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in order to acquire others.
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Technology startups are expected to be a major driving force of economic growth in
Europe. The search for new high-growth startups has been particularly topical in Finland,
the country that is known for its high-tech products – and the fall of Nokia’s mobile
phone business. Although a record number of startups has been established in recent
years, the previously identified challenge is that only a small percentage of entrepreneurial businesses are responsible for the lion’s share of economic benefits typically associated
with entrepreneurial activity. Hence, we need better understanding of what level of
growth technology entrepreneurs aim to create and why there may be differences in
growth ambitions among them. In this study, we undertook interpretivist case study research in pursuit of rich, empirically grounded understanding of entrepreneurial growth
ambitions in the context of Finnish technology startups. We interviewed entrepreneurs at
a Finnish startup event and supplemented this information with data available publicly
on the Internet related to the growth ambitions of startups. Our study sought to increase
understanding of the different aspects of entrepreneurial growth ambitions, and to explore the relationship between context and growth. Based on the findings, we suggest
that growth ambitions should be seen as a complex, socially constructed concept. The
growth ambitions of entrepreneurs in our study were influenced, at least in part, by their
startups' institutional and market contexts, the scalability of their business models, their
personal characteristics and experience, and their perceptions of the barriers and constraints of the field. We conclude that startups have very different growth pathways: although the growth of one startup may depend on the talent of a few software developers,
the growth of another startup may be based on its success in building international sales
networks. As a result, to get most out of the support provided for a startup ecosystem, support activities should be tailored to different types of high-growth startups.

Introduction
When Nokia’s dominance of the mobile phone market
came crashing down, it was a disaster for the Finnish
economy and left a huge gap to fill, especially for the
employment of engineers (Lane, 2016). Since then,
Finnish decision makers have been expecting new ventures – particularly technology startups – to fill the gap
and lift the Finnish economy out from the recession.
But this idea has a hidden assumption that might not
hold: do all startups have growth ambitions? Do they
www.timreview.ca

want to be global players like Nokia? And most importantly, do they build their growth by employing thousands of employees as Nokia did?
Finland is a contradictory context for technologybased growth entrepreneurship. Although the country
is known for its high-tech contributions and has frequently ranked in the top category in innovativeness
and competitiveness (e.g., Schwab & Sala-i-Martin,
2014), the Finnish society has traditionally been rather
discouraging to high personal ambitions, as seen for ex-
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ample in the education system, which has been designed toward equality not excellence. Furthermore,
the high-tech sector, dominated by Nokia, was not
known for having an entrepreneurial mind-set.
However, the fall of Nokia created the gap and incentives for entrepreneurship, which has made a major contribution toward the currently flourishing Finnish
startup ecosystem. As an example, Nokia’s Bridge funding program provided startup funding and support for
past Nokia employees to encourage them to establish
hundreds of startup companies (Bosworth, 2014). In addition, Finland is widely recognized as a leader in highgrowth entrepreneurship policy (Autio & Rannikko,
2016; Mason & Brown, 2013) where many kinds of public funding and support services are offered for startups
with the hope of benefits for the local, regional, and national economies.
Although there is extensive research related to entrepreneurial growth, we have identified some existing
gaps between research and practice. First, much of the
literature on entrepreneurial growth emphasizes the
characteristics of the individual. Although some recent
empirical studies highlight the importance of the context, for example Sipola (2015) found that entrepreneurial growth ambitions differ between countries, most of
the studies are not fully taking into account how complex institutional forces and market environments may
influence growth. In order to fully capture the importance of context for growth, we need to have very rich
and diverse empirical coverage of this topic. Second,
our literature review points out that the concept of
growth is still largely translated into employment.
However, in practice, we see the emergence of new
kinds of startups that grow multibillion-dollar revenues
with very few employees. The Finnish game company
SuperCell (supercell.com) is a great example: established
in 2010, five years later it achieved an annual revenue of
$2.3 billion with only 176 employees (Takahashi, 2016).
It is clear that we need to rethink the concept of growth
for today’s technology startups.
The objective of this article is to provide rich, empirically grounded analysis of entrepreneurial growth ambitions in the context of Finnish technology startups. Our
study aims to increase understanding of the different
aspects of entrepreneurial growth ambitions and to explore the relationship between context and growth. In
short, our research question is the following: what kind
of growth do technology entrepreneurs aim to create
and why there are differences in growth ambition
levels? We believe that, with better understanding of
www.timreview.ca

the growth ambitions of technology entrepreneurs, we
may better help them achieve such growth, which is especially important now that digitalization and globalization have set the potential for unprecedented growth
in technology-based startups.

Related Research
In this article, we do not aim to provide a comprehensive review of extant literature of entrepreneurship,
which is largely founded on the 1934 definition by
Schumpeter of an entrepreneur as an individual whose
function is to carry out new combinations of means of
production. Entrepreneurship has been explored by
multiple terms – for example, there is prominent research on technology startups and technology-based innovations in various research streams. Given that we
want to explore the growth ambitions of entrepreneurs,
we need to understand the phenomenon and the role
of growth in entrepreneurship. In addition, we see
growth ambitions going beyond the often-mentioned
motivation of entrepreneurship as “the creation of
wealth and commercialization of an idea” (Carbonell et
al., 2009). The primary focus of the academic literature
on entrepreneurship has been on the individual (Autio
et al., 2014). However, going beyond the individual has
been increasingly highlighted. For example, technology
entrepreneurship is seen to eliminate the focus on individual entrepreneurs (Bailetti, 2012a) with increased
emphasis on stakeholders and multiple actors (Autio et
al., 2014), as well as with venture capitalists and customers being part of the ecosystem (Sipola, 2015). Similarly, within the stream of technology startups, there is
much interest on how individual-level factors correlate
with entrepreneurship and commercialization behaviours. For example, Nelson (2014) points out that the
role of context in shaping entrepreneurial behaviour is
less clear and suggests that the relationship between
context and entrepreneurship should be studied in
greater detail.
Entrepreneurship, innovation, and growth
As can be seen in Table 1, there are multiple approaches to entrepreneurship that all highlight different elements. We categorized these approaches based
on their focus as it is explained in the definitions. Subsequently, we identified two main categories, which we
acknowledge are inherently related.
First, we recognize that entrepreneurship is seen to be
linked to technology and innovation with concepts
such as technology entrepreneurship (Bailetti, 2012a).
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Table 1. Emphasis on entrepreneurship concepts in the literature

Successful technology-based ventures are seen to heavily depend on the outcomes of actions by entrepreneurs and their ability to not only combine resources but
also tolerate a higher degree of uncertainty (Giones et
al., 2013). Much of the research has been concentrating
on what type of resource configurations or combinations would explain the success or failure of the technology innovations of so many promising ventures
(Giones & Miralles, 2015). Much of this research is dominated by studies of innovation in established companies; for example, Freeman and Engel (2007) explain that
the corporate model of innovation differs significantly
from the entrepreneurial model of innovation, which
has been proven as “a robust vehicle for breakthrough
innovations” and therefore deserves better attention.
Second, multiple concepts related to entrepreneurship
emphasize growth. Concepts such as the high-growth
entrepreneur and the ambitious entrepreneur are
based on the understanding that an entrepreneurial
venture has the principal goal of creating jobs or value.
The born-global research stream (Bailetti, 2012b;
Knight & Cavusgil, 1996; Tanev, 2012) provides more cowww.timreview.ca

herent concept defining a born-global firm as a highly
international small and medium-sized enterprise that
undertakes international business at or near its founding (Knight, 2015).
Growth ambitions
The impact of goals and ambitions on entrepreneurial
innovation activities has also been studied in innovation research and other related streams, but the research is scattered. One of the challenges related to this
research is that the issue is discussed with many
names. For example, growth ambitions (Gundry &
Welsch, 2001), growth willingness (Davidsson, 1989), intended growth and growth intentions (Cassar, 2006),
growth preferences (Cassar, 2007), attitude toward
growth (Cliff, 1998; Wiklund, Davidsson, & Delmar,
2003), and growth aspirations (Kolvereid, 1992; Tominc
& Rebernik, 2007) are all terms that are used in studies
that generally aim to understand why and how entrepreneurs seek (or do not seek) high growth. Although
these concepts have varying meanings for growth,
many of those regard growth as increase in employment.
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A growing body of knowledge emphasizes that some entrepreneurs have higher ambitions than others, and
that these entrepreneurial ambitions are an important
antecedent of actual firm outcomes (Hermans et al.,
2015). Again, as in the entrepreneurship literature in
general, one of the explaining factors for growth ambitions of entrepreneurs is related to the types of people
that become startup entrepreneurs in the first place.
Lee and Venkataraman (2006) theorize about this process and claim that each individual has a combination
of economic, social, and psychological benefits, collectively called the aspiration vector, that defines the set of
entrepreneurial opportunities open to that individual.
In a combination of available non-entrepreneurial options, the aspiration vector explains why individuals
with certain type of human, intellectual, and social capital become entrepreneurs. Verheul and van Mil
(2011)support this theoretical frame and link it to
growth ambitions. In their study, they found out that
Dutch early-stage entrepreneurs who are exploiting a
perceived business opportunity (“opportunity entrepreneurs”), as opposed to those who became entrepreneurs due to lack of alternative employment options
(“necessity entrepreneurs”), are more likely to have
high growth ambitions. The context of entrepreneurship has also been addressed by Sipola and colleagues
(2016), who compared high-growth-ambition startups
in three different countries and found clear differences
in internationalization activities, which were related to
attributes such as ambition levels, a sense of urgency,
and the accountability of the entrepreneur. These attributes were strongly linked to the cultural-cognitive
and regulative level of the society.
A recent attempt to bring structure to addressing
growth ambitions is the framework of ambitious entrepreneurship, with its three major concepts: i) growth aspiration (what the entrepreneur ideally wants to
achieve), ii) growth intention (what the entrepreneur intends to achieve, combined with the effort they intend
to make), and iii) growth expectation (what the entrepreneur wants to achieve, combined with the opportunities and constraints they perceive) (Hermans et al.,
2015). It should be noted that all sample questions used
to obtain answers for each of these concepts included
the number of jobs as a measure of growth. For example, growth intention is typically addressed with the
following question: within 5 years, how many employees do you intend to employ in this firm? Consequently,
methods for measuring growth ambition need to be updated if we want to capture all aspects of the growth of
modern technology startups.
www.timreview.ca

Methodology
This study utilizes case studies as a research strategy
because the aim is to analyze the contemporary phenomenon of entrepreneurial growth ambitions within
a real-life context (Chetty, 1996; Ghauri, 2004). We decided to conduct a multiple comparative case study
(Mills et al., 2006) in order to better understand the
contrasts, similarities, and patterns in entrepreneurial
innovation, especially from the viewpoint of growth
ambitions. The context of the research is growth-seeking technology startups established in Finland. The selected approach to case study research could also be
described as interpretivist because the goal is to accumulate understanding on the topic rather than to make
measurements or predictions (Andrade, 2009;
Walsham, 1995).
For data collection, the researchers went to the major
technology startup event in Finland, where growthseeking Finnish startups are expected be present to investors, although it is also one of the biggest startup
events in whole Europe. The event was called Slush
(slush.org) and it was held in Helsinki from November
12–13, 2015. The primary data was collected with short
(10–20 minute) semi-structured interviews conducted
by three researchers during the two-day event. In the
interview, the ambition level was approached with the
question “where will your company be in 5 years”.
In total, 27 interviews were conducted from which 21
Finnish companies were selected for further data collection and analysis. Relevant contextual information
about the selected companies is presented in Table 2,
showing that most of the companies were younger
than 3 years and are mostly in the product-market fit
and in scaling phases (see the categorization by Wallin
et al., 2015) with turn-overs ranging between zero and
4M . With few exceptions, most interviewed entrepreneurs were men over 30 years-old with relatively long
prior careers in technology, innovation, or entrepreneurship.
The second round of data collection was conducted by
accessing publicly available documents and social media data to study what the startups had written about
their growth ambitions. The aim of the document analysis was to obtain more detailed data and to triangulate interview data. Finally, the combined interview
and document data were analyzed by researchers using content-coding and theme-based categorization.
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Table 2. Contextual information about the 21 Finnish
startups in this study

Findings and Discussion
Our analysis of the data shows that, although all studied companies were present at the same startup investor event, there are clear differences between
entrepreneurs’ ambition levels regarding growth. Intuitively, all companies should be aiming for high growth if
they are about to attract private investments. However,
surprisingly few companies use language that implies
extremely high growth ambitions, and on the other
hand, quite a few companies expressed only low or
moderate growth expectations (see Table 3 for examples).
How do Finnish startup entrepreneurs express their
growth ambitions?
Table 3 also indicates substantial variation among startup entrepreneurs in their interpretations of growth for
their ventures. Expanding international scale (7 companies), referring to geographical coverage of sales, was
interpreted by seven startups to be a key indicator for
the growth of their company. Increase in market share
(6) and turnover (6) were both indicated to be main
growth targets for several startups. Growth measured
by number of users (4) or customers (1) represented
successful growth for five interviewed startups. In addition to these, increase in sales revenue (2) and increased brand recognition (2) were identified as key
growth targets. Contradictory to previous research, the
number of employees was considered to be a key measure for growth for only two startups. Instead, many startups emphasize that they want to keep their
organization small and lean in terms of employees. Finally, one company (the only startup that focused
purely on games) regarded the number of downloads as
the key measure of growth.
Why do ambition levels differ?
Mostly from the document analysis, we identified numerous potential reasons for the variance in growth ambition levels, from which we will highlight four main
categories:
1. Institutional and market environment
2. Scalability of business model
3. Founder background and personal characteristics
4. Perception of expectations
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Table 3. Growth ambition levels of the 21 companies in this study

First, the institutional and market contexts that are
identified as important in recognition of entrepreneurial opportunity (e.g., Wood & McKinley 2010) are also
important factors in entrepreneurial growth ambitions.
The target markets differ among the studied startups,
for example, in terms of size, geographical focus, phase,
and network effects. Moreover, some markets are
highly institutionalized, which constrains the growth of
new ventures (e.g., due to laws and regulations). On the
one extreme, there are markets of online networking
platforms, mobile applications, and games, which have
strong network effects. For example, in the mobile
game markets, the potential growth can be exponential
and extremely rapid: through established channels startups can reach millions of customers on the very same
day that a product is launched. Moreover, there are
www.timreview.ca

widely known entrepreneurial success stories from Finland in game markets (e.g., Rovio and Supercell), which
increases the legitimacy of the game industry and
clearly shows the potential for exponential growth and
businesses worth of billions of euros. An entrepreneur’s
perception of the market potential and barriers are
therefore partly defined by success stories from the specific market, but also by the success of other players in
a comparative market (e.g., aiming to become the Uber
of market X).
Second, some companies made business model design
choices (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010; Teece, 2010) that
notably influenced the scalability of their business. For
example, the business was either highly labour intensive (e.g., consulting) or the distribution, sales, or mar-
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keting were very labour intensive (e.g., selling to local
governments). As a result, entrepreneurs described
their business as regionally focused and targeted for
city-by-city or country-by-country growth (e.g., “next
we will focus on establishing footholds in Sweden and
China”). In these cases, entrepreneurs had often realized the limitations of their business model. Accordingly, their growth expectations were mostly moderate
and, although they aimed to be international players,
the ideal scale of the business was somewhat limited.
Given that the impression given by these startups was
that they were satisfied with creating profitable businesses in smaller geographical areas, the question remains whether the lack of growth ambition drives a
certain type of entrepreneurs to build their business on
non-scalable business model?
Third, our data confirm previous research (e.g.,
Mitchell et al., 2008) showing that growth ambitions
strongly depend on the entrepreneurs’ personal characteristics and previous experiences. Our data provides
three initial insights in this area. For one thing, those
entrepreneurs who have previous international experience or a strong entrepreneurial mind-set seem to be
inclined to seek faster international growth. For another, those startup founders that are “forced” to become
entrepreneurs due to (threat of) unemployment, also referred as necessity entrepreneurship (Block &
Koellinger, 2009) seem to have more modest growth expectations as compared to “opportunity entrepreneurs” that have started businesses not because of fear
of unemployment, but because of a tempting business
opportunity that they have identified. Lastly, startup
founders’ understanding of the institutional constraints
in the targeted organizational field may explain their
growth ambitions, especially in the early stages of entrepreneurship. Initially, it seems that those early-stage entrepreneurs who do not deeply understand institutional
arrangements in the field may have more positive
growth expectations than those who are more familiar
with the specific barriers and constraints related to creating business in that particular field.
Resulting from varying personal characteristics and experiences, our data shows goal incongruence (Vancouver & Schmitt, 2006) between founders, implying
that, in a new venture, some of the co-founders may
have significantly different growth expectations than
other co-founders, which may also differ from the startups’ “official” goals. Our study hints that differing opinions between entrepreneurial founders within a single
company seem to be largely based on the personal characteristics, risk-aversive behaviour, and perception of
www.timreview.ca

barriers to growth. For example, in one of our cases,
one founder said “[in five years] our goal is to have
product in the market, but this is my personal perspective, and our CEO has a more optimistic view”.
Finally, growth ambitions seem to be refined by the entrepreneurs’ perception of the expectations and actions
of external stakeholders who either directly or indirectly
provide support in commercialization and scale-up of
the business. In some cases, a prerequisite for external
funding was to steer business to new high-growth markets, thereby external stakeholders were aiming to increase the growth ambition level. However, if the
external steering was done forcefully, our impression
was that it did not have significant impact on the real
growth ambitions of the entrepreneurs. In some other
cases, external stakeholders did not directly force the
entrepreneur, but the entrepreneurs nonetheless experienced normative pressure that impacted their expression of growth ambition. For example, from the
funding perspective, entrepreneurs even joked that
you need to have at least three slide decks with different growth projections: (pessimistic/realistic) steady
growth projections for banks, middle-of-the-road estimations for the public funding authorities, and overly
positive for business angels and venture capital organizations.
Our data implies that the observed behaviour is related
to variance in institutional logic and expectations of
different types of investors. One the one hand, regulative and normative institutional forces limit risk taking
of traditional banks in favour of steady growth instead
of gambling for big returns. On the other hand, private
investors’ portfolio investment strategies are based on
high risk and high returns, and therefore they are not
usually interested in investment opportunities with
low or moderate long-term growth estimates (Feeney
et al., 1999). Our findings suggest that entrepreneurs
who participate in the activities of a startup ecosystem
learn about these institutionalized rules and templates
that constrain investment decision making, which
leads them to emphasize different aspects of their
growth estimates when meeting different investors and
funding organizations. Thereby, public funding and
private external funding can have substantial impact
on the growth strategy of startups.
Startup incubators and accelerator programs are another potential source that may increase an entrepreneur’s growth ambitions. First, they usually need to
show some level of growth orientation to be accepted
into these programs. Second, discussions and potential
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co-residence with other growth-oriented startup entrepreneurs, and guidance and inspirational talks from
successful entrepreneurs may be an inspiration for
higher-growth ambitions. Our interviews and document analysis also provide hints that press and media
attention may increase the expressed growth ambitions
of startups. In general, extreme cases receive the most
media attention, and thereby it may be good strategy
for an entrepreneur to emphasize ambitious goals
when looking for optimal media visibility.
Theoretical implications
The numerous studies on entrepreneurial growth ambition form an extensive body of knowledge. This stream
of research has been mainly focusing on the objective
measurement of the level of growth ambition, where
the measure has usually been the number of people employed by the company (e.g., Hermans et al., 2015). Our
research departs from the mainstream on two points.
First, we view the phenomenon from the constructivist
perspective (see e.g., Bouchikhi, 1993) and claim that
growth ambition should not be seen as single number;
rather, it is a more complex socially constructed phenomenon that emerges from complex interactions
between entrepreneurs, their previous experiences and
expectations, and other actors and institutional contexts (formal rules, norms, and cultural-cognitive beliefs). Entrepreneurs continually construct their
entrepreneurial goals and visions through interactions
within their social groups, and when they are exposed
to new people, their ambitions may change. They also
continuously learn about appropriate and acceptable
ways of expressing growth ambitions in different contexts, regardless of their true intentions. Thereby, an entrepreneur may present to potential investors that they
want to build a hyperscalable business that will become
“the next Google”, but at the same time they may be
secretly applying for a more secure job at a large corporation. The level of growth ambition also depends on the
perspective of observers as two different people evaluating growth may have different normative views and cultural-cognitive scripts that guide their evaluation. All
this leads to the conclusion that there can be several coexisting views on the level of growth ambition, and one
view does not need to be judged as true or false.
Second, our study highlights that the concept of growth
is interpreted differently among entrepreneurs. For
many Finnish startup entrepreneurs, growth is still
about expanding the business to international markets,
which can be considered as a quite conservative view
on growth in a small nation that has always relied heavily on foreign trade. Even though all startups are focuswww.timreview.ca

ing on digital product and services, in a business-tobusiness or business-to-government context, there is in
many cases a lot of work that requires physical presence and therefore the perspective is: “how do we expand to the next geographical area”. For entrepreneurs
whose business relies on global digital delivery channels, the growth ambition can be very different. For
them, country-by-country growth is not necessarily relevant, although country-specific customization might
still be an issue (e.g., due to different languages).
However, they are more focused on how many users or
customers they have, and how they can grow the
user/customer base while keeping their operational efficiency at a high level. In contrast to previous research,
our findings clearly indicate that growth in terms of
number of employees is not necessarily the main target
for technology startups. Instead, many of the startups
we studied aim to build their businesses such that the
scalability of their businesses are not strongly linked to
the number of employees, and the possibility of becoming a large hierarchical organization is seen as a threat
to long-term success.
Practical and policy implications
This work supports the national and local policy
makers responsible for new venture funding and decision makers of startup ecosystems (e.g., managers of
accelerator programs) who design and offer supportive
actions for startup entrepreneurs. Our study helps
these actors to better understand the differences
between startups that operate in different institutional
contexts, that perceive different pressure and constraints, and that have different levels of ambition and
goals for their business. Based on our study, it is neither
realistic nor beneficial to expect the same level of
growth ambition from startups that aim for different
types of markets by executing business models that are
very different from the scalability perspective.
Moreover, the entrepreneurs’ previous and current social contexts can be seen as social constructs that
define informal rules on how growth ambitions are expected to be expressed. Thereby, understanding the diversity of startups helps to tailor specific support to the
different types of startups or helps to recognize which
startups would benefit most from the provided support.
The study also has practical implications for entrepreneurs. First, individuals considering jumping onto the
path of entrepreneurial innovation can gain a better understanding of the varying perspectives and expectations within a startup ecosystem regarding growth.
Second, startup entrepreneurs who already are on the
entrepreneurial innovation path can learn from the ex-
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pressed growth ambitions of other entrepreneurs and
benchmark their growth ambitions relative to other entrepreneurs.
Limitations
One of the main challenges in conducting research that
aims to reveal the delicate issue of ambition level,
which might for example impact greatly on a startup’s
funding, is how to ensure that the data will be reliable.
We acknowledge that entrepreneurs learn how they are
expected to express their growth ambitions in different
social contexts and in some cases it may be difficult for
a researcher to create sufficient trust within a short
timeframe to overcome this learned behaviour. Even
though a startup investment event is assumed to be a
context where entrepreneurs are expected to overemphasize their growth ambitions, only very few startups
showed very high growth ambitions. This finding may
indicate that a researcher is seen as a more impartial
actor even though the setting for the interview is an investor event. Regardless of the truthfulness of their answers, due to the socio-constructivist stance, our aim is
not to find a single objective truth about the level of
growth ambition, but to create better understanding
about the phenomenon by exploring different views
and explanations that are embedded in the different social contexts experienced by entrepreneurs.

Conclusion
During the last few decades, there has been significant
interest in entrepreneurship research that examines
how individual-level factors correlate with entrepreneurship and commercialization behaviours (e.g., Nelson, 2014). This article focuses on entrepreneurial
growth ambitions and takes a socio-constructivist view
on answering the question: what kind of growth do
technology entrepreneurs aim for and why there are
differences in growth ambition levels? Our data from
the context of the Finnish startup ecosystem provide
empirical findings that the concept of growth differs
between startups. For some companies, growth is geographical expansion, for others it is more about num-
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ber of users or customers, regardless of their origin. For
most of the startup companies we studied, growth in
terms of the number of employees is not the goal,
which may be somewhat contradictory to the goals of
the policy makers that aim to increase employment in
general.
We contribute to the theoretical discussion by suggesting that growth ambitions should be seen as a more
complex socially constructed concept than just an easily observable value defining the level of ambition. In
our cases, growth ambitions were influenced at least by
the perception of market potential and the social context they are embedded in, the scalability of the business model, personal characteristics and background of
entrepreneurs, and their perceptions of the barriers
and constraints of the field. We claim that different
types of startup companies have different needs and
therefore the support provided to those startups should
be different. It is also worth considering whether all
kinds of startups need equal support.
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