, bad things can be brought to the table… and it’s only 

possible in companies where there is trust… and it takes time.” (Interviewee #11) 

 

He was talking about a case where they had been working on a company’s expansion very 

intensely for a long time, almost around the clock and without any breaks for time off, 

which is often the case when a company is in a phase of fast growth. In one of the board 

meetings, it became evident that something was wrong. After a short talk, one of the 

company’s executives opened up about his fatigue and difficulties in carrying on. This 

kind of unfolding of a personal condition is possible only in an atmosphere that 

encourages resilience and support, and where it is safe to express your emotions. In this 

case, the situation surfaced early enough, and with some changes in the company’s daily 

operations did not escalate. This case speaks also for an environment of perseverance 

and sustainable relations, mature enough to handle difficult situations without labeling 

and condemning.  

 

Another example of the power of trust as a facilitator in difficult situations, is where 

people do not agree on issues but are capable of resolving them for the benefit of the 

company. 

“Because, where there is trust, I can really disagree with you and neither one of us needs to get hurt 

or mad. There’s no need to attack.” (Interviewee #17) 

 

The interview accounts indicate that in order to observe and understanding humans, we 

must also examine the situations in which they work, communicate and relate to each 

other. The interviewees emphasize their willingness to immerse themselves in situations 

where human behavior can be observed and grasped. Furthermore, there needs to be 

reciprocal understanding and, in the best cases, transparency in personal values. This 

type of understanding paves the way to becoming an integral part of an endeavor, and to 

the possibility of value creation. 
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5.3. Emotions as value 

Emotion is a highly visible facet of Jack’s personality, and therefore also shows up in his 

board work. He feels strongly about his role and his responsibility as a CEO; both in 

terms of caring for and leading the people working for the company. During our 

discussions, he frequently underlines the importance of fully immersing yourself in the 

task at hand, and of moving forward, as Jack explains: 

“You have to be involved with all your heart, so to speak.” 

Another interviewee has a similar approach to his role in boards and advising growth 

companies. 

“It’s about the human touch, as well. About flexibility, strategic vision.” (Interviewee #5) 

This type of full recognition of your emotions shows up in many of the interviews. 

“You have to be able to maintain this completely awesome way of doing things, because that’s what 

has created it all, this sort of uninhibited and limitless hustle and bustle.”(Interviewee #19) 

She is referring to the unmistakable enthusiasm that the founders of that particular 

company had in its early days. She felt that it is both very hard, and entirely necessary, 

to retain that type of feeling in the company when it is undergoing various phases of 

change and growth. She keeps on thinking about the growth that the company is already 

encountering, and her concerns on how to combine the creative, somewhat crazy feeling 

with the changing requirements for a growth company.  

“I hope that the passion will always be in this company’s DNA, but the bigger we become and now 

that we have reached this point… we have our products around the world, you know, so it requires 

somewhat different skills. As long as it (the board) is not blocking that passion in our everyday life. 

Perhaps the most important thing is that this passion can be channeled into the right activities it 

requires… it’s a big task for the board. So the passion must be focused both on the ruthless growth 

of our business and maintaining the original mission of the company.” (Interviewee #19) 

Another interviewee is of the opinion that emotions and feelings are still shown to a very 

limited extent in Finland, even today. This would seem to be true in business relations in 

particular.  

“In Finland, there is very little emotional intelligence… you know, showing your feelings is not 

looked upon favorably. But you know, the emotional charge exposes the genuine person.” 

(Interviewee #9) 
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He thinks one of the most important contributions he can make as a board member and 

a mentor is to be genuine about his feelings and emotions, to be authentic as a person. 

He combines emotions and curiosity in a way that can bring value, and enable him to ask 

questions that would otherwise be left unasked. He tells me that his “emotional capital” 

is the most valuable investment he will make in a company, while it can also be regarded 

as something that goes against the norm, that he feels might even frighten some people.  

With passion often comes joy. As one interviewee describes: 

“It’s about laughter roaring and doing magnificent things.” (Interviewee #16) 

She went on to say that even when they were holding long meetings or workshops, the 

element of openness and fun was always present. Furthermore, she feels that being an 

entrepreneur and a board member is inherent to her personality, just as she feels joy in 

being a part of doing business.  

“It’s a passion for doing it. If you’re a person with this type of character, it means that your heart 

beats for it… You have to have the passion for it, so that you can make it happen. You must be so 

interested in it, willing to dig for the vital piece of information, meet with people, consider whether 

or not it’s going to work. That’s what being an entrepreneur means for me.” (Interviewee #16) 

One interviewee is currently involved with a growth company as a board member, and 

he considers his personal experience as an entrepreneur the most important and valued 

element he can bring to the boardroom, to benefit the founder, and the other board 

members, too.  

“I think the kind of value that comes across most is my own experience as an entrepreneur, because 

I can identify with him. It’s so easy to pretend to be clever and shout at the table, read reports…but 

the fact that you can actually identify with the other person, that’s the most important thing, 

because it’s not something you can learn from your mentors or reading books… you only learn it by 

doing it yourself. So, it’s that feeling and building on that feeling that’s most important to me.” 

(Interviewee #11) 

For an entrepreneur with multiple board memberships, it is purely the joy of working 

that drives him.  

“Well, it really is the joy of working that’s my main goal.” (Interviewee #12) 
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A similar sentiment is shared by one of the board chairs. 

“Positivity comes with people, or not.” (Interviewee #4) 

5.4. Vignette #2: Reflective knowledge creation 

5.4.1. The background 

This vignette is about the importance of the ability and awareness to understand your 

own actions and behaviors. And about the power of values as the basis for board work. 

This was the first interview in the last round of data collection, and set the tone for the 

others, as it emphasized mutual respect and genuine dialogue. We met in the late 

afternoon and had an energizing hour-and-a half’s conversation. I call her Janet.  

She was positive and attentive from the start, and demonstrated interest and 

appreciation of scholarly research. This, I think, contributed positively to the tone of our 

conversation. Throughout our time together, she sketched and made notes and sense of 

our discussion. Towards the end, she mentioned that she likes to visualize her thinking, 

using, for example flipcharts, when working.  

My conversation with Janet began with a reflection on her career, various roles, and her 

distinctive approach to being simultaneously highly analytical and very humane. 

Considering her extensive leadership experience, I asked about her current position.  

“An interesting question. At the moment, I’m first and foremost an entrepreneur. Most of my 

career, though, I’ve worked as a CEO but also acted as a board chair and a member of a board, all 

at the same time. And it’s been a conscious choice.” 

As she talked about her career, which began some forty years ago, she narrated not only 

her position within each company she had worked for, but also the very basics of those 

companies. To her, it was important to consider and understand the set of values on 

which each of the companies was built and run. 

Janet talked about the background that had led her to the company she eventually ran as 

CEO. She considered herself lucky, in the sense that prior to starting at that company she 

did a couple of different jobs, one of which was to conduct a study for one of the most 

traditional Finnish corporations.  
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“It was to study the financial impacts of [a company] in that county. It really was essentially about 

overall logistical subcontracting, employment, and what happens in that county if the company 

does well or if it does poorly. It really opened up my worldview.” 

For Janet, these types of continuous learning opportunity offered ways to develop her 

approach in interacting with people in different positions, thus creating value not only 

for herself but those around her. In addition to her early-career experience described 

above, Janet also reflected on other significant encounters that influenced her later 

choices. She talked about her first real job where she was lucky enough to have a very 

good boss, whose influence on her thinking, and her leadership principles and style, was 

long-lasting. She shares an example.  

“It’s my second day on the job and he [the boss] shows up in my room. He looks at me and says you 

must be new here, what’s your name? I told him who I was and he went on asking about what I do 

here. I obviously told him what I was hired to do. He was staring at me for a short time and asked 

if I knew how much a person uses of their brain capacity, on average. Well, I had no idea, of course. 

He said three percent, and asked if I could try to reach at least ten in this company. After that I 

started to follow his leadership style and how he would lead the people in the company. It was really 

interesting, for example, that he would always show up late at meetings but right away know exactly 

what was going on, and what kind of decisions needed to be made. It was fascinating as there was 

always a huge amount of energy in the room.” 

Later in her career, Janet has seen and experienced for herself how important it is that 

people are energized and inspired by role models, and also by treating other people as 

talented individuals, while challenging them. For Janet, this early career experience 

emphasized the importance and value of being as genuine as possible, being as human 

as possible. This, she suggested, is true not only when working every day with your 

subordinates but in boardrooms, too.  

5.4.2. On working style 

Janet’s reason for sharing this early career memory links strongly to her own style of 

leading and managing; it perhaps tells of her approach to life in general. She mentions 

that she always pays close attention to how other leaders and managers behave, and 

whether she has something to learn from them. I notice similar attention in our 

discussion. She appears to be very straightforward, yet willing to listen to the other 

person. This, I interpret, has given her strength and self-reliance that carried her through 

the various positions. Furthermore, our discussion speaks of her ability to discuss and 
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deal with difficult issues in a constructive and analytical, reflective manner. There is not 

too much of this type of honesty and frankness, according to Janet.  

“It’s one of the unspoken subjects in Finnish leadership. I think we should work really hard on this. 

I mean, you should be able to bring things up for discussion, no matter how clumsy you feel, and 

this should happen without being judged. For me, it has been both my strength and my weakness. 

Strength in the sense that people who know me know that I only want to discuss the topic or solve 

the problem. And a weakness when encountering people who are not able to understand the bigger 

picture.”   

The capability of employing frankness as a tool in board work was put to use when Janet 

was a CEO while also becoming a board member, and eventually a chairperson. 

“This is exactly the point where you need to jump or to stay.” 

This was the part of her career that Janet considers the hardest yet most rewarding. It 

was a learning path with many successes and failures, ups and downs, all of which gave 

her perspective not only on her own career and choices made, but also how to work with 

a board of directors under constantly evolving circumstances. These circumstances 

include elements caused by the company itself, but also by changes in the general 

business environment. What is the role of a board of directors in these types of 

circumstances? 

“Not so hands-on, but you must absolutely understand what’s really going on in the marketplace. I 

always have the same questions, and I always began with the same questions: what’s happening in 

the customer’s life, and elsewhere in the world as well, because you need to pay attention. If I’d 

known more than the CEO, I might have raised that question. The same questions for the personnel, 

how they’re doing and what’s going on. And then about changes in the sector or industry.” 

5.4.3. On value and value creation 

The conversation with Janet on value and value creation is closely linked to her approach 

to having been a CEO and a board chair, and the knowledge and competence gained in 

those positions. This approach is a quality that she has accumulated over the years. 

Moreover, she emphasizes the core values of each company as an integral element in 

value and value creation.  

“I seriously cannot understand… please remember that I have a long history in an industry that I 

learned from every angle… I mean it’s impossible for me to understand that I could bring value in 
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a board if I didn’t know how customers buy, how do they choose, and what kind of knowledge and 

skills are needed. How could I possibly bring value if I’m totally lost?” 

 

Another important element in value and creating value is based on trust. In her thinking, 

Janet draws on a well-known concept of trust, and explains that she very strongly 

believes that value creation is impossible without the basic elements of trust built and in 

place. Trust is built on transparency and values, both of which can act as a mirror and a 

tool for the board itself.  

“Does the [board] leadership understand that it’s all about people? It doesn’t matter what business 

you’re in, it’s all up to the people…it means that you spend time with your people, you put yourself 

out there. This applies to boards as well. And there in the boardroom it all begins with the chair.”  

 

The set of company values is the foundation for the existence of a company, and the 

driving force that carries it through difficult times. Janet gives an example. 

“We were in a very tough position financially and there was a consultant helping us. She was asking 

whether we know the values of the company, and one of the executives burst out laughing, causing 

confusion for the consultant. He then explained that there is no way to work for this company and 

not know the values. And that’s not enough; you have to know what it means for leadership, and 

you must know how you can behave based on those values.” 

 

Janet thinks true value-creation can occur only in companies with a clear and healthy set 

of values.  

“It’s my firm belief that if a board of directors demonstrates how to form a good working group 

(team) by their own example, it inevitably reaches the CEO who then replicates it with his or her 

team, and so on. It means that the leadership stand with their head held high, even if everything 

breaks down; it means that the leadership tells the truth; that they stick it out and don’t run when 

things get tough; they stand in front of you. They are always available. The leadership will tell you 

in plain English the purpose of the company and the limits within which everyone can execute 

things.”  

 

She goes on to emphasize her strong belief that each of our behavioral choices is based 

on values, and the better they are contemplated and understood, the better they can be 

used as guidance in decision-making situations, for example.  

“Values guide your choices and they guide your behavior.”  

Based on her own experience, Janet thinks that the power of well-defined and outspoken 

values is seldom considered to the extent to which it should. As her comment above 
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indicates, values guide behavior and actions that in turn can be channeled into value 

creation. For entrepreneurial growth companies, there is no standard way of achieving 

this.  

“Board work with growth companies is forthright at best, and that doesn’t mean that the structures 

won’t be there as well.”  

There is no standard way of advising a founder or CEO, either. They need to be given the 

space and latitude to act in their role. Board members need to be direct, honest, 

respectful, and reflective in their advice to a CEO. For Janet, this means knowing the 

respective industry and therefore being able to offer deep and reliable advice.   
“A reliable (trustworthy) partner, and to be that you need to know your business.” 

Janet has found that deep industry knowledge is one of the key ingredients and values a 

board member can bring to a founder or CEO.  
“The smaller the company, the more important it is that the board knows the industry, and maybe 

even more importantly knows a little bit about how to anticipate approaching changes. The smaller 

the firm, the more you need… well, I don’t mean that you must know everything about the industry. 

But if you’re mentally able to understand your own limits and limits of knowledge… I know of this 

advisory board where all of the members think they are. No growth company needs besserwissers.” 

For Janet, this means that value is based on self-awareness. One particular meeting, she 

recalls, reflected well on the trusting atmosphere she had been able to create, and the 

value that this type of trusting environment can bring to a whole board: 
“There was this one meeting… it had been a trying day and I was in a bad mood. There was this one 

member who interrupted the meeting by asking me if it was possible that I go get a coffee and take 

some deep breaths. Then we could continue. Then I felt that I’d been able to create something, as it 

was a justified request.” 

Self-awareness can be detected in a person’s behavior in various ways. Janet says she 

takes her time getting to know a person, and tries not to draw conclusions too quickly. 

She shares that with experience comes the growing ability to sense sincerity and a self-

deprecating personality, with a strong personal value base that allows a presence that 

requires no ego.  
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5.5. The role of values in creating value 

Janet’s approach to value and value creation leans on self-understanding and deliberate 

awareness. At the core of each is the notion of values, whether personal or professional.  

The topic of values was raised and discussed with other interviewees, too. For some, it 

was clear that values represent different angle to our discussions, while with others it was 

not as clear. Values are regarded important, even crucial, just like value and value 

creation, but they rarely are discussed to the extent that would ensure cohesion among 

board members.  
“It (dialogue on values) is really not there, and actually it only comes at a certain level of experience. 

Now that I think about it, it depends very much on the composition of the board. The fact that there 

are international board members changes this… the conversation on company value comes more 

quickly.” (Interviewee #11) 

He went on to say that this type of dialogue on company values requires the ability on 

the part of the board members to openly share their respective experiences, not only 

superficially, but where failures and areas of insecurity can be shared and discussed. The 

discussion on values at growth companies seems to come with individuals that have some 

prior experience, and therefore perhaps the courage to speak out. Based on the 

interviewees’ experiences, this type of open dialogue is not as yet very common.     
“We’ve been successful in building this type of open dialogue in 20% of the companies.” 

(Interviewee #11) 

It seems, though, that there are benefits to taking the time and effort to encourage open 

communication and conversation.  
“I’ve been able to gather people that share the same set of values, and also the intent businesswise. 

This is what has brought the most success.” (Interviewee #14)  

He carried on reflecting on the benefits of definite values and being open about them. 
“If you build your company and your team around a strong set of values, you have the basis, or I 

could say that it’s very easy to find and recruit people that commit to the company in the long term, 

and to the value base and working together.” (Interviewee #14) 

I observed that it was easier and more natural to talk about values with people who 

identified themselves primarily as founders, even if they were acting as a CEO or board 

member at the time of the interview. Personal values and outlook on life are for many 

entrepreneurs the red thread that guides their companies’ growth.  
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“Being an entrepreneur is my way of pursuing things that are important to me. I want to do things 

that can then contribute to bigger things. So what I mean is that the purpose of this company is to 

fund the next one, the bigger one. I think the biggest success for me is effectiveness, or maybe 

impact, improving living conditions, for example. It’s more important that there are users who can 

benefit from what my company does.” (Interviewee #8) 

 

In discussing values with one of the founders, our conversation led into questions 

concerning significance, meaningfulness, and the importance of actively thinking about 

such topics while growing your company. For him, the crucial questions were, for 

example: Why and how is a company created? What is the purpose of creating a 

company, and what are the founder’s intentions? He seemed to consider growth less 

valid, unless these types of questions are weighed.  
“There needs to be skin in the game, so to speak. Growth is also building and constructing meaning.” 

(Interviewee #10) 

 

5.6. Vignette #3: Dreams, mentors and networks 

5.6.1. The background 

I had heard of John, given that while on the young side he already had a quite successful 

company. We met in his office, where the office manager welcomed me, and it was clearly 

very busy, people working with their headphones on or talking in small groups. It felt as 

if I had entered a community with a very strong character and an air of joy, rather than 

an ordinary office. When I think back to this particular interview, and check my notes 

before and immediately after it, I strongly believe that my initial impression of the 

company’s office very much mirrors the founder’s personality (or identity) and approach 

to life, not only to running a growth company.  

 

It took just a few minutes for him to come and meet me. John’s demeanor was 

unassuming, yet portrayed self-confidence. It felt like he was having a very hectic day, 

but he did not let that affect his behavior or attention to our discussion. It was as if he 

could detach himself from the buzz of the office simply by muting his mobile phone, and 

we had an interesting and uninterrupted one-hour discussion. Next, I tell John’s story, 

concentrating on his approach to utilizing the board of directors’ value-creation role to 

generate growth for his company, and for himself, thus perhaps realizing his own dream 

of the future in the making.  
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At the time of the interview, John was in his 20s. The company he was then heading, with 

two other founders, was his third venture. It employed around 50 people working in six 

different countries, some virtually, and its operations were run from Helsinki. He told 

me he had held some board seats himself, but had stepped down as the present company 

began to grow, and felt he needed to focus 100% on the one firm.  

We began our conversation with his very first experiences in the basics of business. 

“I could not get a summer job and all my friends went to work at ice cream parlors and whatnot, 

and so I had to figure out some way to get the staff I wanted.” 

John’s experiences of being a young entrepreneur might sound like something out of a 

movie. But in his case, it is not a script written for movie theaters but a young 

entrepreneur’s quest for growth and learning. John was very precise in his recollections 

describing these first steps to entrepreneurship: the amount of money he had and how 

much he would need, including monthly allowances and so on. Telling me about his first 

summer job experience, it did not sound like a typical teenage boy thinking about 

summer jobs purely as a way of making some money in order to have fun. There may 

have been an element of that, but with the twist of learning something new along the 

way, and perhaps creating a solution for a continuous stream of revenue. 

Throughout our conversation, John gave the impression that he was not content with 

easy answers given by adults, and later by advisors or board members, but was seeking 

advice that he could think about and then act on his own terms. He also revealed that by 

using the Internet, he discovered he would actually be able to have his device or similar 

much cheaper, if he put it together himself, thus exhibiting the characteristics of an 

entrepreneur at an early age.  

“And so… I built my first device and magically it all worked… I brought all my friends over and they 

couldn’t believe it.” 

He was very encouraged by his friends’ admiration, and became determined to work for 

himself, selling to family members, neighbors and friends. He elaborated on this desire 

to build a company, thinking back to his school year when he was allowed to conduct on-

the-job training only if he had his trade name registered.  
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Becoming an entrepreneur at young age contributed to John’s reserve of experiences, 

both successful and unsuccessful. The fearless, almost carefree, approach to being an 

entrepreneur is something he recounts several times when talking about his company, 

and the path that has led to the situation at the time of the interview. There have been 

several trials and errors, but he never wants to give up: 

“I was always excited and sure that the next one would be next Google or whatever. And after about 

forty to fifty trials, I finally had an idea that worked.” 

He talks about his company’s early phases, that the first signs of success were rather 

addictive, and that it was gratifying to see that other people, total strangers, would 

actually consider paying money for his product. Based on John’s narration, he seemed 

very analytical in his actions, paying attention to how he chose to behave in any given 

situation. His narration seemed well thought out, demonstrating his own thought 

processes. It also seemed that he had perhaps told his story a few times before.  

Topics and descriptions that consistently emerge during our conversation are “being 

super focused”, “very excited to see and experience”, and “to challenge myself in 

growing.” John used this type of images when talking about his present company, as well 

as life outside of the company. He seemed to think that his early experiences had taught 

him to be focused on achieving his goals and looking at the big picture, whether having 

a summer job to obtain a new device, or getting the right resources for this company. 

Finding focus would enable new experiences and challenges, not only for himself but the 

entire team. One notable characteristic he displayed was the quest for learning from the 

more experienced individuals in his network.   

When things were working out for him personally, or for one of his team members, he 

described it as the “joy of working” and “seeing others grow”. On the other hand, he was 

not shy about his failures or successes. The main idea behind the company was his own 

personal experience and losing money in trying out the service.   

“… I lost some money… I felt like an idiot.” 

It seemed that finding something that would not create joy for him, but would excite 

potential customers and his personnel, was the guiding force behind the company.  
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John attributed some of his success to luck. We talked about whether it was luck or 

something to do with his personal traits of being open, eager and almost “child-like” in 

his enthusiasm for new ideas and opportunities to try them out. He thinks that being 

prepared and positive in meeting new people tends to have positive consequences. That 

is how he thinks about his board of directors and how it came into existence.  

 

5.6.2. About board work 

When we talked about his board and the early phases of its construction, luck and a 

positive demeanor seem indeed to play a part.    

“I was super lucky. I’d been running the business for about six months, and went to meet with a 

(funder) and for some reason, and I still don’t know why, he accepted the meeting and listened to 

me for 45 minutes. I met this guy (name omitted) there and told him what we’re doing and that we 

were off to a somewhat good start. It was me and two other guys at the time and it generated a few 

hundred thousand in sales. But this guy told me that we have to come to this angel event they were 

organizing and you’re gonna speak for seven minutes, no more and no less. And there will be a 

bunch of angel investors there. And so I prepared the presentation and practiced, you know, all 

night. And I went there and did the pitch and I met NN (name omitted). He came to me and said 

this sounds interesting and we should meet.” 

 

Once the first investment came in, three seasoned investors joined the board, in addition 

to a few angel investors. Based on what John told me, these board members represented 

the investment community. He was very satisfied with the composition of this initial 

board of directors, including was one seasoned individual who especially challenged him, 

thus helping him to take steps towards being the kind of entrepreneur he wanted to be. 

With this one board member, he had a conversation about the future.  

“I had this conversation with NN. And he asked me, what do you want to do with your life? I guess 

he was trying to determine whether I wanted to stay on as the company’s CEO. And I said I want to 

be like MM, and he told me that he had invested in that company ten years ago. I couldn’t believe 

it. Then NN introduced me to MM, and he made an investment and joined the board.” 

 

With regard to board practices and utilizing the board for various purposes, John tells 

me about regular board meetings that he prepares very carefully, adhering to best 

practice: sending material beforehand, making sure the material includes all the required 

data, and so forth.  
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“A board requires you to crystallize your thinking… it doesn’t allow you to have your thinking all 

over the place, you really have to get to the essence of it. And I think that’s what the board really 

helps do.” 

Depending on the topic, John also has one-on-one meetings between the more official 

board meetings. These off-site meetings and talks are John’s way of taking advantage of 

the knowledge and skills of the company’s board members. John is very particular about 

his board members’ track record and different qualities, and it comes across as though 

he is very close to his board members.  

“…and when I’m in that city, I’ll hang out at his house, with him and his wife. He’s 67 years old 

already but, you know, he is super helpful and always trying to work out ways to help…” 

“Do you consider them your friends?” (Interviewer) 

“They are my mentors… They ask all these really great questions and it’s good as a sounding board 

for your own ideas. And they push you to go back and rethink and then present your thoughts more 

clearly.” 

“Had I not had the mentors I have, we would have gone bankrupt a long time ago, and I wouldn’t 

have learned a fraction of what I have learned.” 

“But… it’s pretty loosely coupled, I’d say. It’s pretty flexible in the way I just had dinner with two of 

the board members. And if someone’s in Helsinki, we hang out or … most of the interaction goes 

informal ways... If all your interaction is during the board meeting, you really limit yourself to what 

could be achieved in two hours in a group, compared to what you can do if you spend some time 

with them.” 

John is pretty precise in drawing this line between mentors and friends. He states clearly 

that he considers the board members not as personal friends, but as mentors guiding 

him in the leadership of the company. This clear distinction keeps the respective roles 

separate, and aids John in benefitting from the board as an entity, and board members 

as individuals. This is also a way of using the board’s networks to gain creditability as a 

young entrepreneur. Being a young, and at times, inexperienced entrepreneur in running 

a company can benefit from the symbolic value of a board of directors containing more 

seasoned individuals. 

We spent a good deal of time talking about the company and what it means to him, both 

in the role of founder and as a personal (learning) experience. Throughout the interview, 

John is very precise on the details of the company: he knows exactly what processes and 

services are performing at what level and why, the cost of a particular activity, and 
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whether it is beneficial to the company, why they had acquired so many initial customers, 

and how and why the customers behave the way they do. John talks about his goals with 

similar precision and awareness:  

“I feel like I’ve learned something. It’s one thing reading a book and learning about it, but then 

actually finding that you change your behavior and the way we’re working. That’s such a great 

feeling. I want to feel that I have, you know, grown the people that work for me. That I feel that 

someone who’s facing a challenge, a manager in a situation… so thanks to the fact that we are 

structured here, I see them growing.” 

5.6.3. On value and value creation 

Value is embedded in John’s own learning from experiences and interactions with his 

board members, but also from other people in his network. It is all tied to his personal 

growth, as well as to the experiences of the company’s employees. What can be 

interpreted in John’s view on value are the multiple lenses he uses to approach value.   

“What do you mean, values or…? There are certainly a million dimensions around value.” 

“I would think value is derived from any activity that creates meaningful impact on an individual, 

whether it’s a customer, a shareholder or an employee, and people would value that in their own 

dimensions.” 

Value from his viewpoint is dependent on the individual himself, something you need to 

think about actively and be proactive about. It can also be seen as a learning process and 

continuous self-challenge. To consider value and value creation requires awareness and 

an element of maturity in recognizing your own limitations. The board of directors of an 

entrepreneurial company has a special responsibility in the kind of value creation John 

is talking about. The board can create credibility value for him in the eyes of the 

ecosystem, in building connections and maturity.    

“One thing I think is problematic is that if you’re doing really well, then the board can easily… 

hmm… I think it’s important for the board to say great, you did amazing work, but what about this, 

what about that, let’s think about this, you know. I mean the CEO gets a lot of value, at least I do, 

from people challenging my thinking, and not just going yes, things are going well, great. So, I 

appreciate that (the challenging), and it gives me fuel. But every person is different, and I think it 

comes down to… you know, I don’t think there’s any one size fits all approach. But especially for me 

it’s been helpful having these people on the board challenge me.” 
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This approach could perhaps be seen as a thread to the notion of being an entrepreneur. 

Being an entrepreneur is having the appetite for learning and gaining new experiences 

as a founder of a growth company, while recognizing your limitations. The board of 

directors can provide not only the basis for learning, but also generate elements of value 

that are otherwise missing from the company, due to the young age of an entrepreneur, 

for example. These elements could, for instance, be credibility, maturity, continuity, and 

presence. Also, the appearance of “been there, done that” carries weight.     

“I surround myself with people who are way smarter than me. It’s a hard choice to make, but then 

I listen, and I try to adapt and learn, and to change and improve.”  

 

On the other hand, value is very concrete and tied to the company’s financial 

performance. As he portrays above, John also makes financial value references to the 

company’s board of directors. He emphasizes the learning aspect, but the board 

members are not just investing their time in him; they invest financial resources, too, in 

the hope of a good return. 

“I hope that’ll be a good investment. That they make a lot of money…Well of course that’s my 

obligation, to make sure they get an excellent return on the capital they invested in the company, 

and entrusted me with. However, there are also other things I can hopefully help with. They have a 

lot of other portfolio companies. Someone needs help with customer acquisition, another needs 

help entering the US market…” 

 

Thus, value is also something that needs to be reciprocated, according to John. This 

notion of reciprocity is similar to that found in Jack’s approach to individual value and 

value creation as well.  

“You have to have a certain level of emotional intelligence. And I guess that’s very important if you 

want to manage a professional board.” 

 

5.7. Personal growth as value 

In John’s case, above, perceptions of value are frequently attached to personal growth. 

As a young entrepreneur, he recognized early on the potential power of working with a 

board of directors to help him grow as a person and as an entrepreneur. Part of that 

growth is the recognition of the board’s symbolic value as well as concrete skills and 

knowledge.  
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Another individual acting as an advisor and a board member suggests similar notions of 

the board’s symbolic value, in cases where the company is lacking in access, connections 

or skills, for example. 

“Advisors and also the board of directors can give you access to places and people you would not 

otherwise have, for example funding and investors, other networks and circles of people, and 

knowledge and skills.” (Interviewee #5) 

He (Interviewee #5) goes on to share his experiences especially in cases where a company 

is expanding in or into foreign markets. In these situations, a founder and/or the CEO 

will benefit not only from the credibility factor attached to them by a more seasoned 

board member, for example, but also from being able to demonstrate the necessary 

understanding of the market in question. This understanding needs to be backed up with 

the necessary business and industry knowledge and skills, which in turn facilitate trust-

building. Knowledge and skills were not discussed solely from the actor’s own 

perspective, but also from those of other board members, in many different ways. Based 

on the interviewee data, those founders who are aware of their own skills and knowledge, 

and a lack of thereof, will seek out board members to provide that complementarity.   

Discussing skills and knowledge is not straightforward, and entails various aspects, as 

interviewees understand them in a very board sense. Who you know seems pivotal, and 

a skill in itself.  

“I don’t know, but I know for sure someone who does.” (Interviewee #14) 

Knowing the right people, and having the right set of network-building skills, can provide 

access to additional resources, whether funding or some other kind, for example. 

Relationships and the ability to consciously accumulate them can also be considered an 

additional pool of reciprocity of “been there, done that” experience.       

“If you’re missing some skills, the board is a way to acquire them…networks and networking are a 

sort of skills as well. You need to find people that can help the founder or the CEO.” (Interviewee 

#8) 

Many of the interviewees talk about the difficulty of growth, especially in terms of lacking 

experience in building and leading a growth company. 

“It’s the most important thing… to have a board of directors that understands growth.” (Interviewee 

#1) 
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The difficulty of this kind of understanding is conveying the underlying knowledge and 

skills to a less experienced CEO, for example.  

“Knowledge, networks and behavior…How do you transfer those kinds of skill? Pattern recognition 

is important, of course. How can you coach that?” (Interviewee #4) 

On the other hand, many of interviewees see it as important that skills and knowledge 

are genuine and earned by your own experience, not just purely from book-learning.  

“That there is a very solid base of skills and experience such that you can say I’ve really done this. 

It also means you can say if something is heading in the wrong direction … or if we’re not being 

crazy enough, you know. If we’re being too careful.” (Interviewee #19) 

Another interviewee felt very strongly that your earned skills are more important than 

being “a nice person”, so to speak. 

“I feel that yes, skills and networks are hugely important… it doesn’t matter (if the person is a bit 

annoying), it only adds to the conversation and it becomes richer.” (Interviewee #16) 

One of the interviewees talked about personal understanding and acknowledgement of 

your capabilities and abilities to build and run a company. In her experience, it is a task 

that requires constant evaluation of the required expertise, while acknowledging 

instances where your own is insufficient. Often, these instances are worth discussing and 

sparring over with trusted advisors, who can provide perhaps a more objective viewpoint, 

as they are not as invested as board members are in the company. Advisors can challenge 

you by provoking you to think about the future, or having the courage to change a 

company’s direction, if necessary. One of the interviewed entrepreneurs thought this 

criticality and critical thinking is a skill required of all board members:  

“You have to critically question whether you’re the best at what you do, and am I useful.” 

(Interviewee #12) 

It can be interpreted from the interviews that many appreciate criticality and even 

skepticism.  

“But not in a way that the board is full of yes men and women… they need to challenge me, you 

know, positively. Maybe empowerment is the right word.” (Interviewee #14) 
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When thinking about the kind of coaching and advice he is looking for from the board, 

another founder wanted to be similarly challenged.   

“It would be great to have the feeling that this is our joint operation. And still have different 

backgrounds and profiles… I think it’s where the most interesting observations come from, the ones 

that I would think of myself. I don’t want them to talk about the general industry notes or 

terminology but to offer different perspectives and opinions.”(Interviewee #8) 

Yet another angle on the cultivation of your skills and knowledge is the different 

personalities present in the board of directors.  

“They are there, above all, as humans, as individuals, and this brings value.” (Interviewee #15) 

All of the interviewees feel that Finland is very small in terms of the pool of potential 

board members. This has both its plusses and minuses, of course.  

“That’s why it’s so important to have the right people there (board), so that they can truly contribute 

and challenge in a positive manner. So the company can enter a positive spin of growth.” 

(Interviewee #15) 

On the plus side is knowing who is who, and their credentials, knowledge and skills, for 

example. The minuses are the flip side of that familiarity: when everyone knows each 

other, the dynamics are very quickly established and the board guards its boundaries.  

5.8. Vignette #4: Careful board practices 

5.8.1. The background 

I met with James at his office, which is located in one of the new entrepreneurial 

communities in Helsinki, targeting companies of various sizes from pre-seed to large 

established corporations. The space seems to be highly inspirational and internationally 

minded for growth-oriented companies, as it gathers the ecosystem’s actors together. It 

was an early-morning meeting, with a tight deadline of one hour, as James had a meeting 

with an entrepreneur, he told me. We had met before and exchanged a short and rather 

cursory conversation on entrepreneurial differences between Finland and elsewhere in 

the world. Today (the day of the interview) offers the opportunity to learn about his past 

experiences, and how he utilizes them in his current roles as an investor and a board 

member.  
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James’s background is versatile with experience of both small and large companies. He 

has been an expert member on the board of a listed company, but also started his own 

company in his early 20s. He is currently working as a venture capitalist and has also 

acted as an angel investor in a few companies. James is involved in four boards of 

directors at the time of the interview, chairing two and a member in the other two. All 

four companies are part of the company’s investment portfolio as early-stage growth 

companies. He also tells me of his involvement in various other communities and 

companies, but does not consider them part of his professional personality. They, 

however, contribute to his skills, of course, as a venture capitalist and board member, 

and also impact his outlook on how to bring value to an ecosystem.  

 

James highlights his various touchpoints with companies of different sizes. He thinks 

these touchpoints are elemental to his experience and knowledge, not only on leadership 

but also in helping and mentoring other people. His several c-level positions in 

international corporations represent experiences that he refers to multiple times during 

our interview. It all stems from being interested in various aspects of business, while also 

being offered different and interesting positions.        
“You can figure out your view on certain aspects based on your own experience. This’s a big part of 

our work. So, the money is one element, but I think that building and coaching companies to grow 

is a bigger one.” 

 

For James, money and “a bigger element” go hand-in-hand. It starts with the founder(s), 

and the ways of working with them being very open and interactive.  
“…that we are actively connected and interacting, not just in board meetings. So when asked 

whether to turn left or right, we can say based on our views and experience that it should be left.” 

 

According to James, a founder or a CEO is often very alone in his or her questions and 

decisions. Even in cases where there is more than one founder in a company, ultimately 

it is always a solo decision for the core actor. This can be overwhelming for anyone, let 

alone a first-time founder or CEO, he continues. This is where the open lines of 

communication and relationships with a wider network can be even more prized, and 

may generate greater value than actual money.       

 

5.8.2. About board work 

From James’s perspective, the governance structure is something that needs to be built 

so that growth is structurally possible and decisions are documented, and so forth. He 
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reflects that this notion of having your “homework done” is something that all companies 

share. He also thinks that the core elements of the board of directors are basically similar 

across various companies, though he also recognizes that the board tasks of a small and 

growing company are very different to those of a listed company. One of the most notable 

difference is the degree of formalism, which in small growth-companies is considerably 

lower, James feels. By the same token, some of the procedures and practices of an 

established board can provide a baseline for an entrepreneurial company’s board of 

directors. One of these elements is the rhythm of conduct.   
“The frame is there, perhaps, but… yes, it’s the content of the meeting that’s different. In small 

companies it’s more about coaching, compared to reporting which is emphasized in larger 

companies. In big companies it takes a lot more time to get the big picture.” 

Coaching is dependent on the relationship between himself and a founder, James thinks, 

and especially on the founder’s background and experience. For coaching to work, there 

needs to be a shared understanding of the objectives, not only of the company but the 

founder in question, too.  
“Can you explain more about coaching, how do you work with a founder?” (Interviewer) 

“Well, that varies too... on what kind of relationship forms between us, and the founder’s 

background, you know, what he has done before and what areas does he need help with. So, to give 

you an example… presently, one of the companies is thinking about going to a new market. We work 

through how to do it: how to build it, how to phase it, who to contact, and so on. When I have that 

experience myself, it means we can save a lot of time. And then I have my own networks in that 

market, and I can say contact such and such a person. We can then think about funding the activity. 

And finally the other part, the part where we are trying to build, is to get the companies themselves 

talking to each other.” 

This element of interaction between different companies, or more specifically between 

founders and CEOs of different companies, is an element of value creation that James 

appreciates. He thinks there needs to be a common denominator for founders to feel 

connected, and therefore willing to share and help one another. This can be an industry, 

but more likely a phase of a company’s life cycle, or the notion that a company is aiming 

for aggressive growth. This is something he has noticed: there is funding available in 

Finland nowadays, but what founders are looking for is something else as well, 

something extra.  
“It’s an assumption, today, that companies looking for funding are seeking some other components 

as well. Since money is reasonably available, and there are alternatives there. So, in the best cases 

(companies) we need to be clear about our value added. It should not be a surprise. They 

(companies) will assess whether we are the right group of people to be supporting their growth. It 
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goes both ways… This is no shark tank where we act as judges telling some to go out, some to come 

in. It’s about our skills and about building our brand.”   

5.8.3. On value and value creation  

The notion of value is quite straightforward, if not easy, for James. It is monetary, as he 

comments: 
“For us it’s very concrete. It’s money. A successful fund is one that delivers a gross return of 3x, and 

a net return of more than 2x…so it’s easily measured in the long run. But in early-phase funds, ten 

years is a short time. This is from our (investor) point of view.” 

It seems that James’s thinking on value and value creation stems from his identity as a 

venture capitalist. He was very particular on that point at the beginning of our 

conversation. However, our discussion on value is not as simplistic as it might appear. 

James continues: 
“For us, the value determination…it’s very simple, but very mystical. For later-phase investments, 

it’s easier, as information can but input into some kind of financial model.”  

As James emphasizes, his company is working with early stage companies, where the 

various different concepts of value are not easily discussed or determined. There are 

often no clear measures or tools for evaluations, nor prior benchmarks. Investing in 

people is a rather ambiguous decision, and based on your own past experiences, 

discussions, reflections, and trusting your own judgement.  
“A lot of it is intuition, and it doesn’t always go right. We invest in people in the early phases, as 

there’s no more than that.”  

Intuition and investment is an interesting topic. Our discussion leaves us both feeling 

that we were only able to scratch the surface. The conversation circles around potential 

investment and its monetary value, while James recognizes the element of human 

interaction and centricity. He especially acknowledges each person’s strengths and 

weaknesses and the impact those might have on value creation. Value is created through 

various human-related activities that bring benefits to founders, and to James himself. 
“You have to be humble. Even though I’ve seen and done a lot, it is the mental thinking process that 

I can maybe bring to the relationship. To help in the decision-making. Often it’s more important 

that the decision is made, than that it’s exactly the right decision. Often the worst decision is that 

there is no decision. You can change a bad decision later.” 
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For James, it is a two-way learning process: he can share his experiences and knowledge 

with a founder or a CEO, for example, while also gaining new insights and understanding 

from them in return. This type of value creation takes place on an individual level and 

also on the board level. James also feels that he gains something from his interactions 

with other members of the board.  
“I feel that I get something out of it.” 

Talking about what he himself gains and achieves is not quite as straightforward as 

talking about investments and returns on investment. He feels, for example, that he 

benefits from various viewpoints and considerations from people with different 

backgrounds and diverse outlooks on business, investing and advising. These are aspects 

that increase his specific knowledge and skills. He is also talking about the amount of 

time spent on any one founder or CEO. Again, there is no one right way to do it. Instead, 

it varies and is dependent on the relationship between James and the other actor.  

Often, value becomes visible with success, says James. He considers monetary return on 

investment a necessity in his line of business. The additional value comes from his 

personal experience of accomplishment, of having been part of something significant. 

This personal value does tie back into the potential success of a company, and an 

accomplishment that he himself and the companies invested in, believed in, have been a 

part.  
“Success is when we can return the investment. But be part of the something bigger.” 

“Tell me more” (Interviewer) 

“Well, that we can build an international, scalable business, with revenues of 100M and an excellent 

growth profile. But that we’ve been part of it, that can we do it. It really requires that many things 

come together…That there is some handprint of mine there, not necessarily visible, but I’ve had the 

experience of being able to take things forward. All the credit and honor goes to the entrepreneur.” 

5.9. Business value 

James’s approach to value stems from two complementary orientations. His thinking on 

value is strongly linked to his business, which would seem obvious. The work of a venture 

capitalist is about capital injections into promising growth companies. While his identity 

is predominantly that of a venture capitalist, he pays close attention to being able to help 

a founder or a founder team grow in other ways, too. His tools in this include coaching 
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and advising, based on his previous professional and personal experiences. Financial 

investment and the more personal touch support each other.       

In the interview data, I can detect a similar dual approach. As one of the interviewees 

articulates, there is constant interplay between financial issues and the other elements 

the board of directors is expected to provide and support. Often, a lack of money can be 

easily determined, much more so than a lack of other potentially and equally important 

elements.  
“The monetary needs have a huge influence on how a company and its board of directors is built 

up. There’s this constant quest for money and a constant lack of it. ” (Interviewee #1) 

He has a very strong belief that each company should have a strong and capable board of 

directors from the outset. He was basing this view on his decades-long experience in both 

funding and advising growth companies. Any investment should always come with the 

relevant knowledge and skills, but also an understanding of the kind of advice and 

coaching a founder team needs, even in cases where they (founders) themselves seem to 

realize those needs. He also conveyed the importance of energy: in building a company 

with the relevant knowledge and skills, and with an appropriate understanding of what 

kinds of advice and coaching are needed at any point in the growth company life cycle.  
“Knowledge and energy are the most important things.” (Interviewee #1) 

Another interviewee highlighted the imbalance of knowledge and money in many growth 

companies, especially in the early phases of fast growth.  
“There was a-symmetry of information and vision, insight and money coming in.” (Interviewee #3) 

He was reflecting back to his own experiences as the CEO of a company that experienced 

very fast growth at a particular point in time. He recalled highly intensive periods when 

they (the top management) felt the company was attracting attention and potential 

investment, while they were barely able to keep pace with the different and increasing 

requirements of growth. In retrospect, he wishes they had had a wise board, with good 

and sufficiently relevant instincts to recognize the need for personal coaching, including 

helping founders and the CEO to cope with the demands and contradictions of growth.   

Interviewees were saying that sometimes founders are too shy or too cautious in asking 

for help. At times, it seems there are some unspoken conventions on what a founder can 
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or cannot express. This is particularly so when an investment has been made. Yet, as one 

of the board members noted, the need for advice and coaching should always be voiced.  
“You just ask. Nobody has died of someone saying no.” (Interviewee #5) 

 

One of the founders interviewed was working with the board of directors of his company 

in a reasonably successful manner, but he also felt that something was lacking. He talked 

about the ways in which the board was helping him guide the company forwards. They 

worked together on defining the potential pathways, utilizing board members’ 

knowledge and connections, for example. What he felt was lacking was the larger context 

of doing business. He felt that it was much easier to talk about money and investments 

than it was to have meaningful conversations about potentially wider and more 

multidimensional purposes for a company.    
“It’s easier to stick with the limits of money, but it’s not everything.” (Interviewee #8)   

 

Weighing and prioritizing many, sometimes competing needs is difficult, the 

interviewees shared. One of the CEOs shared his thinking on obtaining not only 

investments but also knowledge and skills.  
“If I think about what it is that we do… and you know, I’ve spent a lot of time networking. I’ve come 

across very few people who have a kind of visionary approach, I mean who look at things critically 

and who I believe can really help me.” (Interviewee #15) 

 

He emphasized the need for potential board members to really have something extra to 

offer, he said. He thinks that, ultimately, finding board members who can also advise, 

and share similar outlooks on growing a company, and also on life in general, is quite an 

intuitive process 
“Our philosophy on life is to be quite open and trusting. A sort of positive human approach that, in 

principle, others want what’s best for us. And that we can share quite openly. There are some who 

will use it against us and steal our ideas, but in the end the effect is positive, the cumulative effect 

is positive, I mean.” (Interviewee #8) 

 

He was reflecting on his experiences in forming the board of directors that became 

necessary due to external investment. It was not straightforward or easy to form the 

board and its working practices, especially when the founders were strong-willed. It takes 

maturity on both sides of the board table to recognize the level and depth of advice 

needed, and to have the courage to discuss it. In this respect, a board of directors can add 

value or become an obstacle or even a liability. 
“So, a board can be a huge resource or it can be a huge burden.” (Interviewee #14) 
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5.10. Observations on ecosystems 

The concept of ecosystems was an observable part of every interview. However, this was 

not within the scope of my research, so I did not direct discussions deeper into the 

elements of ecosystems. At the same time, the topic cannot be entirely ignored, and I 

cannot accurately report the interview findings without a commentary on ecosystems. 

So, I will take this opportunity to briefly discuss the most relevant observations arising 

from the interviews, as they relate to perceptions of value and value creation.  

We know from studies and examples around the world how important a well-functioning 

ecosystem is, as a foundation for entrepreneurs to build and grow their companies. 

Ecosystems are being researched from various perspectives: business (e.g. Moore, 1996; 

Iansiti & Levien, 2004), innovation (e.g. Adner, 2006; Adner & Kapoor, 2010; Autio & 

Thomas, 2014), and startups (Herrmann et al., 2015), for example. It is also noted in the 

literature that interdependent ecosystems are becoming more common, and we need 

more in-depth and proactive research to better understand value creation and value 

capture in these new types of ecosystem (Bharadwaj et al., 2013), often generated and 

enabled by technological advancements.   

The interviewees emphasized the need to understand the context (environment) of a 

growth company, as this will reflect on board requirements, as one interviewee put it:  
“The context of the company (startup) plays a large part in this, determining what kind of board of 

directors the company needs, or if it should have more advisors instead.” (Interviewee #5) 

He was talking about growth companies being established and developed according to 

the rules and elements of one particular ecosystem, yet targeting international markets. 

Based on his experience as a founder and advisor, careful consideration should be given 

to what is required of the board of directors, not only in the short-term in the present 

ecosystem, but strategically, in the long-term, to cope with entering new markets, and 

with new ecosystems that may operate differently. He went on to say:  
“It’s about the understanding what will happen and the speed of that change.” (Interviewee #5) 

He emphasized that only board members who have experience in certain aspects of 

international growth and various ecosystems can share that experience in ways that bring 

value to a company. Therefore, the board of directors should reflect the ecosystem a 
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company is entering as part of growth. This means a target-oriented approach to board 

member identification, attraction and commitment.  

Similar views were shared by another interviewee, who talked about the importance of 

personal experience as a value for a growth company in various ecosystems:  
“The climate and the rules of the game are important, through your own experience and 

background…” (Interviewee #9)  

His experience was that you could not assume that practices and behavior, for example, 

acceptable in one ecosystem will automatically bring value and success in another. Most 

of the interviewees shared the view that the Finnish ecosystem for startups and growth 

companies is fast developing, yet different and somewhat lagging behind more mature 

ecosystems such as Silicon Valley or Israel, for example.  
“The principles for building a growth company in Finland and in Silicon Valley, or for example in 

Finland and in Israel, are very different, still.” (Interviewee #1)     

As he continued discussing the various elements of ecosystems’ specifics, it was clear that 

he perceived personal experience of these ecosystems as a value, and believed that to be 

most significant for any growth company, too.  

Another interviewee with similar experience from various ecosystems stressed 

comparable personal experience:  
“The individual’s knowledge and experience base is very important and valuable. Also, a hands-on 

attitude.” (Interviewee #6).  

In this instance, the hands-on attitude refers to his acquired experience, or as one 

interviewee put it “Been there, done that” (Interviewee #1). Despite being very open and 

encouraging, and with a broadening base of entrepreneurship (i.e. more and more people 

becoming involved in growth companies and board work in the Finnish ecosystem), most 

of the interviewees saw a board of directors containing individuals with an extensive 

experience base as a real asset for a company. Finding these types of individual can be a 

challenge in a fairly young entrepreneurial ecosystem.  
“Many of us are really just little league players when compared to the world champions. There really 

is a big difference there in how we Finns define and appreciate, or not as it may be, our knowledge 

and skills. When I compare that with those who are now joining our companies from other 

countries, their background, knowledge and outlook are totally different. We here in Finland, and 

maybe also in many other countries in Europe, think we are tough and experienced. I would say 

that most of us are really little league players entering the world championship.” (Interviewee #11)  
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Finland’s home market is small, so for a company to grow it needs to extend beyond the 

local ecosystem. It can be sensed from the interviews that there is a shared belief in the 

importance of well-functioning elements of an ecosystem, whether in Finland or 

elsewhere. Ecosystems offer experiences and encounters for individuals to participate in 

board work, and gain much needed knowledge and skills.  

 

5.11. Summary of the findings 

The four individual vignettes combined with the findings from the rest of the interview 

data provide rich insights into the interviewees’ individual perceptions on value and, to 

some extent, value creation in board work. Founders, CEOs and board members form 

perceptions based, for example, on their respective personal and professional 

experiences, education and training, worldviews, beliefs, and attitudes. Individual board 

members are likely to be selective in their processes of forming perceptions. This, 

however, does not make those perceptions any less true or valid. Instead, studying and 

uncovering these various perceptions will contribute to our deeper and wider 

understanding on the micro perspectives.    

 

In this research, the interview data suggest that more reflective research on individual 

perceptions of value and value creation can increase our insights and understanding on 

the functioning of the board of directors. The empirical data reveal that individual 

perceptions of value are often disguised by the passivity of the role of a board member, 

while in reality these perceptions are often rich in personal details and unique 

sensitivities. They are subjective, in that they reflect the individual’s personal life 

experiences and professional successes and failures. They are often layered: positive and 

negative, visible and hidden, profound and light, deeply meaningful and vaguely trivial. 

They can, to a certain extent, mirror the perceptions of the closest networks of which the 

person is a part. Furthermore, they can echo the sentiments of the particular ecosystem 

in which we are active. Thus, the perceptions of value and value creation cannot be 

treated as universal and unambiguous, nor are they automatically shared. Furthermore, 

they are not commonly or easily identified. The multitude of perceptions indicates a vast, 

as yet undiscovered, array of elements of value and value creation in the context of 

entrepreneurial growth companies, particularly from individual viewpoints. 

 

There are those amongst the interviewees who consider individual perceptions the most 

decisive element in the growth-company board of directors. They demonstrate concepts 
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of value in different layers that extend beyond the commonly assumed financial value, 

thus supporting the new theorizing considering also swiftly transforming institutional 

environment(s). Board members invest their experiences, personality, knowledge and 

networks in board work, beyond what is apparent, indicating an emotional investment 

that is indeed personal, yet enacted at a professional level. This type of approach can be 

applied to challenge peers, as well; even the more seasoned board members need to 

renew, relearn and reflect their respective experiences, when working for an 

entrepreneurial growth company.  

The perceptions of value seem to be as diverse as the individuals themselves, and should 

not be taken for granted or assumed to be shared by all board members. The 

organizational, and even social, structures around the board of an entrepreneurial 

growth company do not automatically create, maintain or support shared and mutually 

recognized perceptions of value. These perceptions are wide-ranging in that they reflect 

not only changes in mindset, motivations and beliefs of founders, CEOs and board 

members, but also both the internal and external contextual changes in which 

entrepreneurial companies operate today. 

The findings indicate that these varying perceptions of value are seldom intentionally or 

purposefully discussed among board members. Individual perceptions are often 

undisclosed and not considered a necessary topic for discussion, as can be interpreted 

from the interviewees’ accounts. Some individuals assume a common understanding 

among board members, and simply do not consider the merit of discussing the matter. 

Whether this is due to a lack of awareness, courage and knowledge, or to indifference, 

remains an open question. Others seem to unconsciously dismiss this type of dialogue as 

worthy of engagement, not having or making the time for it, thus indicating their 

priorities lie elsewhere. A third group considers the topic important, but there is a lack 

of knowledge or tools to tackle it in ways that would seem beneficial in the boardroom. 

The interviews also indicate that a lack of new vocabulary impedes the conversations.  

The interview data indicate that there are board members who place emphasis on 

understanding human behavior, their own as well as that of growth companies’ founders 

and CEOs. The interviewees consider self-knowledge crucial in advising and coaching 

others. This type of self-knowledge seems to be something that each interviewee 

approaches and utilizes differently. The environment in which the individual works also 

influences their ability to utilize self-knowledge.  



122 

The interviewees portray an environment that is complex, vast and loud, where the 

systemic structures are either crumbling, even anarchically in places, or kept in place in 

vain. For a growth company, and especially its board of directors, the systemic structures 

of this environment can be seen either as an opportunity or a threat. Opportunities can 

be found in the questioning and renewal of board practices, but only when it adds to 

board processes and potentially creates value. Ignorance and indifference can lead to 

putting value creation opportunities at risk. The danger for founders, CEOs and board 

members is to get lost in details, structures and processes that are neither meaningful 

nor necessary for their particular company or board. The public discourse offers advice, 

aspects and narratives in such quantities, that it requires special care to find and keep 

your true north, that is, the perception of value and value creation that you contribute to 

or strive to attain.  

All in all, these vignettes, accompanied by the other interview data, uncover individuals 

whose involvement in board work is based on their own, personal perceptions of value. 

Each individual perception of value may contribute to board processes and possibly to 

value creation. The individual perceptions might change over time, as they are revealed 

to others and discussed, perhaps resulting in re-learning, either as an individual or as a 

team. They might also need to be re-evaluated as either individual circumstances change 

or a company’s environment is transformed by sudden new competition or regulation, 

for example. Furthermore, they might need to be re-focused, as the board of directors of 

an entrepreneurial growth company matures towards becoming an effective team 

consciously targeting value creation (Machold et al., 2011).      

Figures 11-14 below summarize the findings based on the four vignettes. 

Figure 11. Vignette #1, Jack 

Vignette #1 portrays a strong-minded and audacious former CEO and current board 

member, who is willing to put his personality into play. Jack values authenticity and 

strives to create an atmosphere that appreciates this characteristic, at both company and 
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board level. He feels that being a board member is not simply a task to be performed, but 

a comprehensive immersion in a company’s dream, and being an essential part of 

building and realizing that dream. This carries the notion of being true to yourself, and 

bringing all of the elements of that individuality into the boardroom.  

Jack believes that emotions should not be hidden during boardroom discussions, 

decision-making and other processes. Emotion drives the passion that he considers an 

integral element of value creation. Being passionate about your board role creates 

avenues to challenge predetermined perceptions, and to say no to opportunities that 

might seem attractive on the surface, but could in reality go against your core personal 

values and beliefs. Furthermore, passionate action helps him deal constructively with 

failures, because failures are, in his view, an inevitable part of being human, and thus 

also of running a business and being a member of a board of directors. Failures, he 

thinks, should and could be shared. Interaction among board members in sharing 

experiences, successes and failures creates a collective drive for success and value 

creation. Jack finds that conformity must be questioned in board work. Open 

communication, and employing a variety of methods to create knowledge and 

understanding, help produce explorative ways of working and collaboration, to create 

value in board work. This relates to the potential power and responsibility of the board 

of directors in creating value for the company.  

Figure 12. Vignette #2, Janet 

In vignette #2, Janet’s approach to board work rests on self-knowledge and awareness. 

She sees personal growth as a very important quality that should be carefully and 

consciously nurtured. Personal growth occurs throughout life, in both personal and 

professional experiences, all of which demand active reflection. Janet’s perception of 

value and value creation is found in this type of reflection, and she thus gains a deeper 
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understanding of her core values, while building knowledge and awareness of human 

nature in general. She suggests that knowledge of your core values supports conscious 

behavioral choices regarding the concept of value and in board practices, for example.  

This type of cognizant attention to experiences and knowledge-building helps her 

acknowledge instances where she can challenge other board members. This is realized 

by trusting herself and her previous industry experience, especially in situations where 

there is abundant noise and seemingly urgent pressures from the external environment. 

Decision-making in these situations can be open, swift and direct, but requires high 

levels of understanding and awareness among board members. Furthermore, knowledge 

creation is based on open dialogue and discussion, where she bares herself to potential 

criticism or being unable to provide all the answers. Value is created as a joint effort, built 

on each other’s competences, and discussed to maximize clarity of purpose.  

Figure 13. Vignette #3, John 

Vignette #3 reveals a young, audacious and perseverant entrepreneur who believes in 

realizing his dreams. John endorses a vision of life that encourages entrepreneurship and 

finding your own path, whatever that might be. He believes in continuous learning and 

growth as an entrepreneur and a person. Furthermore, John engages in an 

unconventional approach to networking that provides him with otherwise unobtainable 

connections, knowledge and skills. His tactic, if applied in earnest, makes it possible to 

approach anyone, even the so-called elite or upper-echelon board members. Building 

and being part of various networks is essential, both professionally and personally.  

Moreover, John considers sincerity key, not only to conversing with board members, but 

also as a crucial building block in assembling his company, and especially his closest 

partners. Sharing knowledge, skills, networks and perhaps life view, is the most 

rewarding way of making his dreams come true. He strongly emphasizes forming 
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mentoring relationships with his company’s board members: asking advice, breaking 

down difficult decisions, and juggling different options, for example. John systematically 

forms various relationships while keeping them professional. Individual connections are 

consciously formed and often maintained outside formal board procedures, thus creating 

value first and foremost for John, often also for the other party. The collaborative nature 

of these connections signifies value creation, not experience exploitation. Informal 

meetings and discussions strengthen focused knowledge-creation, leading to the 

empowerment of the young entrepreneur. John considers this type of empowerment an 

element of value, and something he can share onward with the people in his company 

and networks.  

Figure 14. Vignette #4, James 

In vignette #4, James reflects on his experiences of good board practices, also from the 

entrepreneurial growth companies in which he is involved. His perceptions of value are 

based on prior experience in various positions with large multinationals, but also from 

other kinds of organization. He sees value stemming from his own experiences in various 

life and business situations. James is not, however, overly expressive and open in 

applying them in growth companies, acknowledging established board work processes. 

He believes a solid foundation is built on industry and customer knowledge that can be 

utilized in the role of board member.  

James considers communicative practices important, and appreciates interactions 

between board members and other companies’ CEOs. However, he also considers it 

important to have thoughtful and carefully maintained boundaries that avoid role 

confusion and sustain the margins of private and professional. James relies on a 

structured approach to bring the most and perhaps best value per case.  
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6. Concluding discussions

In this chapter, I focus on discussing the contributions and implications of the

research. First, in the light of the extant literature, I discuss the contributions of this 

study based on the findings presented in the previous chapter. Second, I review the 

managerial implications for practitioners to consider, and engage in discussion. I 

then look at the evaluation and limitations of the study. Finally, I suggest questions 

warranting future research.      

6.1. Contribution 

The purpose of this study is to produce insights and further understanding on individual 

perceptions of value and value creation, thus to contribute to the extant literature and 

knowledge on the human side of the board of directors. The research question asks how 

individual board members of entrepreneurial growth companies perceive value and 

value creation. This question is further supported by asking how the concept of value is 

understood and discussed, how it is perceived in board work, and how value is created in 

board work. While the framework for the human side of corporate governance is still in 

early phases (Huse, 2018), it provides a foundation on which to build and seek findings 

based on these questions. The present study draws on this foundation in focusing on 

individual actors in entrepreneurial growth-company boardrooms (e.g. Huse, 1998; 

Gabrielsson et al., 2004; Huse 2005, 2018; Pugliese et al., 2009).  

The extant research has for some time treated boardrooms as a black box due to a rather 

limited understanding of the functioning and workings of the board of directors (Forbes 

& Milliken, 1999; Gabrielsson & Winlund, 2000; Huse, 2007; van Ees et al., 2009; Huse 

et al., 2011). Pettigrew observed the “limited scale and scope" of boards and their 

directors (Pettigrew, 1992, 172). Research has advanced notably since then, yet our 

understanding is less than comprehensive (Garg & Eisenhardt, 2017; Åberg et al., 2019). 

Especially, our behavioral understanding on concepts of value and value creation is 

limited (Huse et al., 2011, 2018). Many of the studies operate with input-output methods, 

paying limited attention to processes or the human side in boardrooms (Huse, 2018; 

Åberg et al., 2019). Also, our understanding is limited in terms individual board 

members’ abilities and motivations in environmental discontinuities (Hoppmann et al., 

2019). 
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In the course of this research, I felt strongly that there is significance in giving voice to 

the actors themselves, namely founders, CEOs and board members, to shed new light on 

the functioning of boards. This is in line with the emerging micro perspectives on boards 

(e.g. Felin & Foss, 2005; Felin & Hesterly, 2007; Bridoux et al., 2011). Conversations 

remain passive as long as individuals are buried under broader concepts or looked upon 

as groups of leaders, managers, stakeholders, or shareholders. The voices of board 

members can remain obscured, silent or otherwise unobserved, and thus a valuable 

contribution may be left undiscovered. The extant research findings recognize the 

importance of understanding individuality (Dew et al., 2008; Felin et al., 2015). 

Furthermore, research recognizes that genuine conversations are rare in boardrooms 

(Hambrick et al., 2008). Moreover, it can be argued that value creation, at least to some 

extent, begins with individuals’ conscious efforts (Lepak et al., 2007).  

The findings of this study suggest that individual board members embody and speak 

(describe) of value in many ways. Figure 15 below identifies and portrays the various 

individual perceptions and how they potentially affect the atmosphere of the board of 

directors. While the concepts of value and value creation are individually perceived and 

applied in various board situations, these individual perceptions are rarely verbalized, 

shared or debated in board work. The findings indicate that the lack of voicing individual 

perceptions can leave much potential insight untapped during board discussions, thus 

potentially also affecting board atmosphere and vice versa. Open interaction in the form 

of mentoring, sharing and networking (see Figure 15, 1), could be considered one of the 

core elements of board work. It is indicated that if these elements are taken beyond the 

superficial conversational level, they can further influence individual perceptions of 

value. Mentoring and sharing can, at best, encourage reflection on each individual’s 

values, and opportunities for personal growth, perhaps encouraging more profound 

immersion in board work (see Figure 15, 2). Furthermore, expressing individual 

perceptions on value, for example being authentic in your thinking (see Figure 15, 3), can 

create trust where it is most needed, for example in difficult board situations regarding 

entrepreneurial coping or empowerment. Additionally, dreams (see Figure 15, 4) can 

create significant levels of energy and passion, driving and supporting an entrepreneur 

or a board member beyond the expected, beyond the norm, and contributing to new value 

creation. Furthermore, dreams can, for example, aid in identifying the direction and also 

the type of value a board is targeting.  
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Individual perceptions as a whole (see Figure 15, 5) seem to evolve and mature, if 

attention is paid to them. That demands constant and conscious presence in each 

situation and in each encounter, whether in the boardroom or otherwise engaging with 

board members. Moreover, board work striving for value creation does not occur by 

accident, neither does it manifest itself mechanically. The findings support the notion 

that there are elements of learning, focusing and evaluation in the board work of 

entrepreneurial growth companies. In addition, what seems meaningful is the 

willingness and ability to engage in continuous re-learning, re-focusing and re-

evaluation of your choices, reactions and decisions, as per value and also behavior in 

general (see Figure 15, part 7). This type of willingness and ability could be considered a 

meaningful tool for the board of directors, in understanding individual perceptions of 

value leading to value creation.  

Figure 15 below proposes a preliminary schema for identifying individual perceptions of 

value and value creation.  

Figure 15. Proposal on individual perceptions of value and value creation 

I believe the main contribution of this study is the exploration and subsequent 

illumination of how an individual board member perceives the concept of value. This was 

identified as one of the most basic open questions when reflecting on the extant literature 
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in section 3.4. It is accomplished by giving the floor to the board members themselves, 

conversing on their individual perceptions and voicing their take on value and value 

creation. I discuss this further in section 6.1.1. 

The interviews reveal that the aforementioned individual perceptions of value may 

reflect the ways in which individual concepts of value are shared, discussed and debated 

in board work, and how they could potentially be seen as part of the value creation of the 

board of directors. This refers to the second unanswered question identified in section 

3.4. As the board of directors’ work is essentially about interacting with other people, 

how is the concept of value understood and discussed in various board interactions, 

inside or outside the boardroom? This is discussed in more detail in section 6.1.2. 

The third unanswered question identified in section 3.4 concerns the content, extent and 

ways in which board members potentially perceive value in board work, or how value is 

created in board work based on these perceptions. This question remains open, as I feel 

the interviews and their interpretation did not reveal enough detailed insight.  

However, I believe this study advances the broadening of the discourse on value and 

value-creating boards of directors. The transforming contexts of entrepreneurial growth 

companies require that boards and board work follow suit in discussing more precisely 

what is meant by value, whether financial or non-financial. This supports the existing 

calls for new, adventurous routes in conducting research and having dialogues with the 

usual suspects, as well as with those who are willing to try different ways of conducting 

both research and business. This is discussed in section 6.1.3. 

6.1.1. Individual perceptions of value and value creation 

Entrepreneurial growth companies are driving development and economic progress in 

many ways. They are not a temporary phenomenon but a form of value creation that 

warrants attention and understanding beyond the surface and the apparent. In this 

study, I find that individual board members do perceive value and value creation in 

many, often complex, even contradictory ways. These are considered personal, private in 

some cases, and are not easily revealed. Furthermore, findings in data suggest that 

diverse perceptions of value and value creation influence how board work is practiced in 

entrepreneurial growth companies, and that board practices are perhaps more nuanced 

than expected, both inside and outside the boardroom.       
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The findings of this study contribute to further cracking the black box of the boardroom 

(Huse 2008; Van Ees et al., 2009), utilizing the micro level research lens (e.g. Felin et 

al., 2015; Huse, 2018). The conversations with board members indicate that they bring 

their individuality and individual frames of reference to board work, applying these 

frames to concepts of value, too. We run the risk of losing a lot of valuable micro level 

understanding and insight, and may draw misleading or blurred conclusions, if these 

individual perspectives are overwhelmed by larger entities. The interviewed board 

members have distinctive approaches not only to value and value creation in general, but 

also to value creation in board work. These approaches include both financial and non-

financial aspects of conceptualizing and understanding value. The interview data 

indicate that the board members are familiar with and comfortable enough talking about 

the financial aspects of value, for example in terms of value generated for shareholders 

and financial returns on investment. The interviewees consider the financial knowledge 

self-evident, something on which most board members have knowledge and 

understanding. This gives a board member credibility and legitimacy in the boardroom, 

as it is considered necessary “shop talk”, so to speak. It is an area that everyone is 

expected to be familiar with, and in some instances grants access to a group of people. 

The non-financial aspects of value are almost always considered equally important, but 

therein lies the controversy, as they are rarely discussed openly or shared.  

It can be interpreted that board members recognize the significance of non-financial 

aspects of value. These can be perceived, for example, as your aptitude to fully immerse 

yourself in board work by being passionate and energetic, sharing the company’s dream, 

and being emotionally available and consciously present in any given situation. Also, it 

can be perceived as your willingness to share experiences openly and provide thoughtful 

mentoring. Furthermore, the perceived value can be voiced in actions of growth and 

reflection that are displayed as a person’s inclination to critically and continuously reflect 

on your own knowledge, skills and networks to benefit the board and the company, but 

also to bring value to themselves. Finally, emotions seem an inevitable part of 

perceptions of value. 

The current literature notes that emotions are one of the basic elements present in 

boardrooms (Huse, 2007; Brundin & Nordqvist, 2008). The data from my thesis are in 

line with this notion, in supporting that emotions are at play in boardrooms. Emotions 

affect individual approaches to observing, understanding and arguing for value in any 

particular board situation, even dreaming. Interviewees illuminate that emotions are 
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not, however, always openly talked about or exhibited. On the contrary, it appears that it 

would require a degree of maturity from the board of directors to acknowledge emotions, 

also passion and energy, as an element either contributing to or hindering value creation. 

There are still positions, impressions and other external characteristics that prevent the 

sharing of emotions. Positions can refer to a person’s status in an ecosystem, or in a 

network that considers emotions something other than part of a business habitus, for 

example. Impressions may be linked with a person’s image as a certain type of a leader 

or a founder, which does not encourage being affable and emotional.  

The data suggest that varying concepts of value cannot be expressed and discussed 

genuinely enough without the element of trust. Trust, together with emotions, can 

activate a board of directors (Huse, 1998). Furthermore, trust facilitates emotions that, 

in turn, can contribute to empowerment and voicing your views on value, for example. 

The literature finds that an empowered board can be of unforeseen value to a growing 

company (Gabrielsson, 2007a, 2007b). In this study, I interpret from the interviews that 

trust can aid and empower board members in being more genuine in their own 

reflections on varying concepts of value. Empowerment can come from personal courage 

and experience to put yourself on the line, while recognizing the limits of a board role. A 

board member’s willingness to reflect and openly recognize and observe not only their 

emotions and skills, but also raise to questions promoting shared discussions may 

potentially increase empowerment. This can happen even if some of the other board 

members feel reluctant. The element of trust can also result in creating and maintaining 

a culture of learning and open communication. Entrepreneurs and board members 

willing to challenge and be challenged by peers in a boardroom can create an 

environment of nurturing and personal growth, learning and encouragement. Likewise, 

an atmosphere where building trust is considered important and worthwhile may lead to 

shared understanding and perceptions creating stronger connections.  

Both researchers and practitioners should continue to challenge the rather strongly 

maintained notion that boardrooms are not accessible. This supports the earlier notions 

in the literature, finding that “a wider and deeper form of engagement between 

management researchers and practitioners would entail experimentation with the 

cofounding, coproduction, and codissemination of knowledge” (Pettigrew et al., 2001, 

710). The environment of entrepreneurial growth companies might make a rewarding 

platform for this type of experimentation. I propose a few alternatives in section 6.6, 

when discussing suggestions for further research.  
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6.1.2. Value-creating board of directors 

The extant literature discusses the role and necessity of the board of directors in a growth 

company, specifically looking at a board’s level of passivity or activity (Gabrielsson, 

2007a). In this study, I find indications that the necessity of the board in an 

entrepreneurial growth company is linked to individual board members' recognition for 

the potential of value creation, and acting accordingly. One of the key questions is for a 

person to recognize the ability and willingness of other board members to openly discuss 

the notion of value and what that could mean for value creation. The data imply that it is 

individual board members that can help in this, by being sensitive and creative in 

questioning predetermined ways of working. This supports the notions found in the 

literature for widening our assumptions on value and value creation (Lepak et al., 2007; 

Harrison & Wicks, 2013).  

It can be interpreted from the interviews that individual board members can potentially 

create value for a company by being active not only in board meetings, but available and 

supportive elsewhere, too. This type of immersion, in the context of a growth company, 

can set an example to the entire board to become more active, more attentive and more 

supportive, and thus perhaps more inclined to study what kind of value they aim to 

create. This supports some of the earlier research findings (e.g. Gabrielsson, 2007a).  

There is a need to recognize the swiftly changing realities of entrepreneurial growth 

companies, and the subsequent requirements for the board of directors to consider 

different notions of value, and be able to create value of any kind. The quest for value 

creation needs to go beyond the surface, and find ways of engaging the relevant actors in 

collaborative knowledge creation to reveal closely held suppositions, one-to-one 

relationships and societal ties that are not visible. It is about the ability of a founder or 

CEO not to conform to preset rules and practices, and to look beyond the obvious. It is 

about the attitudes of potential board members and their willingness to do the same, 

whatever their level of activity. The identity of the value-creating board of directors of 

the entrepreneurial company needs more theoretical questioning, and more dialogue 

between the scholarly knowledge and the practice of board work.      

The interviews in this study suggest there are tensions concerning the necessity for a 

board of directors in an entrepreneurial growth company, and any potential value it 
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might have. These potential tensions can hinder the activity level of a board of directors, 

and diminish the willingness to be open on individual perceptions. There can be many 

reasons for not expressing individual perceptions, for example learned conventions, fear 

of not knowing, and peer pressure in a particular ecosystem. Leaving individual 

perceptions obscured and undiscussed leaves space for improvement in board work. The 

findings suggest that open dialogue is in many cases welcomed, but requires sensitivity 

and situational awareness.     

6.1.3. Broadening the discourse on value and value creation 

It can be suggested, based both on the extant literature and the findings of this study, 

that entrepreneurial growth companies cannot be treated as companies in general. 

Furthermore, their respective boards of directors need to be studied on a micro level and 

understood in the constantly transforming contexts in which they operate. Growth 

companies have varying needs depending on the stage in their life cycle, and this, in turn, 

places differing requirements on individuals serving on the board of directors. 

Entrepreneurial growth companies aiming for international growth do need a board, and 

not merely to ensure governance and structures for the next funding round and to 

portray good housekeeping. It is about generating growth, the maturing of the people 

involved, and conceptualizing various ways of creating unique value for a company.  

The interview findings indicate that not only the business environment but also the 

societies in which entrepreneurial growth companies operate are in various stages of 

transformation. These transformations are inevitably changing the conversation inside 

and outside the boardroom. The discussion on value and value creation is an element 

that needs to be on the agenda of board work, beginning with understanding people as 

individuals.  

The power of individuals comes from understanding who they are as humans, how they 

have come to be the persons they are, and understanding what motivates them as board 

members and brings contentment and perhaps happiness. Founders, CEOs and board 

members are eventually alone in their roles, but can benefit from networks of their own 

and of their board(s)’ if applied wisely. These networks can be peer groups, affiliations, 

and other groups to which they belong. What needs to be considered are the connections 

between these networks, so that a clash of roles, in time and space, is minimal. 

Furthermore, individuals can contribute to value creation from multiple perspectives. 
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Depending on an individual’s own perceptions of value creation, they can be a challenger 

of existing practices or an enabler of a knowledge-sharing atmosphere, for example. The 

value-creating drivers of each individual board member require a dialogue beyond 

existing positions.  

The value drivers based on individual perceptions and actions can be identified as 

multidimensional. This research can only increase our understanding at a superficial 

level, but hopefully enough to arouse further interest and discussion. The interviews 

uncover insights that are in line with the previous discourse, in that they point to several 

types of value and value drivers. Economic value is identified as financial value, but also 

as value created via knowledge potentially contributing to economic value, for example 

industry, customer or partnership knowledge. Social value in the board context is a 

complex concept. There are team-related elements, such as discussions inside and 

outside boardrooms, team development through joint learning processes, and by sharing 

experiences, stories and dreams, for example. Also, there are elements often encountered 

on a one-to-one basis, such as mentoring and sharing emotions, feelings and more 

personal thought processes. Board characteristics, such as a healthy set of shared values 

and self-evaluation and understanding, contribute to value drivers, too. Furthermore, 

learning from your own mistakes and successes, constantly challenging yourself, and 

self-reflection help understand and expand the value drivers at a more individual level. 

Entrepreneurial growth companies need a different kind of board at different stages of 

their growth. The findings of this research support the earlier studies that indicate “We 

also demonstrated that if codes of best board practices should be made for boards in 

small firms, they must be flexible enough to account for differences in governance needs 

in each firm. We have seen how the firm’s life cycle may be of particular importance in 

understanding board tasks, structures, and processes.” (Huse and Zattoni, 2008). This 

understanding needs to be further enhanced by understanding individuals in these 

different board contexts. Shifting tasks, structures and processes demand different skills, 

knowledge and networks from board members. Perhaps most importantly, value 

creation in different growth phases requires different outlooks on value, life, and growing 

companies.    
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6.2. Implications for practitioners 

This thesis is, above all, a scholarly work. I hope, nevertheless, that does not prevent 

interested practitioners from reading it and engaging in critical discussion. I aspire to 

engage in discussions with scholarly colleagues as well as practitioners who may have 

reservations on the usefulness of management research in their everyday working life. 

Practitioners who are at the heart of events may find it difficult to justify their use of time 

for something whose benefits are not clear.  

 

The research on corporate governance and the board of directors recognizes the need for 

studies that look at current phenomena, and that will potentially yield outcomes offering 

interesting and insightful propositions. Insightfulness is something Huse refers to as 

actionable knowledge (Huse, 2005). Further, Ahrens and colleagues write “end users of 

corporate governance research are not interested in publications, but in insight” (Ahrens 

et al., 2011, 322). I will next discuss the practitioner insights based on the scholarly 

findings of this study. These insights should be considered in the context of the study, 

that is, Finnish growth companies and the board of directors. 

 

It might seem self-evident that a company seeking growth needs a well-functioning, 

effective board of directors. But on listening to the individual board members 

interviewed for this study, it clearly is not self-evident after all. A board of directors that 

is assembled consciously and steered with passion and joy, transparency and ambition is 

less common and in many cases the status quo prevails, diluting opportunities for value 

creation. The status quo needs to be challenged, fundamental and core questions asked 

and discussed among board members, and more contemporary ways of working 

established.  

6.2.1. Changing the status quo 

An economic environment with a conventional set of rules and commonly agreed upon 

ways to build and govern a company no longer exists. The extant research recognizes this 

(Huse, 2018), and as one of the interviewees put it:  
“There’s a huge wave of change ongoing and it’s very hard to identify that change and actually 

understand the impacts of that change.” (Interviewee#13) 

  

The pressure to identify and make sense of a steady stream of changes around your 

company is relentless. Founders, CEOs and board members experience these pressures 

daily. They encounter high demands to keep up with various and often simultaneous 
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stimuli for altering offerings, rethinking financial opportunities, or totally pivoting the 

core of the company, for example. Board members need to understand the relevance and 

importance of changes around a company, and adjust and fine-tune board roles and 

processes accordingly. The members must be able to distinguish the relevant details from 

the background noise to be in a position to support, advise, and provide value for the 

company. Adhering solely to the known practices will most likely not carry through these 

changes. Board members must challenge default approaches and practices without 

compromising legal obligations and duties.  

6.2.2. Asking the fundamental questions 

All the interviewees talk about the importance of either asking questions or careful 

listening, or both. One of the interviewees identified one of the most significant 

contributions made by a good board member on his company’s board as:  
“They ask great questions and make you rethink.” (Interviewee#11) 

To him (as a founder), the essence of a good board, and more importantly a good board 

member, is the presence of an experienced individual willing to invest his or her time in 

him, his company’s growth and potential success. Investing time includes real 

conversations outside board meetings, not only on business topics but also personal 

development. All the while keeping it professional and not mixing it with friendship. In 

addition to conversations, introductions, guidance and not dodging difficult topics, 

sometimes even very personal matters, are characteristics of a good board member.  

Good conversations are the responsibility of all board members, as are the questions that 

promote them. Asking questions that are outside of your comfort zone should be on the 

to-do list of each board member individually and every board as an entity. Below are 

some examples of the fundamental questions based on the interviewees’ experiences and 

personal practices. Asking some of these fundamental questions and creating 

conversations around them generates awareness, purpose and transparency regarding 

your choices.  
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Table 2. Examples of fundamental questions 

Founder/CEO/ 

board member 
Do I need a board of directors, why or why not? 

What are the consequences of my choice (of having or 

not having a board of directors)? 

How does my choice reflect not only on my company 

but also on me as a person, as a founder, as a CEO, as a 

board member? As an active member of the respective 

ecosystem? 

What are my values and does the board of directors 

mirror them? Are they aligned, do they need to be, and 

why or why not? 

What is the nature of the board I’m looking for, hands-

on or strategic? Do I need an advisory board rather 

than a board of directors? 

Board of directors 

(as a group and an 

entity, as 

individuals) 

Do we share the same ethics and values as a board? 

As a board, what kind of value are we trying to create, 

for whom and at what cost? For the company or 

ourselves? 

Do we have similar outcome expectations on creating 

value, for the company and/or ourselves? 

Are we prepared to handle problematic situations, 

including e.g. potential personal difficulties, burnouts? 

6.3. Evaluation and limitations of the study 

We have, at best, a chance of investigating and observing only a fraction of the reality of 

entrepreneurial growth companies and a company’s board. Thus, limitations are an 

integral part of the research and need to be identified and discussed through missing 

links or unanswered questions, to advance both the research and practice. Discussing 

limitations will also uncover new potential research areas and topics. As I discuss the 

academic limitations and the potential avenues for new research they might point to, I 

also acknowledge other critiques as part of the research process and ongoing academic 
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discourse. I welcome constructive discourse and the potential to build new practices 

around the topic, especially in critiques stemming from the professional practice and 

interested practitioners. 

I set out to study and shed light on individual perceptions on value and value creation in 

the context of the entrepreneurial growth-company board of directors. This intent was 

manifested in the form of an explorative study between the research and practice, 

supported by an abductive research process. The new insights and further understanding 

was created via qualitative, reflective interviews between the researcher and founders, 

CEOs and board members. The interview data were studied and analyzed in detail, in an 

interpretative manner.  

First, I interviewed only a limited number of founders, CEOs and board members. It was 

not the purpose of this study to produce statistically measurable or generalizable 

findings, but to explore and discover and, thus, broaden our understanding and gain 

more insight into individuals’ perceptions in boardrooms. As the study has shown, 

perceptions of value are becoming more diverse, as they are multilayered into individuals 

in boardrooms and various situations, thus becoming contextual. Interviewing a larger 

number of founders, board members and CEOs would provide a wider basis for 

interpreting and understanding nuances, connotations and the reasoning for perceived 

value. Increasing the number of interviews would not only expand the spectrum of 

perceptions and perspectives, but could potentially also offer opportunities for 

comparisons that are not part of this study. Comparisons could provide explanatory 

elements regarding variations on perceptions. On the other hand, increasing the number 

of interviews could also hinder new insight. As the number of interviews grows, it also 

adds to the difficulty of in-depth interpretations. The analysis easily becomes just data 

collection and data analysis, instead of the co-creation of insight and knowledge.  

Second, the study is about entrepreneurial actors in Finland. This contextual limit could 

be overcome by consciously designing research that includes cross-country or cross-

cultural comparisons within the same study. This type of research would clearly add 

value from the academic perspective, and similarly hold great promise for practitioner 

significance and relevance. As the world of business becomes ubiquitous in so many 

respects, the requirements for knowledge and insight follow suit. The business world is 

increasingly disintegrating, continuously forming new constellations and partnerships. 

This could be considered a multi-researcher study design.        
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Third, since my research approach is abductive – a feature that strengthened towards 

the end of the process – including an elements exploration and reflexivity, it necessitates 

discussion of alternative interpretations, analyses and conclusions (Alvesson & 

Kärreman, 2007). Were another researcher to conduct exactly the same discussions with 

the interviewees, it would, I believe, most likely result in different shades of outcome. 

However, I also strongly trust that the discussions would convey similar messages and 

insights into the changing nature of board work.   

In line with Pugliese et al., it is advisable to remember “that most of the contemporary 

wisdom originates from a limited set of empirical contexts” (2009, 302). 

6.4. Suggestions for future research 

This study generates new insights into the individual perceptions of value and value 

creation in the entrepreneurial growth-company board of directors. Additionally, it 

highlights questions as yet unanswered that merit further research. The scholarly 

domain where new research could be productive includes both theoretical and empirical 

approaches. Furthermore, methodological courage is needed in considering how to 

conduct research in an environment in a constant state of change. Similarly, as the social 

system where the professional practice takes place is undergoing paradigmatic changes, 

it creates new and undiscovered areas for empirical research. Next, I discuss potential 

avenues for research emerging from the present study.  

6.4.1. Changing dimensions on value 

Building on both the previous research on the value-creating board, and the findings of 

this study, it is possible to see that the concept of value is evolving, just as the 

environments (ecosystems) around companies and boards are evolving. It can no longer 

be assumed that the concept of value has a similar and equal meaning to all individuals 

and all growth companies. The diversity of notions of value and understanding value 

creation should incorporate several aspects not yet considered to the fullest extent in the 

board research.  

The theoretical understanding on value and value creation could benefit from cross-

sectional and cross-thematic (discipline) studies. As founders are individuals reflecting 

their own upbringing, cultural heritage and education, for example, their basis for 
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understanding value and value creation will likely differ, at even a rather fundamental 

level. As founders, CEOs and board members are moving not only between industries 

but also between countries and cultures, they cross-pollinate business and 

entrepreneurial practices, and the cornerstones of what are generally thought to be a 

company’s purpose for growth. This movement across various borders expedites the 

transfer of different practices, behaviors and discourses from one ecosystem to another. 

Future research could consider studying the dimensions on value at the meeting points 

of industries, cultures and ecosystems. This future research could consider questions 

such as: (a) how does a multicultural founder-team create a company with shared 

notions of value and value creation, and that would further be shared by an international 

(multicultural) board of directors, and (b) can we differentiate between value creation 

for linear exit maximization and value creation for sustainable longer-term growth, and 

what requirements would that imply for the board of directors? 

This type of research would further broaden our understanding of the concept of value, 

by not only looking at historical and numerical data, but benefiting from the inclusion of 

sociological and cultural premises as the core of the research. More specifically, research 

could look into the identities of founders and board members, to understand the 

diversity- and variety-effect of educational, professional and aspirational elements on 

board work and value creation. As the data of this study indicate, the diversity of 

individual backgrounds is becoming both more visible and more valued.  

This type of research could be implemented as a deep case study of the entrepreneurial 

growth-company board. Our understanding would benefit from following a board of 

directors for an extended period of time, while conducting deep, constructive, 

sensemaking interviews with all of the board members. Furthermore, the current 

findings suggest that the boardroom dynamics, emotions and micro-level perceptions 

may reveal questions and insights that require further research with open-minded 

methods, perhaps borrowing from other disciplines. This type of research would 

complement the current studies on the entrepreneurial growth company and board of 

directors. One of the areas that this type of deep case study would benefit is the 

knowledge on emotional – both positive and negative emotions – factors in 

conceptualizations of value and value creation.  

Also, comparative case studies would generate very valuable insights into various types 

of growth-company board identities. The research could investigate whether it is a 
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company’s identity that is transformed by the behavior of the board members, or the 

company’s identity that sets the requirements for each board member. This type of 

research would add to the board literature by offering new research angles, and 

challenging the conformance to learned patterns and expectations of board behavior. 

6.4.2. Digital transformation and boards 

Digitalization is transforming our lives, and the digital era will challenge the traditional 

ways of doing and governing business (Tihanyi et al., 2014). The digital transformation 

will not only impact how companies are built and structured, but transform the ways in 

which they are managed and led, and therefore also governed. The need for novel 

research approaches to study, for example, near real-time and predictive behaviors and 

practices has already been identified, but not yet implemented to any meaningful extent 

(George et al., 2001). Also, the first steps have been taken in examining the effects of 

digitality on corporate governance and the board of directors (Bankewitz et al., 2016; 

Huse 2018). However, our knowledge is still too declaratory when it should be 

anticipatory and proactive. Corporate governance should aim to position itself at the 

forefront of the academic and public discourse, as an essential element in corporate 

activity and entrepreneurship in the digital society.  

Currently, it is practitioners and professional service providers who are asking some of 

the core questions on corporate governance and digital transformation (e.g. Hirt & 

Willmott, 2014; EY 2018). There is a need for more in-depth academic research on 

digitality, on a detailed level, to generate deconstructed understanding, since digitality 

cannot be treated as a coherent whole. Artificial intelligence and artificial reality, 

cryptocurrencies and blockchain, and robotics are just the tip of the digital iceberg that 

needs careful research on its effects on board processes, tasks and roles, not to mention 

on human behavior. In the digital era, one of the core questions is the relevance of 

boards, as a comment from an interviewee highlights: 
“Hire a digital mentor, someone born during the internet era, and work and learn from that person, 

and think about how you would become relevant again over the coming decades.” (Interviewee#14) 

The question of relevance comes through both in practicalities (how to conduct 

meaningful board meetings utilizing digital means) and strategic foresight (how can 

boards support and advise founders and CEOs if they are not up-to-date on digitality).  



142 

A comment from another interviewee communicates the same insight: 
“When we talk about digitalization, it’s not only about data and data processing. It will completely 

change business value. People don’t think about it.” (Interviewee#12)  

Growth companies are in many cases agile and transformative in nature, and are testing 

the boundaries of digital business models, for example. Research on growth-company 

boards and digitality can provide an excellent foundation for creating further 

understanding, not only on growth companies but the whole phenomenon of digitality 

and value creation. Conducting an anticipatory case study with mutually complementary 

growth companies and boards would result in understandings that would benefit many 

audiences: the potential founders of new growth companies, the board members of those 

companies, and other ecosystem members including professional services advisors.  

6.4.3. Greater board diversity 

Diversity is more than just a gender- or age-related topic. In this study, I did not focus 

on board diversity, and the absence of the topic in most interview conversations is 

notable, and highlights the need for more research. The extant academic research on 

gender has created much needed public discourse, and made significant differences in 

several countries (Machold et al., 2017; Huse 2018). These studies have not only opened 

up new avenues for research, but also emphasized potential difficulties, as well as 

opportunities, in studying board diversity. There is research that recognizes the need to 

better understand diversity, for example in various stakeholder groups (McNulty et al., 

2013). This extant foundation could now be expanded to study diversity further.  

Diversity is often seen rather traditionally and narrowly from the perspective of gender, 

age, race, religion or nationality. It should be thought of more broadly as “any attribute 

which may lead people to the perception that: that person is different from me.” (Triandis 

et al., 1994, 772 in Reis et al., 2006). This broader definition might provide more 

opportunities to engage in new, exploratory and theory-generating research on board 

diversity in the 21st century board of directors.       

The data of this research indicate that there are, especially amongst entrepreneurs and 

some board members, individual choices that could be seen as marginal phenomena. 

One such choice is, for example, a founder’s decision to invest (time or money) in 

companies that aim to create shared value, or to make a meaningful impact and 
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contribute value in society. However, this choice would not be at the expense of more 

traditional profit measures, but most likely be seen as a diverse approach to growing a 

company. Digitality can quite easily be researched by examining high-tech startups, but 

perhaps a more interesting approach would to be study growth companies in various 

sectors utilizing emerging digital business models, and companies with a clearly declared 

diversity approach to compiling a founder team and board of directors. 

Yet another example of new diversity in behavior and practices is entrepreneur residence 

programs5 of the type now in place in Finland and some other European countries. 

Entrepreneurs and board members who have grown up and been educated elsewhere 

bring a much needed breadth of variety and diversity into the Finnish growth company 

ecosystem, thus offering an excellent research setting for board diversity.  

Related to current board research, this could be implemented as a cross-border micro-

level board behavior study to shed light on what skills, knowledge and mindset these 

kinds of truly international growth company require from the board of directors. This 

type of research would build on current board behavior studies, complementing them 

with more contemporary contexts of pluralism and versatility of board behavior.  

5 https://intermin.fi/en/article/-/asset_publisher/suomeen-suunnitteilla-uusi-startup-

oleskelulupa;https://migri.fi/en/start-up-entrepreneur; 

https://yle.fi/uutiset/osasto/news/finland_hopes_to_attract_foreign_startups_with_new_ent

repreneurs_residence_permit/10172897  
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7. Final reflections

In this chapter, I summarize the two elements that, I believe, have served as my 

driving forces throughout the research process. First, at the core of the research, are 

the discoveries of individual perceptions of value as the very nature of the board of 

directors of an entrepreneurial growth company. The second element is my role as a 

researcher, where the science and practice are in a constantly evolving dialogue.  

Real contributions come from contradictions. The practice of corporate governance 

would at first appear still largely to be the preserve of the upper echelons (Hamrick & 

Mason, 1984). A world where trust is based on the separation of control and ownership 

(Fama & Jensen, 1983), extensively studied phenomena yet missing the discovery of 

unicorn-type findings (Johnson et al., 1996), and a world where managerial elites 

exercise power in ways that are not truly open to research (Pettigrew, 1992). The 

arguments above are the very reason why it is rewarding to inquire into the conventions 

of value and value creation in the board of directors, in the context of entrepreneurial 

growth companies, and to contribute to cracking the surface of closely held assumptions, 

whether it is in scholarly knowledge or in the world of practice.  

It is only now, at the end of the research process, that I as a researcher have both the 

knowledge and courage to make propositions on individual notions of value and value 

creation in the entrepreneurial growth-company boardroom. Yet, my propositions are 

insufficient, at best. In the ever present and overly connected economy, entrepreneurial 

growth companies and a board of directors should recognize the power of conscious 

meaning and sensemaking in the boardroom. This implies a careful and profound 

contemplation on the individual perceptions, micro perspectives, of value and the type 

of value at which any one company, and therefore also its board of directors, is aiming. 

Board members’ openly shared perceptions could potentially enable the creation of 

common ground amongst diverse thought and decision-making processes in 

boardrooms. These processes are a vital part of board roles, tasks and structures. This 

further suggests that it is not enough to assume similar and mutual perceptions on value, 

based on previous experiences or background in common circles of individuals, for 

example. Moreover, the influence of internal and external contexts concerning value and 

value creation needs to be deliberated, discussed and agreed upon in board work. There 
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needs to be a discussion on the parameters of value at the individual level, such that the 

board-level parameters can be found and identified, in the short- as well as long-term. 

Assumptions, past connections and known patterns will not create optimal value.  

It can be seen throughout this study’s written report that I believe the science, especially 

management sciences, and the world of practice need to become better partners. As I set 

out to conduct the research, both the scholarly knowledge and the empirical positions 

assisted me in identifying and clarifying the research purpose, as well as formulating the 

research questions. These two worlds, academia and practice, are inevitably codependent 

yet still very much apart. However, there is interest on both sides to bridge the gap, and 

learn from one another in creating more meaningful knowledge of the human side of 

entrepreneurial growth companies and board of directors.  

This duality guided me to reflect several times on the relationship between the two 

domains, generating feelings of confusion and accomplishment at different times. 

Walking between the two worlds can also be described as puzzling. I concluded the 

review of the extant literature by identifying the most fruitful areas for discussion, or 

puzzles to be investigated relating to micro perspectives, that is, individual perceptions 

of value creation in the chosen context.  

I believe that the current study is able to bring new insights as to what could be 

considered individual perceptions on value and value creation. When giving voice to the 

actors themselves and trying to listen to them carefully, we can detect notions and 

constructions of value that encourage new understandings. The identification of financial 

or non-financial elements of value remains a difficult topic, largely due to the view that 

some of the concepts (such as happiness, self-actualization, and reflection) are difficult 

to discuss or not considered “serious enough”. I hold to the belief that there is a human 

side to the board of directors, despite struggling with the concept throughout the 

research process. I maintain that much remains uncovered or only marginally 

researched. The combination of the human sides of board work (such as emotions and 

attitudes), individual perceptions of value (either financial or non-financial), and the 

creation of value (what, how and for whom) remains an open question, a puzzle if you 

will.   

I believe that to solve the puzzle of the human side of boards of directors and value 

creation, the conversations between various elements must evolve in mutually beneficial 
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directions. We as researchers must seek unconventional ways to approach practitioners, 

and study boards and the individuals in the boardrooms to create more relevant and 

actionable understanding. In a similar vein, practitioners involved in board work must 

be more open to the prospect of being involved in research and thereby garnering its 

benefits. This research demonstrates that practitioners need to break the boundaries of 

the commonly accepted norms of doing business, and bring their personal qualities into 

the boardroom. This duality of roles was my point of departure, and became a very strong 

motivator for me as the research gained momentum and is now coming to its conclusion. 

 

I met with truly inspiring and thought-provoking individuals while conducting the 

empirical interviews. One of the founders I interviewed has a background in academic 

research, and is building his companies on the competencies and knowledge gained in 

academia. He seems very determined to connect with the best of the both worlds. In our 

conversation, he made the following comment. While it might be considered idealistic, it 

also reveals a pursuit for entrepreneurship that is more than maximizing his personal 

financial gain.  
“I have always had the objective to make the world a better place.” (Interviewee #14).  

 

The conversations with board members offered me an opportunity to try and create an 

open interaction with them. In hindsight, the first conversations were more like 

interviews in the traditional sense, and there were only fragments of co-creation. Yet, I 

could detect and interpret enough ambiguity to keep the research process moving 

forward. What I mean is that the interviewees did not mirror each other, and neither did 

they consider the concepts of value and value creation in any one particular sense. These 

conversations challenged my own perceptions, as well.  

 

In conducting the research, there was a chance to observe the Finnish corporate 

governance setting, in the chosen context of entrepreneurial growth companies, at the 

cross-section of research and practice. In Finland, there is a growing urgency to support 

an environment where entrepreneurial SMEs thrive and grow. During the study, that 

understanding was more firmly rooted in the public debate and guidelines, e.g. policy 

actions (e.g. Hyvärinen & Valtakari, 2018). During the past years, much more so than 

before, it has been recognized that Finland and its economy are highly dependent on the 

growth of SMEs, and international growth at that. For example, traditionally Finnish 

SMEs have been home-market oriented, and the share of growth-oriented companies of 

all SMEs still remains quite small, at around eight percent (TEM, 2016). However, there 
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is a rather clear prospect that entrepreneurial companies are gaining competence and 

courage in growth, for example by collaborating with other types of company (EK, 2016). 

However, there is a rather limited discourse on the importance or significance of the 

board of directors in these types of company. I argue that while encouraging smaller 

companies towards various growth paths, more thorough and reflective conversations 

need to take place on the role of the board of directors in these companies. As the extant 

research suggests (e.g. Hoppmann et al., 201), contexts matter. In the Finnish context, 

we have a solid track record in encouraging collaboration between academia and 

practice, which now needs to be recognized in governance research, too. This background 

could provide fascinating projects to study individual board members further, and 

strengthen our understanding on the topic.    

The human side of the board of directors triggered my research interest from, in 

particular, the point of view of individuality and micro perspectives. Yet, I did not 

anticipate the level of versatility, and perhaps complexity, involved in a research setting 

of this kind. This complexity was accompanied by the need to go beyond comfort zones, 

on the part of both the interviewees and myself as a researcher, thus having an impact 

not only on the research itself, but on each individual.  
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8. Concluding remarks

Luker writes “…knowledge comes not from mastering esoteric facts or techniques, but in 

making connections across traditional boundaries – going wide rather than deep” (2009, 

13). I find this to be at the core of value creation in any worthwhile project, holding true 

for my doctoral research, too. The research process has become a journey of multiple 

meaning making opportunities, challenging the scholarly pre-understanding to make 

reflections and discoveries possible (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). I consider the 

research process a journey between two worlds and various perspectives prevalent in the 

social realities of board members and entrepreneurial growth companies. While my 

research was not ethnographic, the nature of the research process in conjunction with 

my choice to write a monograph merits a final reflective glance at the very process.  

The journey has been a winding road and not all of its twists and turns are documented 

in this dissertation. I preserved the scope of this work as academic in nature, only 

including the purely practical implications where relevant. The more personal notes are 

not included in the final written work. My learning journey reflecting its starting points, 

reasoning, and the key components that attach it to both the academic and empirical 

contexts, informing the knowledge gaps found in both the literature and practice, 

however, are included. They are, I think, an elemental part of this final work and need to 

be discussed openly to close the research circle.  

As I drafted the first research notes, I anticipated that the thesis needed to have a strong 

empirical foundation to make an academic contribution with practically actionable 

implications (van Ees et al., 2009; Huse, 2018). I began with pre-understanding on the 

topic of the value-creating board of directors. That pre-understanding grew and matured 

as I immersed myself in the extant literature, theories and discussions on corporate 

governance and the board of directors. At times, I struggled to connect the growing 

theoretical knowledge with the morphing reality of the practical world. It felt as if I was 

trying to make sense of the world by looking only in a fragmented rearview mirror. The 

maturing theoretical understanding aided the interpretation of the conversations as I 

was conducting the three sets of interviews. It also facilitated the interpretation of the 

interview situations: what was taking place in each interview situation, and why or why 

not. I began to see beyond the mechanics of any particular analysis to look at the data 

(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). That meant I was able to trust my intuition to interpret 

and reinterpret the data, as the research process progressed between the extant research 
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and empirical interviews. For example, while I did identify the premise of agency in my 

conversations with the interviewees, it did not explain the overall interview situation or 

what each interviewee was saying or left unsaid. The behavioral approach to governance 

and the board of directors offered avenues for the closer examination of individuals, with 

their perceptions and emotions that are perhaps the proverbial elephant in the 

boardroom.  

A deeper understanding of the chosen topic improved the interpretation of meanings and 

connections, social settings and underpinnings, which I might have otherwise considered 

insignificant or irrelevant. Being exposed concurrently to the theory and practice 

contributed to understanding the importance of conscious actions and decision-making. 

Decisions were needed to make judgement calls on trusting interview situations, 

conversations, and the subsequent interpretation and analysis thereof. Moreover, I think 

that understanding is not only a requirement for doctoral studies, but also a necessary 

ingredient and skill for an entrepreneur when looking to make decisions on advisors and 

collaborators for inclusion as board members. It is even more essential when making 

sense of the oddities of today in a way that could prove to be value-creating (or valuable) 

business decisions tomorrow (Harmeling et al., 2008). Businesses are ultimately created 

and run by individuals with an understanding of their own. These same people make 

decisions while interacting with one another.      

I find that the solid foundation for my research was sealed by the scholarly support of the 

behavioral research stream. The scholarly works of this stream not only demonstrate 

alternative ways of interpreting existing research findings, but also encourage diverse 

ways of asking questions and identifying new discoveries, and consequently having the 

courage to initiate new types of conversation (Huse, 2018). For a doctoral student, who 

is starting a new study in unfamiliar territory, this type of support is very much needed 

and offers both intellectual and emotional reassurance. Intellectual reassurance enables 

discoveries amidst the pressures of verification. Emotional reassurance is needed when 

exploring board members as individual personalities, not as data points in an equation. 

The personal learning process that is an essential part of research has also tested my own 

perceptions of value. I can recognize in my own actions the elements of value found 

through the four vignettes that triggered new thinking, both in research and practice. It 

is ultimately essential that the best outcome of any research is to have expanded your 

own understanding and knowledge, while contributing to the chosen academic field. I 
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have certainly increased my own personal understanding, while hoping to have planted 

a small but significant seed in the academic discourse on the value-creating board of 

directors.   

“Science is facts, just as houses are made of stones… but a pile of stones is not a house, and a 

collection of facts is not necessarily sciences” (quote from Poincaré in Whetten, 1989). 

Just as a collection of facts is not enough for science, a group of people is not enough for 

a board of directors.  
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Appendix 1: Interview framework/English 

This is the general framework used in the interviews. The questions provided the overall 

guideline for open-ended dialogue. 

Interview topics/English 

The overall interview topic is: 

- Board work in growth-oriented companies, how value is created in board work, and

how value is captured (appropriated) in board work

Questions for interviews: 

START: 

- Could you tell me about your road to this point?

o Board member: How did you become involved in board work, in general?
o Entrepreneur: how did you become an entrepreneur, and are you also

involved in board work (outside your own company)?

MEANS – who you are (asked last): 

- Persona data:

o Age
o Nationality
o How long have you been involved with entrepreneurs/entrepreneurship?

Do you have a background/experience of being an entrepreneur yourself?
o Are you a venture capitalist? An angel investor?
o Founder: Who sits on your board? (founders, investors=insiders, outsiders,

anyone else)
o Board member: What is your typical role in the board?

MEANS – who you know/networks/relationships: 

o How do you (founder/CEO) utilize and interact with your company’s board
of directors?

o How do you (board member) work with the company’s founder/CEO?
o How do you use your personal networks? How (much) do you interact with

other members of this (of other) boards?
o How did you become part of the board? Why? How did your relationships

and networks play a part in it?

GOALS and OPPORTUNTIES 

o What are your goals as a board member/entrepreneur?
o How do you make decisions?
o How do you decide which boards to join? Are you active or do you wait for

an invitation?
o When do you say no to an invitation to join a board?
o How do you understand success? What is success to you?
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o Opportunities – are they created & constructed or discovered and “stumbled
upon”?

o How has the board changed (or has it) during the development and growth
of the company?

INTERACTIONS – how does a board work? 

o How does your board work? What do you do? How often do you meet? How
do you prepare for the meetings? How often do you meet/talk outside your
official meetings?

o Are you a member of several boards – do they work in the same way: what
similarities and differences are there?

o What is the role and significance of an individual member of the board of
directors (in creating value for the company)? How do you discuss and
define the roles and tasks?

o How do you evaluate the value of the board work?

VALUE CREATION AND CAPTURE 

o How do you understand value? What is value(able) to you, how do you
define it? What does it look like? What are the elements of value?

o What is your personal competitive advantage? What kind of value do you
create for a company on whose board you sit? Can you can give some
tangible examples?

o What kind of role does board work play in creating and sustaining
competitive advantage?

o What makes a board valuable to the company it is serving?
o Can boards destroy value? How? Have you seen it? What did it look like?
o How is value created in board work? How do you recognize when it is being

created?
o How is value captured in board work? How do you recognize when it is

captured?
o How do you discuss and decide on which new possibilities to pursue? How

do you discuss and decide on which old certainties to commit to?
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Appendix 2: Interview framework/Finnish 
 

Haastatteluaihio / Suomi 

Haastattelun yleisenä teemana on:  

- Hallitustyöskentely kasvuun tähtäävissä yrityksissä ja miten arvoa luodaan ja 

määritellään / kasvatetaan hallitustyöskentelyn kautta 

 

Haastattelu kysymykset:  

ALOITUS: 

- Kertoisitko, miten olet päätynyt tähän?  

o Hallituksen jäsen: kuinka päädyit hallitustyöskentelyn pariin? 
o Yrittäjä: kuinka sinusta tuli yrittäjä ja oletko mukana myös 

hallitustyöskentelyssä (oman yrityksesi ulkopuolella) 
 

Keinot – kuka sinä olet (kysytään viimeiseksi):  

- Henkilökohtainen tieto: 

o Ikä 
o Kansallisuus 
o Kuinka kauan olet ollut tekemisissä yrittäjyyden / yrittäjien kanssa? Oletko 

itse / oletko ollut yrittäjänä? 
o Oletko pääomasijoittaja? Enkelisijoittaja? 

 

Keinot – kenet sinä tunnet / verkostosi / sidosryhmäsi:  

o Kuinka hyödynnät hallitustasi? Miten vaikutat hallitukseesi / hallituksesi 
kanssa? (yrittäjä/perustaja) 

o Kuinka työskentelet yrittäjän kanssa? (hallituksen jäsen) 
o Miten käytät henkilökohtaisia suhteitasi? Kuinka paljon olet tekemisissä 

toisten hallituksen jäsenten / toisten hallitusten jäsenten kanssa? 
o Kuinka päädyit hallitukseen? Miksi? Mikä merkitys verkostoillasi ja 

suhteillasi oli? Miksi, miten?  
 

Tavoitteet ja mahdollisuudet: 

o Mitkä ovat tavoitteesi yrittäjänä / hallituksen jäsenenä? 
o Kuinka teet päätöksiä? 
o Kuinka päätät, mihin hallituksiin lähdet mukaan? Etsitkö hallitusjäsenyyksiä 

aktiivisesti vai odotatko kutsua? 
o Milloin sanot “kiitos ei” hallitustyöskentelylle? 
o Miten ymmärrät/määrittelet menestymisen? Miltä menestys näyttää? 
o Mahdollisuudet: rakennetaanko ja luodaanko niitä vai tunnistetaanko ja 

löydetäänkö / “äkätäänkö” / havaitaanko niitä?  
 

 

Vuorovaikutus – miten vuorovaikutus toimii hallitustyöskentelyssä?  
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o Miten hallitus työskentelee? Mitä te teette? Kuinka usein tapaatte? Miten
sinä valmistaudut kokouksiin? Kuinka usein tapaatte / keskustelette
virallisten kokousten ulkopuolella?

o Oletko hallitusjäsen useiden yritysten hallituksissa? Toimivatko ne samalla
tavalla? Mikä on samanlaista, mikä erilaista?

o Mikä on mielestäsi yksittäisen hallituksen jäsenen merkitys ja rooli
hallitustyöskentelyssä? Miten keskustelette hallituksen rooleista ja
tehtävistä?

o Miten arvioitte hallitustyöskentelyn arvoa?

Arvon luominen ja määrittäminen / kasvattaminen: 

o Mitä ymmärrät arvolla? Mikä on arvokasta sinulle, miten määrittelet sen?
Miltä arvo näyttää? Mitkä ovat arvon elementit / osat?

o Mikä on sinun henkilökohtainen kilpailuetusi / arvosi niille yrityksille,
joiden hallituksessa vaikutat?

o Mikä merkitys hallitustyöskentelyllä on kilpailuedun luomisessa ja sen
ylläpitämisessä?

o Voivatko hallitukset tuhota arvoa? Miten? Oletko nähnyt tilanteita, joissa
arvo on tuhottu? Miltä se näytti?

o Miten arvoa luodaan hallitustyöskentelyssä? Miten tunnistat, että arvoa
luodaan?

o Miten arvoa määritetään / kasvatetaan hallitustyöskentelyssä? Miten
tunnistat, että arvoa kasvatetaan?

o Miten määrittelet, mihin uusiin mahdollisuuksiin lähdetään mukaan? Miten
määrittelet, mihin olemassa oleviin “vahvuuksiin” sitoutua?
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Appendix 3: The interviewees 
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Mirja Kaarlela

Individual Perceptions of Value and Value Creation
The Human Side of the Board of Directors of  the Entrepreneurial Growth Company

The curtains to the boardroom are opening, and 
the walls of its so-called black box are slowly beco-
ming more transparent. Recent research is revealing 
how human behaviors and dynamics affect board 
work, and the micro-level perspectives are de-
manding more of our attention. Contributing to that 
expanding body of research, this dissertation ge-
nerates insights on how board members bring their 
individual and personal approaches, frames of re-
ference and worldview to any board situation. Ex-
ploring and voicing various perceptions contributes 
to further understanding what board members do, 
think they are expected to do, and how they think, 
feel and act. 

An explorative approach between the scientific 
knowledge and practitioner perceptions brings out 
the profound and ongoing transformations in ways 
of doing business. This creates a need to broaden 
our views of value and value creation, both in re-
search and practice. Particularly, board members 
of the more entrepreneurial companies reveal di-
verse and ample ways to conceptualize and act on 
value and value creation. The data illustrate, for ex-
ample, that while one person immerses themselves 
in a company’s dream, and questions conformity 

as a driver for new value creation, another bases 
their value creation on purpose-driven and consci-
ous behavioral choices. Collaborative connections 
signify empowerment and value creation for one. 
Yet another relies on conventional practices and 
carefully sustained boundaries as the glue to facili-
tate new value creation. The four vignettes presen-
ted in this research speak to a continuous need to 
re-focus, re-think and re-evaluate value and value 
creation.

I conducted this research at the intersection of 
academia and practice, perspectives that both 
question and complement each other. One aim is to 
demonstrate the importance and benefits of reflecti-
ve interaction. Of equal significance, I argue for the 
benefits of building a bridge between the existing 
research and encounters and experiences from the 
practitioner world. I invite the reader to reflect on 
the puzzle of the human side of the board of direc-
tors and value creation, how we can create more 
value by accepting and better understanding each 
other’s views and underlying concepts of value and 
value creation. This will allow more diversified no-
tions of value creation to surface.
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