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Abstract  

Background:  Companies are under pressure to do more with less and at the same time 

they are affected by market needs such as customer demand, being 

sustainable and innovative in order to survive in the competitive market. 

There is a need to work with continuous improvements of the company 

performance considering the social, economic and environmental aspect. 

Research has shown that there is a relationship between lean management 

and corporate sustainability.  

  

Purpose:   The purpose of this thesis is to understand to what extent the concepts of 

lean and sustainability are implemented in a startup and how they relate 

to each other. 

 

Method:   The study is based on a qualitative research method with focus on the 

theory, which gave this thesis a deductive character. We wanted to 

develop a deeper understanding of how and when a startup can apply a 

lean method and how it can be sustainable. We applied a case study 

research method and the qualitative data was collected by conducting a 

document analysis with coding. 

 

Conclusion:   The results show that the concepts of lean and sustainability are 

intertwined and that they can and should be considered in a startup - 

aiming to build a business model, responding to stakeholder demand, and 

improving the corporate sustainability performance.  



 

 ii 

 Table of Contents 

	

1.	 Introduction ......................................................................... 1	
1.1	 Background ............................................................................................. 1	
1.2	 Problem discussion ................................................................................. 3	
1.3	 Problem statement .................................................................................. 4	
1.4 	 Research purpose and questions ........................................................... 4	
1.5	 Thesis outline .......................................................................................... 5	

2.	 Frame of references ............................................................ 6	
2.1	 Entrepreneurship .................................................................................... 6	
2.2	 Startup concept ....................................................................................... 7	
2.2.1	 Phases of a startup ................................................................................. 8	
2.3	 Corporate sustainability ........................................................................ 11	
2.3.1	 Implementing Corporate Sustainability ................................................. 14	
2.4	 Lean management ................................................................................ 15	
2.4.1	 Just-In-Time (JIT) ................................................................................. 17	
2.4.2	 Jidoka ................................................................................................... 17	
2.4.3	 Heijunka and Standardization ............................................................... 17	
2.4.4	 Kaizen ................................................................................................... 18	
2.5 	 Lean and Sustainability ......................................................................... 18	

3.	 Methodology ...................................................................... 21	
3.1	 Research philosophy ............................................................................ 21	
3.2 	 Methodological framework .................................................................... 22	
3.3	 Qualitative data ..................................................................................... 23	
3.4	 Research design ................................................................................... 24	
3.5	 Qualitative analysis technique .............................................................. 25	
3.5.1	 The coding process .............................................................................. 25	
3.6	 Case Study ........................................................................................... 27	
3.7	 Scientific quality .................................................................................... 29	
3.7.1	 Ethical consideration ............................................................................. 31	

4.	 Empirical findings ............................................................. 32	
4.1	 Dropbox overview ................................................................................. 32	
4.1.1	 Dropbox products and services ............................................................ 33	
4.2	 Transparency ........................................................................................ 34	
4.2.1	 Trust and security ................................................................................. 34	
4.2.2	 Certifications and recognitions .............................................................. 35	
4.3	 Sustainability ......................................................................................... 36	
4.3.1	 Environmental concerns ....................................................................... 36	
4.3.2	 People at Dropbox ................................................................................ 36	
4.3.2.1	 Diversity at Dropbox ..................................................................................................... 37	
4.3.3	 Growth .................................................................................................. 38	
4.3.3.1	 Growth in numbers ....................................................................................................... 40	

5.	 Theoretical and Empirical Analysis ................................. 41	
5.1	 Introduction ........................................................................................... 45	
5.2	 Problem and solution fit ........................................................................ 45	
5.3	 Vision and founders fit .......................................................................... 46	



 

 iii 

5.4	 Product and market fit ........................................................................... 47	
5.5	 Business model and market fit .............................................................. 49	
5.5.1	 Scaling .................................................................................................. 49	
5.5.2	 Establishing .......................................................................................... 52	

6.	 Conclusions ....................................................................... 57	
6.1	 Answering the research purpose and research questions .................... 57	
6.1.1	 Re-occurring factors from the analysis ................................................. 57	
6.1.2	 Reflections on the research purpose of the study ................................ 58	
6.1.3	 Answering the research questions ........................................................ 60	
6.2	 Final reflections and suggestions for future research ........................... 64	

Reference list ................................................................................. 65	
Appendix 1. .................................................................................... 81	
Appendix 2 ..................................................................................... 82	
Appendix 3 ..................................................................................... 83	
Appendix 4 ..................................................................................... 84	
Appendix 5 ..................................................................................... 85	
 

 

Figures 
Figure 1. Startup development phases (Startupcommons, 2015) ................. 10	
Figure 2. Corporate Sustainability Model (Epstein, 2008) ............................. 11	
Figure 3. The Toyota Production System House (Liker & Morgan, 2006) ..... 16	
Figure 4. Lean and Sustainability (Piercy & Rich, 2014) ............................... 18	
Figure 5. Case study research: A linear but iterative process (Yin, 2009) .... 28	
Figure 6. Sector breakdown, the best spin-off (indxx.com) ........................... 29	
Figure 7. Funding rounds for Dropbox (Crunchbase, 2017) .......................... 39	
Figure 8. Dropbox investment (Crunchbase, 2016) ...................................... 40	

 

Tables 
Table 1. Coding table (Terzic & Pitzalis) ....................................................... 42	

 

  



  
 

1 
 

1. Introduction  

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter will introduce the chosen research area by discussing the concept of 

entrepreneurship, enlightening the concerns of sustainability as well as explaining the 

lean concept and its applicability to a company. A problem discussion will follow, 

highlighting the lack of research regarding startups applying a lean method, followed 

by the purpose of the paper and the research questions. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

1.1 Background 

There is a global entrepreneurial revolution going on, and at the same time 

organizations have to compete by pursuing innovative solutions and responding to 

changing customer demand (Priestley, 2013). New technologies are occurring daily, 

which puts pressure on entrepreneurs to develop and enhance the way of creating value, 

since new products and services are introduced to the market in a breathtaking pace 

(Kuratko, Morris, Covin, 2011). Furthermore, Kuratko et al. (2011:3) explain that 

companies,  

“..can either become victims of this revolution as aggressive, upstart companies move 

quickly in undermining their positions in existing markets and in creating whole new 

markets - or, they can join the revolution”.  

Entrepreneurs have emerged as the ones who will cope with the uncertain business 

environments and at the same time handle the turbulence caused by austerity and 

opportunity (Burns, 2013). Meanwhile, Laszlo (2008) argues that sustainable 

development should be considered a main business imperative for organisations in the 

21st century that want to achieve excellent trade-off between operational performance, 

sustainability issues and economic concerns. For instance, organizations such as GE, 

Walmart, 3M, IBM and Scandic hotels have managed to achieve cost-effective and 

sustainable business operations by turning environmental concerns into a competitive 

advantage (Martínez León  and Calvo-Amodio, 2017). 

The pressure on companies to act more sustainable is founded in government 

regulations, the demand power shift from suppliers to consumers, the growing 
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importance of international certification standards as well as the industrial development 

and its affect on environmental pollution (Stanwick & Stanwick 2006; Marchet et al., 

2014; Welfens et al. 2016). Having those realities in mind, Oakland & Tanner (2007) 

explain that organizations are under pressure to do more with less, especially when 

wanting to develop their business in order to stay competitive. Therefore, Azapagic 

(2003) states that a company need to be ambidextrous and continuously work with 

improvements of the social, economic, and environmental performance, known as the 

triple bottom line. Moreover, Hartinia and Ciptomulyono (2015) argue that many 

organizations have managed the triple bottom line performance by applying an 

operational management tool called lean. Further, studies have shown that the lean 

method has a positive relationship with the emission reduction, meaning a positive 

impact on environmental as well as social aspects (Dombrowski, Mielke and Schulze, 

2012; Aguado, Alvarez and Domino, 2013; Faulkner and Badurdeen, 2014).  

Since the 1980s, the concept of ‘lean’ has received significant attention, with many 

manufacturing companies adapting and adopting the lean approach in order to gain 

competitive advantages (Allway & Corbett 2002). The core idea behind lean is to 

maximize the value for customers, by using fewer resources and minimizing waste 

(Liker 2004). In fact, a considerable amount of research has been made, emphasizing 

the relationship between corporate sustainability and lean management (Martinez-

Jurado & Moyano-Fuentes 2014; Piercy & Rich 2015). The lean approach has been 

applied in various sectors; private and public, manufacturing and service, and in 

organizations with high to low volume (Holweg 2007; Leite & Vieira 2015). 

In other words, the lean approach can be applied to many different types of companies - 

even startups, that are in the early development stage. A startup is an organisation that is 

in an ‘early growth stage’ (Griener, 1972), which requires it to be highly creative, since 

it works in an environment that is characterized of being exciting, demanding, stressful, 

uncertain and highly ambiguous (Kuratko et al. 2011). The lean method has been used 

for a while by startups that want to develop and to launch innovative products and 

services in the market (Ries, 2011). Meanwhile, the uncertain business environment 

creates challenges for organizations that want to launch new products and services 

(Karagülle, 2012). In order to renew and develop innovative services and products, 

organizations need to be ambidextrous, which according to Tushman & O’Reilly (1996) 
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is when a company seeks to manage the issues of today and at the same time copes with 

the challenges of tomorrow. Research has shown that a startup works in a highly 

uncertain and time-sensitive environment, which makes the applicability of the lean 

method challenging (Nirwan & Dhewanto, 2015; Björk et al., 2013). 

1.2 Problem discussion 

Research has shown that startups work in a risky environment where one wrong move 

or decision can cause organizational failure (Ries, 2011). Thus, there are many different 

reasons why startups fail, for instance it could be due to lack of network utilization, 

poor marketing, lost focus, bad location, legal challenges, pricing and cost issues etc. 

(CBinsights, n.d.). However, the most common reason why startups fail is due to lack of 

market need recognition. Moreover, if a startup business model does not serve scalable 

solutions to market problems, the market need will not be covered (CBinsights, n.d.). 

 

The movement of startups using a lean approach is enabling managers to be 

entrepreneurial and to work with continuous innovation during the product development 

process, which according to Liker and Morgan (2006) will allow startups to manage the 

resources in a more sustainable way. Steiber and Sverker (2013) define continuous 

innovation as the ability to build new business models, to develop new products and 

services and the ability to respond and adapt to changes. Further, the authors define the 

key factors for a company in order to be innovative as; internal infrastructures 

(organization, performance and incentive), culture, individuals, good leaders and 

external interaction with customers and suppliers (Steiber & Sverker, 2013). However, 

the implementation and the maintenance of continuous innovation is challenging for 

most organizations (Garcia et al. 2010), especially for a company that is acting in a new 

and complex environment (Browning and Sanders, 2012). Therefore, startups need to 

launch new products in a fast and agile way in order to respond to customer demand as 

well as utilize its resources efficiently in order to prevent colossal waste of precious 

resources, such as people, time, and money (Ries, 2011).  

There is a large amount of research and up-to date data considering medium and large 

size enterprises and their use of the lean method in their business operations, as well as 

how these organizations work with sustainability, turning it into a competitive edge 

(Piercy and Rich, 2015). However, few researchers have addressed sustainability issues 
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and the lean method application from a startup perspective. Many companies are under 

pressure to respond to sustainability issues, and according to Joyce and Paquin (2016), 

these concerns can be seen as risks or as opportunities, depending on how the company 

approaches them. Meanwhile, Epstein (2008) discusses how important it is to engage in 

sustainable innovation, in order to respond to both internal and external factors which 

influence the company. Ries (2011) points to the fact that a startup can answer to 

customer demand more efficiently, by engaging lean thinking in the innovation process. 

Nevertheless, there is not a universal method of lean that is applicable to all 

organizations, which means that every company has to discover the best way to apply 

lean to fit the needs of their organization and customers (Henderson and Larco, 2003). 

1.3 Problem statement  

 
Since there is great pressure on companies in today’s society to be both innovative and 

to act more sustainable, many of them struggle to incorporate sustainability concerns 

into their business strategy. Furthermore, many organizations have realized the benefits 

of using lean approaches, i.e. doing more with less, in order to utilize their resources 

efficiently and to reduce waste. In addition, it has become an incentive for entrepreneurs 

who are seeking to develop a sustainable business model. Due to the lack of scientific 

research regarding startups that have applied a lean method, there is a gap in research, 

and a need to understand when and why a startup should apply a lean approach in its 

different development phases. Since the work environment for a startup is highly 

uncertain and time-sensitive, the applicability of the lean method becomes challenging. 

Another challenge is to apply a sustainable corporate strategy within a startup. In line 

with this, many researchers have found that there is a connection between applying the 

lean method to an organization and responding to sustainability concerns. 

 

1.4  Research purpose and questions 

 
 In light of the problem discussion above, the following research purpose was defined; 

 

‘to understand to what extent the concepts of lean and sustainability are implemented in 

a startup and how they relate to each other’ 
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Followed by two research questions; 

§ When and why does a startup apply a lean method to its business? 

§ When and how can a startup manage sustainability concerns?  

1.5 Thesis outline 

 
The thesis outline is as follows: the first chapter introduces a topic of interest and 

highlight a gap in research connected to the topic, followed by the second chapter which 

will present a review of the relevant theories, that is later used as foundation for the 

development of the document analysis. The third chapter describes the qualitative data 

that has been utilized in the study. Further, a comprehensive outline of the research 

design and methodological quality will be presented. This first chapter also consists of a 

discussion of the study limitations that are the result of the chosen methods, focusing on 

validity, reliability and generalizability. Chapter four is divided into two parts, first it 

gives an overview of the secondary empirical data that is used in the study, and the 

second part presents the results from document analysis, presented through primary 

empirical data. Chapter five will present a joint discussion of the empirical findings and 

the earlier presented frame of references. The final and sixth chapter, summarizes the 

results of the study, highlights the conclusions and provides suggestions for future 

research. 
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2. Frame of references 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter provides an overview of the literature that will be used as a framework in 

this study. In section 2.1 and 2.2 the concepts entrepreneurship and startup are 

discussed, as well as relevant sustainability aspects in section 2.3, and lean 

management in section 2.4. Lastly the relation between sustainability and lean is 

presented in section 2.5. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

2.1 Entrepreneurship 

 
Who is actually an Entrepreneur? What does an entrepreneurial organisation look like? 

And how is entrepreneurial behaviour constituted of different activities? Although the 

concept of ‘entrepreneurship’ has been used over 200 years, there is still today 

disagreement over its core meaning (Kuratko et al., 2011). There are some challenges 

when defining entrepreneurship, thus, there is no common definition to the term (Kobia 

& Sikalieh, 2009). Stevenson & Jarillo-Mossi (1986) explain that entrepreneurship is 

the process of creating value by bringing together a unique combination of resources to 

exploit an opportunity. Drucker (2014) defines entrepreneurship as the process of 

managing and creating innovation, and entrepreneurial businesses are those in which, 

without ignoring crucial issues, focus on innovation and originality. According to 

Kuratko (2015) entrepreneurial organizations are those with culture based on 

profitability, growth, and innovation. Additionally, Kuratko (2015) states that an 

entrepreneur is an innovator who sees and takes opportunities; assumes and manages 

risks of the competitive and volatile marketplace; develops opportunities into 

executable ideas; adds valuable resources such as money, time and personal skills; and 

is able to take advantages of any situations.  

Aulet (2013) emphasizes two different types of entrepreneurships. On one hand, there 

are small and medium enterprise (SME) entrepreneurships; they are typically 

recognized as a family business, usually initiated by only one individual, and their main 

goal is to serve the needs of a local community focusing on the local markets. 

Generally, SME are retailer and services organizations. On the other hand, Aulet (2013) 

identifies also another category, innovation driven enterprise (IDE) entrepreneurships; 
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they are the risk-takers and they seek success in the market by focusing on serving both 

local and global markets, while innovation is their main competitive advantage.  

According to Kuratko et al. (2011), the term entrepreneurship can be replaced with the 

term new venture, small businesses or startups. In contrast, according to Blank (2010) 

there are four classes of entrepreneurial business; social entrepreneurs, large company 

entrepreneurs, small businesses, and scalable startups. These classes have both 

similarities and dissimilarities, and actors of one category often think that the others are 

not entrepreneurs. Therefore, Blank (2010) argues that each entrepreneurial class differ 

in term of vision, goal, and personal risk. However, common characteristics that they 

have is that, during their early development stage, they all strive to seek the best and 

most strategic business model, being highly persistent, agile, and passionate. 

2.2 Startup concept 

 
A startup is a temporary company which is seeking for repeatable, scalable, and 

profitable business model, which describes how organizations develop, spread and 

attract value (Blank & Dorf, 2012). Blank (2013) emphasizes that it is crucial for an 

entrepreneur to have a business plan before starting the processes of building products, 

since it will help on predicting the unknown and volatile business. As stated by Spieth 

and Schneider (2016)  the business model is important when a company wants to be 

innovative, and an innovative business model could represent a competitive advantage 

for the organization.  

Ries (2011:27) defines a startup as “a human institution designed to create new 

products and services under conditions of extreme uncertainty”.  

However, depending on in which stage a startup is and what kind of startup it is, the 

level of uncertainty will vary (Ries, 2011; Leppanen & Hokkanen, 2015). According to 

Leppanen and Hokkanen (2015) a startup can be classified with either external or 

internal, depending on if it is situated outside or inside a business. In accordance, Blank 

(2013) enlights an important difference between a startup and a company; a startup (a 

temporary organization) seeks for a business model, while a company (a permanent 

organization) executes a new one. Therefore, internal startups are located inside an 

existing business, can access easily access capital, capabilities and resources (Blank, 
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2014). They get support from the parent organization, thus, they operate in a less risky 

environment and face less uncertainty (Leppanen & Hokkanen, 2015). However, a 

drawback for internal startups is that, even if they try to build a new business model 

from scratch, they are restricted by the existing one (Blank, 2014). In contrast, external 

startups are not inside any existing business, they need to work harder since they do not 

have any resources and they face higher uncertainty and risk. Thus, they need to create a 

sustainable business model, looking for possible costs, revenues, customers, and 

partners. However, they do not need to deal with any existing business model (Blank, 

2014). 

2.2.1 Phases of a startup 

 
The framework ‘startup development phases’ illustrates the development phases of a 

startup, from idea formulation to market fit and growth achievement (Figure 1). The 

framework represents the innovation process; starting with an idea and developing it by 

generating a business model and a product (Startupcommons, 2015). Apart from the 

innovation process itself, the startup need to build a committed and strong founding 

team that will work with the innovation process in a real growing business in order to 

capture the created value. There are four phases that a startup goes through when trying 

to achieve a market fit and to establish a business model. The four phases include six 

different steps that a startup need to manage in order to scale up and reach growth. The 

phases and the steps are described below (Figure 1). 

• Problem / Solution fit: The mission, vision and strategy are defined.  

o Ideation is the first step in the phase of Problem/Solution fit. It 

emphasizes the entrepreneurial ambition and the potential idea for a 

scalable product or service that is big enough to target an entire market. 

The idea should cover a market need and create value. In this initial 

phase there is no confirmed commitment and there is only one person or 

a few people driving the idea forward.  

o Concepting is the second step in the first phase, focusing on defining the 

mission and vision as well as the initial strategy for the next three years. 

There are at least two or three co-founders that are entrepreneurial with 

complementary skills, as well as extended team members.  
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• Vision / Founders fit:  

o Commitment is about creating a committed co-founder team foundation 

with shared values, vision and attitudes. The ability to develop the initial 

version of the product or service, with their own resources. The Co-

founders Shareholders agreement (SHA) should be signed, including 

shareholders money and time commitments, and also the goals for the 

next three years. 

 

• Product / Market fit: In this phase the startup is referred to as a lean startup.  

o Validation is about stating assumptions until you have validated 

solutions, in order to show the initial user growth and revenue. The first 

Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) are identified, which can be 

measured through customer (number of customers, customer satisfaction, 

customer lifetime value), people (employee turnover rate and employee 

satisfaction) and financial metrics (profit, costs, sales and revenue) (The 

Controller’s Report, 2014). The startup start to attract sweat equity or 

money resources and investments from investors, in order to gain 

revenue share, equity, and future revenue.  

 

• Business model / Market fit 

o Scaling is part of the final phase, it focuses on growth, by showing KPI’s 

measures, the customer revenue growth, the growth in number of users, 

and the market need recognition and fulfilment. The goals of this step is 

to attract additional funding, to add members to the teams and to improve 

the quality of the processes.  

o Establishing is the final step of the development process. The startup 

has achieved important growth, and it should have scaled up and gained 

market fit, as well as developed a business model. In this phase some 

investors and/or founders will choose to leave or continue to work with 

the company. Additionally, a startup can choose to keep the initial 

mission and vision in order to keep the cultural spirit of ‘being a startup’, 

even though they are not considered a startup anymore.
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Figure 1. Startup development phases (Startupcommons, 2015)
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2.3 Corporate sustainability 

 
For the past 20 years, companies have been striving to handle social issues, and the 

pressure on organizations to focus more on the environmental impact and the 

consequences of their offered services and products has been growing (Kleindorfer et al. 

2005). According to Gimenez et al. (2012) the term sustainability consists of three 

elements: environmental, financial and social responsibilities, and it is equally 

important to simultaneously improve each of them. Kleindorfer et al, (2005) stated that 

the relationship between environmental, financial and social responsibilities, known as 

the triple bottom line of a company, has been one of the main symptoms that drove 

businesses to incorporate corporate sustainability in their strategies. Thus, the 

challenges for companies is to incorporate concerns of health, safety, and environment 

with their business processes, zero-waste supply chains, and eco-friendly product design 

(Kleindorfer et al. 2005). In accordance with Epstein (2008), sustainable performance is 

the most important measurement when wanting to improve the company’s corporate 

sustainability. Further Epstein (2008) presented a framework that shows how a 

company can develop a sustainable business model.  

 

 

Figure 2. Corporate Sustainability Model (Epstein, 2008) 
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The Corporate Sustainability Model (figure 2) gives an overview of the performance 

drivers of corporate sustainability, the influence of manager actions on that 

performance, and how these actions affect the corporate social, financial and 

environmental performance. It also describes how the sustainability performance drivers 

and management decision consequences affect the various stakeholders (Epstein, 2008). 

According to Epstein (2008) the main inputs of the model are; broader environment 

(geographical and regulatory), internal context (strategy, mission, structure), human and 

financial resources, business context (products, customers and industry sector). These 

inputs have a direct impact on corporate processes and the decision of the leaders 

regarding improvements on sustainability. The outputs will be the result of the actions 

of the leaders, the business processes and the strategies, having a direct effect on the 

shareholders, and their decisions. These outputs will show the sustainability 

performance of the company, positive or negative, as well as the reactions of the 

stakeholders, resulting in long-term corporate financial performance outcomes (Epstein, 

2008).  

Even though the interest on Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) topic is growing in 

research, there is not a precise definition of it. The CSR term includes different 

overlapping fields and is often interchanged in literature with other terms, such as 

corporate sustainability, stakeholder theory, corporate ethics, sustainability, responsible 

entrepreneurship, and triple bottom line (Hohnen 2007; Alhaddi, 2015, Lin-Hi & 

Muller, 2013). According to Hohnen (2007) social responsibility is the; 

“responsibility of an organisation for the impacts of its decisions and activities on 

society and the environment through transparent and ethical behaviour that is 

consistent with sustainable development and the welfare of society; takes into account 

the expectations of stakeholders; is in compliance with applicable law and consistent 

with international norms of behaviour; and is integrated throughout the 

organisation.”   

The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) framework has been elaborated by Elkington (1997), the 

founder of the British consultancy Sustainability Organization. In order to build a 

competitive advantage in the long-term, a company needs to base its strategy on three 

variables, which are known as the 3Ps; Profit, Planet, and People. By focusing on the 

3Ps, organizations can reach success according to Elkington (1997). The TBL 
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framework provides tools which help to measure the success of an organization and its 

performance by using the environmental, financial and social aspects (Alhaddi, 2015). 

 

People: According to Elkington (1997) the social aspect concerns on having fairness 

and advantageous business behaviours to the worker, human capital, and to the society. 

The main focus of the social performance is the relationship of the company and the 

community, and it invests on issues regarding fair wages, health care insurance, worker 

relations, and the society involvement (Goel, 2010; Alhaddi, 2015). Therefore, by 

ignoring social responsibility, operations of a business and its sustainability can be 

affected (Alhaddi, 2015). Potential variables that could be used when wanting to 

measure the social dimension of a society, include measurement of health and well-

being, social capital, quality of life, equity, and education (Slaper & Hall, 2011). 

 

Planet: The environmental aspect concerns on adopting strategies that do not alter and 

influence the future of ecological resources (Elkington, 1997). It focuses on having an 

effective use of resources, reducing and eliminating environmental footprints, and 

minimizing gas emission, thus, as the social aspect, it, has a strong effect on a 

company’s sustainability practices (Goel, 2010; Alhaddi, 2015). According to Slaper & 

Hall (2011) possible variables that could be used when wanting to represent the 

environmental dimension of the TBL are; the quality of water and air, land use, waste, 

the use of energy, and resources. By having an extended span of time of these variables, 

a company can identify more easy the impact that their processes can have on the local 

area (Slaper & Hall, 2011).  

Profit: The financial aspect of the TBL concerns on how the company’s practices 

impact the economic layer of the business (Elkington, 1997). It allows the growth of the 

organization, it endorses the economic value of the company, and it supports the 

implementation of sustainable strategies crucial for future generations (Alhaddi, 2015). 

Examples of financial variables that focus on the performance of money’s flow are; 

expenditures and incomes, business variety factors, taxes, and employment (Slaper & 

Hall, 2011). 
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2.3.1 Implementing Corporate Sustainability 

 
Many organisations have realized the importance of working with the Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR), which is connected to sustainable development, governance, 

globalization, ethics, finance, leadership, business tools, and community (Hohnen, 

2007). According to Hohnen (2007) there is not one unique method for adopting and 

implementing CSR in a business, since every company has different characteristics that 

influence the point of view of social responsibilities. As stated by Lin-Hi and Muller 

(2013), some companies implement CSR by improving stakeholders’ welfare, some by 

doing volunteering activities, and some others may focus on implementing sustainable 

development as a core business strategy. There is considerable uncertainty about how a 

company should handle the trade-offs between financial and social or environmental 

performance, since the trade-offs change due to changed shareholder demand (Epstein, 

2008). At certain times, shareholders may want the organisation to place more weight 

on the financial aspect through short-term profits, whereas at other times shareholders 

may want the organisation to focus on the environment and social performance 

(Epstein, 2008; Goel 2010).  

The implementation of sustainability is challenging for several reasons: companies are 

under pressure in terms of time, resources, and money, the costs of the implementation 

are constantly changing, the financial benefits can only be measured by looking at long-

time horizons, and the impact of environmental and social performance is difficult to 

measure, especially when wanting to quantify the benefits (Hohnen, 2007; Epstein, 

2008). Hohnen (2007) argue that it is crucial to prioritize activities in agreement with 

time restriction and resource availability. Additionally social and environmental impacts 

need to be integrated into the company’s core management decisions, strategy, 

activities, and processes, so that the company values and commitments to environmental 

and social concerns are consistently communicated through the organisation (Hohnen, 

2007; Epstein, 2008). Furthermore, Hingley et al. (2015) emphasize the importance of 

corporate collaboration between suppliers, partners, and customers when wanting to 

implement corporate sustainability within the business. According to Hohnen (2007), 

the main benefits of implementing CSR are: 

• Opportunities for companies to demonstrate their human concern; 
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• Strong integration with NGO, local communities, government, and partner 

organizations, since CSR strategy require high efficiency in communication; 

• Companies became more responsive to changes, since they focus on starting 

specific initiatives to answer certain needs; 

• A CSR approach build on integrity, with values focused on a long-term, support 

businesses on making a great contribution to community.  

• Financial benefits, since companies are able to attract higher number of 

shareholders. 

2.4 Lean management 

 
The Lean concept was developed in Japan, by the company Toyota, focusing the work 

on continuous improvement with the main goal to reduce waste (Liker, 2004). The 

name of the Toyota method is also known as the Toyota Production System - TPS 

(Liker, 2004). TPS can also be connected to concepts as JIT (Just-in-Time) system and 

LM (Lean management) system, and it represents the sum of specific and unique 

management approaches with a particular business culture (Parkes, 2015). 

 

Lean management (LM) is a philosophy that emerged from lean manufacturing, and it 

has been used widely in different types of organisations as a way of thinking or an 

approach to management practices (Dennis, 2002). The main drivers that are pushing 

companies to adopting lean is the need to decrease operational costs, increase the 

business performance, and to reduce the customer order cycle time (Myerson, 2012). 

The focal point of LM is to “slim” the company by identifying and eliminating waste 

and at the same time, having the best quality on the output (Jakonis, 2012). LM is a 

concept that has been adopted by organizations within different industries, with the 

result of great improvement in term of competition in the market (Martinez-Jurado and 

Moyano-Fuentes, 2014; Parkes, 2015). Lean management has been used widely in 

different types of organisations as a way of thinking or an approach to management 

practices (Dennis, 2002). The right use of lean initiatives can represent a competitive 

advantage for the organization, since it can provide significant benefits that include: 

improvement in profits and cash flow, reduced order cycle times, better decision 

making, better communication and organization, improved training of employees, help 

continuous improvement, enlighten awareness of problems, and a positive impact on 
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sustainability practices of a company (Crute et al. 2008; Andersson et al., 2015; Al-

Hakim et al., 2016).  

 

Moreover, Myerson’s (2012) argue that lean should be seen as a process that focuses on 

continuous improvements within the business, with the goal to reduce and eliminate 

non-value-added activities from the customer’s perspective (Myerson, 2012). TPS 

induce employees to find the reason of an issue or problem within the company by 

focalizing on useless activities (Myerson, 2012). In a TPS environment people need to 

think, and by their thoughts, their wisdom come out as well, leading to continuous 

improvement in the process (Ballé et al., 2006). In accordance with Parkes (2015), TPS 

can also stands for Thinking Production System since the goal of lean tools is guiding 

people on their way of thinking and teaching them how the guide others. Additionally, 

there are some barriers and challenges when using lean strategies, such as the lack of 

partner collaboration, manager commitment, building durable lean engagement and 

changing the culture of the company (Myerson, 2012; Andersson et al., 2015). 

 

 

Figure 3. The Toyota Production System House (Liker & Morgan, 2006) 
 

In order to explain the theory behind TPS, the “House of Lean” has become a common 

figure when wanting to illustrate the lean concept (Myerson, 2012; Liker & Morgan, 

2006). Myerson (2012, p.41) stated “you cannot build a house without a solid 
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foundation”, and in agreement with this, Liker and Morgan (2006) argue that if a house 

does not have strong foundation, it is weak and unsteady, even if the other parts of the 

system are very effective and robust. Every component of the house collaborates for the 

creation of an effective and sustainable system. The components of the house are 

described below (Liker & Morgan, 2006). 

2.4.1 Just-In-Time (JIT) 
 
This part of the house is one of the main pillar of the system and it is the widely know. 

It is concerned with having a fast and effective flow in the whole process, by having the 

right component, at the right time and at the right place (Liker & Morgan, 2006). 

Producing products only required by the customer is a basic rule of JIT that leads to 

maximization of efficiency, thus, it will reduce inventory and continuous flow in the 

system will occur (Jakonis, 2012).   

 
2.4.2 Jidoka 

Jidoka is more complex term compare to JIT and it is less known (Liker & Morgan, 

2006). It is known also as autonomation and it represents the human intelligence in the 

machines. Whenever a defect comes out in the system, the equipment must be stopped 

in order to prevent production of other defective items (Parkes, 2015). Therefore, when 

human and machine stops due to a deviation from the standard process, they also need 

to seek for help. By doing so the problem stays in a certain area and it does not spread 

out in the whole system (Liker & Morgan, 2006). 

2.4.3 Heijunka and Standardization 
 
It is crucial to have a stable foundation of the house in order to have stability so that, JIT 

operations can be based and the entire system adjusted by analyzing and stopping 

occurred problems (Liker & Morgan, 2006). The meaning of Heijunka is leveling (Liker 

& Morgan, 2006), and it is addressed to both diversity of goods and quantity, with the 

aim to prevent waste and to maintain balance in the system (Jakonis, 2012).  

Consequently, when the orders and workload is levelled, the possibility to standardize 

processes can occur. However, in order to be able to standardize, there is a need to 

know how much inventory the organization needs to hold (Liker & Morgan, 2006). 

Thus, the standardization of the process should be constantly improved from time to 

time in order to respond to changes in the volatile environment (Jakonis, 2012). 
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Figure 4. Lean and Sustainability (Piercy & Rich, 2014) 

2.4.4 Kaizen 

 
In the House of Toyota, Liker and Morgan (2006) use the term Kaizen when referring to 

people. Kaizen is a Japanese word, which means continuous improvement, and it 

basically concerns the culture and philosophy of processes in a company. It is pillar of 

the lean house which is based on; continuous improvements and respect for people 

(Hassan, 2015).  Therefore, people are a must have in a lean system, since they should 

lead to continuous improvements of the organization, and they should be able to shut 

down the system when there is a problem. Thus, in order to solve problems, people 

must be highly motivated and skilled (Liker & Morgan, 2006). Hassan (2015) 

emphasizes the importance of having teamwork, by stimulating employees and their 

professional growth, offering education to the personal, and maximizing the team 

performance.  

2.5  Lean and Sustainability 

 
A full range of evidences indicate that the use of lean management tools lead to benefits 

for a company when wanting to be sustainable, in others words, there is a positive effect 

of lean and sustainable operations on the social, environmental, and economic 

performance of a business (Hartinia & Ciptomulyono, 2015).  According to Piercy and 

Rich (2014) there are six dimensions (Figure 3) of lean management and sustainable 

operations, which overlap in their intent. 
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The environmental issues concern the impact that business operations have on the 

environment, such as emissions, pollution, the use of energy, and recycling products 

(Piercy & Rich, 2015). By using lean operations, which goal is to have zero wastage, 

environmental benefits can be achieved. One of the core principles of lean management 

(LM) is to obtain the same output and also to increase the added value for the client by 

reducing the amount of resources (such as energy, finances, and materials), thus, by 

adopting LM a company would reduce its operations cost (Martinez- Jurado & Moyano-

Fuentes, 2014; Piercy & Rich, 2015). Another fundamental principle of LM is the 

quality of the operations. Lean focus on identifying defects along the process, solving 

them and preventing future ones, and the same goes for environmental sustainable 

practices, where it is crucial to prevent possible negative environmental impacts instead 

of finding solutions when the disaster already happened (Martinez- Jurado & Moyano-

Fuentes, 2014; Piercy & Rich, 2015).  

 

SCM issues concern how a company is viewed by external organizations in terms of 

labour practices and human rights (such as child labour), fair trade with suppliers, and 

fair treatment with suppliers (paying on time, and being honest) (Piercy & Rich, 2015). 

For the goal of reducing costs and increasing quality, LM focus on building long term 

relationship and on having an efficient information flow and transparency with third-

party businesses. Strong relationships help to increase innovation, and lead companies 

to work jointly in order to decrease the environmental impact in the entire supply chain. 

Additionally, a high level of information sharing and transparency help to decrease 

unneeded production, transportation costs, consequently lowering also environmental 

prints (Piercy & Rich, 2015). LM system has a positive impact on people and on 

possible problems that could arise in terms of safety and health in a company; it helps 

companies being social and environmental sustainable (Martinez- Jurado & Moyano-

Fuentes, 2014).  

 

Workforce concerns how a company deals, consider and manage its staff in terms of 

diversity issues, fair wages, and safe and good working conditions (Piercy & Rich, 

2015). One of the fundamental of LM is the people’s role, thus, it is crucial the way 

people are treated and is important to listen and integrate their suggestions (Martinez- 

Jurado & Moyano-Fuentes, 2014). According to these factors, there is a positive 
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interrelationship between LM and sustainable workplace; for companies using lean, the 

way on how workers are compensated, is concentrated more on their ability than on the 

number of tasks that they complete (Martinez- Jurado & Moyano-Fuentes, 2014; Piercy 

& Rich, 2015).  

 

Governance; it is important for a company to manage corporate practises, such as, 

having an ethics policy, being social responsible, invest in public activities, and having 

a clear communication with the public (Kosack & Fung, 2014; Piercy & Rich, 2015). 

According to Kosack and Fung (2014) transparency can be seen as a tool to manage 

governance issues and to have a higher government achievement. In a lean company, it 

is fundamental to have a high level of transparency of information. This can be achieved 

by having an efficient communication throughout the entire supply chain, including 

suppliers, employees and clients. Thus, transparency inside and outside an organization, 

supports sustainability concerning governance issues (Piercy & Rich, 2015). 

Additionally, Presswire (2016) stated that in order to reach the full benefits of lean 

operations, both collaboration and internal integration is needed. By being transparent, 

the company can share crucial information, and thus they can stay connected to other 

actors in order to provide better forecasts, as well as adding more value to the product or 

service.   

 

Community contributions are important when wanting to achieve a good corporate 

social sustainability in a company. Community contributions is related to how a 

company impacts the community, manages relationships NGOs and implements 

activities in the community. For LM it is crucial to have a good reputation in the 

society, in order to be able to say that lean operation contribute to a positive social 

sustainability layer (Piercy & Rich, 2015).  

 

Quality concerns products safety, service quality, and honesty in marketing activities 

(Piercy & Rich, 2015). Thus, since one of the main pillars of LM is continuous 

improvement of product qualities and respect for people (Hassan, 2015), there is clear 

overlap of sustainability and LM goals (Piercy & Rich, 2015).  
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3. Methodology 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter provides an overview of the applied methodology in the process of this 

study.  Each method is presented with a theoretical background, followed by an 

explanation of how the specific method was used and applied in this study.  

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

3.1 Research philosophy 

 
Ontology and epistemology are the two main streams of philosophy of knowledge used 

in business research. An ontological view assumes that the reality is objective and 

external, whereas an epistemological view assumes that knowledge is of significant 

importance only when this external reality is based on observations of it, being verified 

by empirical knowledge (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). According to Easterby-Smith et 

al. (2015) ontology concerns the nature of reality and existence and the philosophical 

assumptions about it, reaching from realism (there is one single truth) to nominalism 

(there is no truth). Epistemology is according to Hughes and Sharrock (1997:5) 

“concerned with evaluating claims about the way in which the world can be known to 

us and, as such, involves as to what it is to know anything”. It consists of several 

assumptions about the nature of knowledge and helps the researcher to understand the 

best ways of inquiring both social and physical worlds. This research philosophy 

consists of two main views; positivism and social constructionism (Easterby-Smith et 

al., 2015).  

In this study, we used an epistemological philosophical assumption, having a social 

constructionism view. During this study, we have taken part of what was being 

observed, by positioning ourselves and influencing the way that the external reality is 

viewed by us. The aim of the study is built on convergence of several society concerns 

such as market competition, customer demand and sustainability issues, in order to 

provide a general understanding of the relationship between lean and sustainability, 

looking at it from a startup perspective. The research will be designed through a case 

study, where the data type is mainly based on words, with some numbers. The outcome 

of this study is to use general knowledge about theories and to use generalization 
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through theoretical abstraction. To summarize, we used a constructionism 

epistemology, since according to Easteby-Smith et al. (2015) the main positivism 

assumptions include that the researcher has to be independent from the external reality 

and the drivers of science is not based on human interests but rather by objective 

criteria. When using a positivism assumption, the process of the study starts with 

hypotheses and then a deductive approach is used to demonstrate if these hypotheses are 

true or false, while the aim should demonstrate causality of the social sciences. The data 

type consists of mainly numbers with few words and the analysis method is correlation 

and regression analysis, thus generalization is based on statistical probability and the 

sampling is random and requires large numbers (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015).   

3.2  Methodological framework 

 
It is difficult for the researcher to know from where to approach a study (Widerberg, 

2002).  The analytic purpose of a study depends a lot on the type of outcome expected 

and the approach taken (Greg, MacQueen & Namey, 2012). There are two main 

research logics that a researcher can take when reasoning between data and 

theories/concepts, which Loseke (2017) explains to be deductive and inductive logic. A 

deductive logic is based on theories/concepts (what is already known), which create the 

foundation for generating and interpreting new data and knowledge. An inductive logic 

is the reverse of deductive logic, since this approach aims to develop theories and 

concepts from existing data (Loseke, 2017). This study primarily employs a deductive 

logic, since the frame of reference is pre-existing and is used as a foundation to interpret 

and analyse new empirical data.  

One of the main points with qualitative research is that the researcher should be open 

and ready for the unexpected - since the aim of that type of study is to fulfil the gap of 

knowledge in research in the studied area (Greg et al. 2012). The purpose of this study, 

although it is based on a case study from real life, is founded in established theoretical 

frameworks, for which reason a deductive method is more appropriate. The theory was 

collected, and structure and coding themes were extracted from it as a first step. This 

was followed with an empirical investigation into a specific case, that of Dropbox. The 

themes and codes that we developed from the theoretical research we later applied to 

analyse the empirical data, in order to generate conclusions. We would argue that a 
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deductive method is in cases like this very useful, as it allows us to have in mind 

previous research and earlier theories developed in the field, and thus narrow down and 

specify our empirical case.  

3.3 Qualitative data 

 
This study focuses on textual data, employing both primary and secondary data sources. 

The main difference between primary and secondary data sources is that the primary 

data are collected in relevance to the research questions by the researcher (Easterby-

Smith et al. 2015). Secondary sources are data produced in other purposes and at other 

times than that of the research in question, still having some relevance to the given 

research project (Ghauri & Gronhaug, 2010). Secondary textual data is useful when 

wanting to identify research gaps and to avoid repeat studies (Easterby-Smith et al., 

2015). Furthermore, secondary sources are useful when the researcher aims to become 

acquainted with the newest research in the field of study and when wanting to 

understand the context better (Merriam, 2009). During the literature search, secondary 

data was used, represented by academic publications, official online web pages, online 

databases and other relevant published materials. We firstly reviewed prior literature, 

which was incorporated in the first two chapters of this thesis. From the secondary data, 

suitable categories were extracted focusing on important theories and terms that were 

recurrent in the first two chapters. These categories later on formed the basis for the 

creation of themes, that were utilized in the second part of the study during the coding 

process.   

The primary data collection is connected to and specific for the purpose of the study in 

question (Ghauri & Gronhaug, 2010). There are different ways to collect primary data 

for the research, which Yin (2011) describes as interviews, observations, collecting and 

examining documents, and physical artefacts. This study employs one form of primary 

data called collecting and examining, also referred to as qualitative content analysis or 

document analysis (Bowen, 2009). More specifically, we reviewed and evaluated 

documents, by conducting a systematic procedure called document analysis. The 

primary empirical sources used for this paper include: Dropbox Blog, Dropbox 

Business Blog, Dropbox Development Blog, Newspaper articles related to Dropbox and 

Press releases related to Dropbox. 
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3.4 Research design 

 
Document analysis is a qualitative research method and design, which similarly to other 

analytical methods is used to examine and interpret data, in order to extract meaning 

and develop understanding and empirical knowledge (Bowen, 2009). Corbin and 

Strauss (2008) explain that the documents used in a document analysis can be both 

printed and electronic material, such as newspapers and other mass media texts, files, 

documentations in institutions, protocols, and web pages. When investigating a single 

phenomenon, event, organisation or program, the document analysis method is 

effective, especially when applying it to a case study (see Appendix 1). Thus, we found 

it suitable to employ a document analysis method to our empirical data collection, since 

we used a case study method and since we wanted to investigate a single organisation.  

Bowen (2009) explain that sources for collecting documents used for the systematic 

evaluation can take a variety of forms, from which we will use the following formats: 

newspapers (articles), diaries and journals, press releases, institutional and 

organisational reports, various public records and survey data. When the researcher 

aims to track a historical change or development, then the documents provide useful 

insight into these events and by using different documents, one can compare the 

information and identify the changes (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). We therefore choose to 

have a historical background in our empirical findings in order to provide a deeper 

understanding of past events of the case company. The chosen company for this study 

was Dropbox, an innovative startup in the IT sector, offering products and services. We 

believe that a chronological time-line is important for our study (appendix 5), since it 

shows the historical development of Dropbox, through which we gained better 

knowledge about how the aspects of lean and sustainability changed over time in 

regards to each other and to a startup. 

The purpose of collecting, analysing and evaluating documents is first, to provide 

background information on the chosen context, and to receive historical insight of the 

development of the chosen startup. Secondly, by looking at the different phases of a 

startup, the aim is to understand the roots of the issues that have occurred in each of 

these phases, under certain conditions and at specific times, in order to provide insight 

in how the startup has managed them. Thirdly, the aim is to provide more insight into 
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the aspects of entrepreneurship, corporate sustainability, as well as lean management, by 

highlighting these terms in the empirical findings. 

3.5 Qualitative analysis technique 

 
Yin (2011) suggests that the researcher should have an initial idea of the array of the 

data to be collected, such as the scope and numericity of the available documents. Then, 

the researcher should decide whether a sample is sufficient or if there is a need to collect 

the entire array. In this study, a sample will be carefully defined, in order to minimize 

unwanted bias and enhance the possibility of accessing and retrieving the wanted data.  

We started the document collection at JU.se library using ‘Dropbox’, ‘Dropbox, 

Sustainability’, and ‘Dropbox, lean’ as keywords in the search engine. We tried to 

minimize the number of hits by narrowing down the search. As an example, the search 

process for the keyword ‘Dropbox’, was narrowed down by using the following filters; 

Language: English, Publication year: 2006-2017, Topic: Dropbox, and Journal title: 

Fierce Content Management. This search resulted in 30 hits. The other search types are 

presented in appendix 2. 

3.5.1 The coding process 

 
The document analysis is an iterative process that involves; skimming, reading and 

interpretation of the documents (Bowen, 2009). Skimming was the first step in the 

document analysis process, which involved an examination of the documents in a 

superficial way. Secondly, we did a thorough examination of the documents by 

carefully reading them. Lastly, interpretation was used, in order to extract meaning from 

the documents. Descriptive qualitative approaches to data analysis can be classified into 

content analysis and thematic analysis Vaismoradi, Turunen, and Bondas (2013). 

According to Bowen (2009) the document analysis process uses elements of both 

thematic analysis and content analysis. The thematic analysis process is more of a 

qualifying approach according to Vaismoradi et al. (2013), which involves a thorough 

re-reading and a deep review of documents, aiming to find patterns within the data in 

order to create themes, which will later become categories for analysis (Bowen, 2009). 

Whereas, when the researcher uses a content analysis method the aim is to organise 
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information into categories, that are related to the main questions and purpose of the 

research, having a more quantifying approach (Bowen, 2009; Vaismoradi et al., 2013).  

In this study, we mainly employed a thematic analysis approach, where the aim was to 

derive codes from the theoretical framework by using specific analytic categories 

(themes) that were predetermined using a qualifying approach. By focusing on our 

research questions, we determined the criteria for selecting our empirical data. When 

determining the criteria, we were driven by our frame of references, which enabled us to 

collect relevant material for our empirical findings. In this way, we ensured that the 

collected data was based on ideas and concepts derived from the frame of references, 

which enabled us to apply a thematic analysis approach in this study. The next step was 

to develop a table that was used as a foundation to identify variations between and 

within the ideas and concepts. We derived the following themes from our frame of 

reference; Entrepreneurship, Sustainability, Lean management and Lean and 

Sustainability. Later, we extracted important words from our frame of reference, 

creating codes for our coding table. A table including the themes and codes used in our 

qualitative analysis can be found in Appendix 3. The 40 codes that were created for this 

analysis are presented below. 

1 Profitability, 2 Growth, 3 Innovation, 4 Fair wages, 5 Health insurance, 6 Workers 

relations, 7 Society involvement, 8 Education, 9 Effective use of resources, 10 Reducing 

environment footprint, 11 Economic growth, 12 Sustainable strategy, 13 Right component, 
14 Right time, 15 Right place, 16 Fulfilling customer need, 17 Human intelligence, 18 

Automation of processes, 19 Standardization, 20 Diversity of goods and quantity, 21 

People, 22 Continuous improvements, 23 Zero waste, 24 Reducing resources, 25 Recycling 

products, 26 Reducing ´pollution and emissions, 27 Human rights, 28 Labour practices, 29 

Fair trade and treatment with supplier, 30 Strong relationship, 31 Transparency, 32 Fair 

wages, 33 Safe working conditions, 34 Ethics policy, 35 Investment in public activities , 36 

Transparency, 37 Society impact, 38 Safety, 39 Service quality, 40 Honesty in marketing 

activities.  

After establishing the themes and the codes (appendix 3) we integrated this with the 

phases of a startup (figure 1). We choose to have the six phases presented in the figure 

(ideating, concepting, committing, validating, scaling and establishing), on the top row 
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of the table, whereas the themes and codes were presented in the left columns. We then 

interpreted the empirical data, trying to find words that were similar to our codes and 

that corresponded with the established themes. Lastly, we tried to find connections 

between the established codes and the words found in the empirical findings, enabling 

us to fill in the coding sheet. The result from the coding process is presented in table 1. 

Having in mind our purpose: ‘to understand to what extent the concepts of lean and 

sustainability are implemented in a startup and how they relate to each other’, the 

coding table helped us to identify how the concepts of lean and sustainability are 

implemented in a startup and also it helped us to understand how these two concepts 

relate to each other by looking at it from a startup perspective. Table 1 also shows parts 

of the first and second research question – answering when the startup can apply a lean 

method to its business, and when a startup can manage sustainability concerns. The 

second part of the first question is; why should the startup apply a lean method to its 

business – which is discussed in the analysis part of this thesis. The second part of the 

second question - how can a startup manage sustainability concerns – is also discussed 

in the analysis chapter.  

3.6 Case Study  

 
A case study research method can be used in several situations, in order to contribute to 

our knowledge about social, political, organizational, group, individual, and related 

phenomena (Yin, 2009). Further, Yin (2009) explain that the interest of conducting a 

case study is found in the desire to better understand complex social phenomena. A case 

does not need to be an enterprise or person, but rather whatever ‘bounded system’ that 

is of interest for the investigator (Gomm, Hammersley and Foster, 2000). The case used 

for this study is an enterprise called Dropbox, since we found it interesting to 

investigate a startup that is highly innovative and that has developed a lot during the last 

years. Yin (2009) argue that when wanting to investigate a contemporary set of events 

where the investigator has very little or no control, then a case study is a good choice of 

method. For that reason, we choose to focus on lean management and aspects of 

corporate sustainability. Furthermore, a case study is suitable to apply when the 

research questions are formed with either “how” and/or “why” questions, which made 

the case study method suitable for us since our research questions were formed in that 
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Figure 5. Case study research: A linear but iterative 
process (Yin, 2009) 

way. The strength of a case study is that it can deal with a lot of sources of evidence, 

such as, documents, interviews, observations and artefacts (Yin, 2009).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The research process when using a case study is one of the most challenging methods 

(Yin, 2009). It begins with a thorough literature review, followed by the formation of 

the research objectives or questions. Secondly the investigator should understand and 

acknowledge the limitations and strengths of case study research. It is common that the 

investigator goes back to collecting more data, even during the analysis process, which 

is shown in Figure 5.  

Yin (2009) explains that it is difficult to generalize a case study, making it a poor basis 

for generalization. Although generalization can be difficult when a study is only based 

on one case study, we aim to improve the transparency and somewhat the 

generalizability of the results by clearly explaining our work process and continuously 

referring back to established theoretical framework. Since we did not want to limit the 

study by location, we choose to focus on one startup in a specific industry. Figure 6 

shows that the IT sector has the second-best spin-off compared to the other sectors. 

Therefore, we wanted to find a startup that has had a good global spin-off, choosing 

Dropbox, since it is an innovative company working in a fast-evolving sector. There are 

mainly two types of startups: internal and external startups. We choose to focus on 

external startups since they are not dependent on the parent company (like internal 

startups), and can therefore create the business model from scratch.  
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Figure 6. Sector breakdown, the best spin-off (indxx.com) 
 

3.7 Scientific quality 

 
Easterby-Smith et al. (2015) argue that when the researcher conducts a case study and 

has a constructionist epistemology position, validity issues are then not the primary 

concern. It is rather about providing a rich picture of a real-life phenomenon, 

organization or group. In order to provide the highest quality of our study, we early on 

choose to focus on a specific industry in order to gain a depth understanding of a 

company with a single case study, having a constructionist view. Our primary aim is not 

to generalize an entire industry or phenomenon; therefore, we want to bring up the 

aspect of originality and transferability since they became important during the study.  

 

We knew that the aspect of credibility would be important for us, since we used both 

secondary and primary data sources, that raised the risk of biases. Easterby-Smith et al. 

(2015) argue that even though secondary data sources often seem to be of high quality, 

the researcher must consider and assess the credibility of these sources. We tried to 

ensure credibility by putting a lot of thought on the used sources. For instance, we 

ensured scholarly credibility by using peer-reviewed journals. When searching for texts 

related to the topic of interest we found related sources and we tried to use sources that 

had been cited multiple times, in order to enhance the credibility. When collecting both 
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the empirical primary and secondary data we made sure that the research questions were 

guiding and framing the data, instead of being controlled and guided by the empirical 

data. Also, by showing a convergence of information, the researcher provides stronger 

trustworthiness or credibility (Bowen, 2009; Yin, 1994). Having this in mind, we used 

various sources during our document analysis process, such as both direct information 

from the company blog and website as well as newspaper articles related to the 

company. 

 

Ghauri and Gronhaug (2010) discuss an additional control measurement called 

reliability, and explain that it is a measure of whether a term is stable, trustworthy and 

real, in order to ensure that the outcome is not by chance or random. A reliable result 

implies that if another study was made at another time but under the same conditions it 

would generate the same outcome (Ghauri & Gronhaug (2010). When conducting the 

document analysis, we tried to consider the reliability of the method in advance, by 

understanding the advantages and limitations when using document analysis (appendix 

1) as a qualitative research method. Therefore, we provided a thorough explanation of 

the operationalization of the document analysis as well as the steps undertaken during 

the coding process. By having a transparent coding process, we could establish 

dependability of our research findings.  

 

When conducting the document analysis, our search lead to sources of error, especially 

in the pilot phase. However, these sources of error did not make us abandon the 

analysis, but rather it helped us interpret and understand the aspect of reliability better. 

Through this knowledge, we were able to modify the instruments of analysis, for 

instance, by making changes to the keywords and filters when searching for documents. 

Therefore, we did not leave the assessment of reliability to the end of the analysis, but 

we considered it during the entire analysis process. The document analysis method has 

many advantages, such as: its availability, stability, efficiency, cost-effectiveness, 

exactness and coverage, which we considered during the collection of documents 

(Merriam, 1988; Yin, 1994; Bowen, 2009). Meanwhile, we are aware that there are 

limitations to this method, such as insufficient detailed documents, low retrievability or 

document access and biased selectivity. By considering these factors throughout the 

whole process we aimed to be transparent and secure the reliability.  
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In order to produce a reliable and valid result and picture of the reality, a study needs to 

consider transferability (Yin, 2009). Creswell and Plano Clark (2007) argue that if the 

researcher’s conclusions can generalize the broader population, then transferability or 

validity is achieved in the study. Merriam (2009) argues that if the result from the study 

can be applied outside the study in question, then transferability, and even replicability 

can be achieved. Since a specific type of industry and company were chosen for this 

study in order to answer the purpose of the paper, and since we cannot ensure that our 

conclusions can be generalized for a whole population, therefore, we cannot ensure 

transferability or validity.  

3.7.1 Ethical consideration 

 
In order to ensure validity of this thesis, ethical elements are taken into account. The 

results of primary data collection can be restricted, by cause of the capability of the 

researcher on collecting and interpreting data, as well as the risk of ensure existence of 

subjectivity. The risk of subjectivity is important to understand, especially during the 

coding of the data and when reviewing the documents. Moreover, due to human errors, 

during the interpretation and categorization of material, there will be some subjectivity. 

Nevertheless, in order to minimize this, we tried to utilize the triangulation technique, to 

make codes by using various sources, and to strongly follow the frame of reference 

when dividing data into codes and integrating them in a new table. We tried to minimize 

the subjectivity by separately analyze one document at a time and then comparing them 

with each other. When using sources from the internet, Convery & Cox (2012) explain 

that it is important to consider whether the location where the source was found is 

considered a public or private space. Since we used sources from the main company 

webpage, we believe that it is public and available to use for our research. However, we 

would like to bring up that we were aware of the complexity and privacy issues when 

using newspaper articles. In order to ensure that the gathered information was not 

twisted or rewritten in a way that would put the author in bad light, we were carefully 

rewriting and using the information.  
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4. Empirical findings 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter focuses on Dropbox, providing an overview of the company and their 

products and services, followed by a discussion about the importance of transparency. 

Lastly, the different aspects of sustainability are discussed considering environment, 

people, diversity and growth.  

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

4.1 Dropbox overview 

 

 ‘It started in Boston’s South Station in November 2006 where one night, while waiting 

for the Chinatown bus to New York, I wrote the first lines of code of what eventually 

became Dropbox. I had forgotten my USB drive at home and was frustrated that I 

couldn’t get any “real work” done’ (Houston, 2008, second paragraph). 

The idea of Dropbox was born in November 2006 in Boston. Andrew “Drew” Houston, 

co-founder and CEO of Dropbox, wanted to develop a service in order to enable people 

to have their files available anywhere. Drew realized a Dropbox demo and showed it to 

Arash Ferdowsi, who at that time was a MIT student and later became the actual co-

founder of the company. In fact, Arash dropped out from the University, in order to help 

transforming the idea into reality. Their main focus was to build a reliable and simple 

experience for every user, at their phones and computers (Houston, 2008). In June 2007 

Drew and Arash founded Dropbox and two years later, the 11th of September 2008, 

Dropbox was launched to the public, with its headquarters in San Francisco, California 

(Houston, 2008). The main mission was to simplify people's lives and the way they 

work together (Dropbox Fact Sheet, 2017). The company allows over 500 million users 

around the world to use their services wherever they go, on any device and whenever 

they want. Dropbox is a global cloud computing company that enables businesses and 

private users to store information and data online, by providing a digital storage service 

that is built on security, safety, and durability. The value statement of Dropbox is ‘be 

worthy of trust’, and it is deeply embedded in the company, so that each employee 

reflects it in their own role (Patrick Heim, 2016).  
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4.1.1 Dropbox products and services 

 
Dropbox has three types customized platform suitable for different customers’ needs, 

which are Dropbox Business, Dropbox Enterprise, and Dropbox Education.  

Dropbox Business is a customized tool for enterprises, which enables better, faster and a 

more seamless collaboration through a large network of data sharing (Hansen, 2016). In 

2016, about 200 000 enterprises used Dropbox Business and their trust in this online 

tool is founded in the amount of control that they get by storing information in one 

place (Patrick Heim, 2016). Dropbox had International Data Corporation (IDC) quantify 

the ROI (Return on Investment) of eight organizations using Dropbox Business, in order 

to understand the effect of automate collaboration (Fleming & Marden, 2016; Hansen, 

2016). The studied organisations were part of large networks where the collaboration 

was both internal (between different departments), as well as external, (with external 

actors - such as suppliers, distributors, customers, and service providers). Since there 

are a variety of technical and cultural barriers influencing the collaboration among 

parties, Dropbox Business was used to enhance and to support collaboration (Fleming & 

Marden, 2016).  

Dropbox Enterprise offers the same collaboration tools, admin capabilities, and security 

features as Dropbox Business; the main differences are better and advanced controls, 

new tools, and new support/services, specifically made for large companies (Baesman, 

2015). The global design firm Designit, used Dropbox Enterprise to centralize the 

collaboration among teams in 13 global offices (Lacor, 2017). They also managed to 

cultivate their company culture as well as connect their employees through the 

improved collaboration. Adidas group is another business that uses Dropbox Enterprise 

in order to enhance a better, efficient and secure information flow between employees. 

Owing to the best-in-class sync and collaboration platform offered by Dropbox, Adidas 

Group now collaborate seamlessly with team members across the world (Hansen, 2016).  

Dropbox Education is another administrative tool by Dropbox, which can be used 

online as well as offline, enabling effective collaboration between users. The cross-

device sync feature enables students, staff, and faculty to work with any type and size of 

files, making it easy to share documents and collaborate with others (Dropbox 

Education, n.d.). Today there are 6000 educational institutions worldwide using 
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Dropbox Education (Dropbox Education, n.d.). California State University is an 

example of a faculty that have used Dropbox Education since 2014. Since many faculty 

members and students were already familiar with Dropbox, having a personal account 

already, made the transition of using Dropbox Education smooth (Katcher, 2016).  

4.2 Transparency 

 
Dropbox has been publishing and making a biannual transparency report accessible for 

the public since 2012. This report includes the number of governmental user 

information requests and how Dropbox respond to these (Yoon, 2016). When Dropbox 

receives a request from the Government for user information such as subpoenas, search 

warrants and court orders, they follow specific ‘Data Request Principles’ (Yoon, 2016). 

By doing so, they improve the laws that protect their users’ privacy, provide trusted 

services, and fight requests that are overly broad. Dropbox publishes the types and 

number of government requests that they receive and they also notify users when the 

government requests information about them. This type of work improves Dropbox’s 

transparency, empowers their users, and helps them to understand the government 

overreach (Dropbox’s Government Data Request Principles, n.d.). Dropbox 

Transparency reports show that there has been a significant development regarding the 

governmental requests, looking at the period 2012-2016 (appendix 4). There were 118 

search warrants during the period of January-December 2013, compared to 328 search 

warrants during the period of January-June 2016. Additionally, comparing the same 

periods there were 159 subpoenas in 2013, and 248 in 2016. Lastly, there were 0 court 

orders in 2013 compared to 2016 when there were 6 court orders (Yoon, 2016). 

4.2.1 Trust and security 

 
Dropbox joined the ‘Information Technology Industry Council’ (ITI) in February 17th, 

2016, becoming part of a collaboration between leading innovation companies (Itic.org, 

2016). ITI is an advocacy organisation and the global voice of the technology sector, 

since they are continuously working with policy priorities of the tech sector. According 

to Targeted News Service (2016) Dropbox announced that: “we are joining ITI to help 

influence the trust, security, and privacy issues that matter most to our customers”. 

Dropbox wanted to collaborate with a broader technology community in order to 

develop policies that promote growth and innovation. Some of the initiatives of ITI is to 
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advance the development as well as the use of technology by enabling access to new 

markets, enhance the competitiveness of the member enterprises, promoting e-

commerce expansion and finally by driving efficiency and sustainability issues (Itic.org, 

2016).  

Dropbox invests a lot in information safety, since their customer base grows every day 

and the need to stay ahead of other cloud computing vendors that provide similar 

services. Thus, Dropbox developed a tool called AdminX in 2015, enabling admins to 

enhance the control, visibility and data security, maximizing the collaboration and 

adaptation among customers (Von Muhlen, 2016). In 2016, Dropbox partnered with 

security providers such as Symantec, Netskope, and Barracuda Networks, in order to 

enhance the collaboration for enterprise employees when sharing information inside as 

well as outside their organization (Liu, 2016). Hence, Dropbox gained better network 

control through these partnerships, since better security solutions were provided. The 

security partners formed an ecosystem, where the network control helped IT to protect 

private information during its entire lifecycle (Liu, 2016). 

4.2.2 Certifications and recognitions 

 
Being a market leader within cloud computing, Dropbox has built trust with customers 

around the world, by ensuring security and privacy regarding their confidential 

information. However, the compliance landscape is changing, meaning that new 

certifications and standards are introduced regularly, and need to be considered when 

talking about compliance measures and strategies (Erbay, 2016). In 2014 Dropbox 

became part of the Cloud Security Alliance (CSA), in order to enhance their work with 

transparency and security. Being a non-profit organisation, CSA provides and promotes 

education and best practices regarding cloud security. Through this alliance, Dropbox 

for Business made a ‘security Self-Assessment level 1’ tool available on a publicly 

registry called STAR (Security, Trust, & Assurance Registry), which shows Dropbox’s 

commitment to transparency and security (Erbay, 2014). In 2016, Dropbox received 

CSA STAR Level 2 certification, which was positive for their compliance standards. 

The CSA STAR certification has enabled standardization of cloud security for Dropbox, 

and it attests its dedication for the company’s customer security.   
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Dropbox were one of the first cloud service providers to receive the ISO 27018 

certification, a global standard for data protection and privacy in the cloud (Erbay 

2015). In 2016 Dropbox received two other certifications; ISO 22301, ISO 27017, as 

well as announcing updates to their existing compliance measures (Erbay, 2016). ISO 

27017 is an international cloud security standard that promotes transparency and shared 

security responsibility (Erbay, 2016). ISO 22301 proves dedication to availability and it 

promotes a business continuity management system (BCMS) - that ensures that 

Dropbox has the right tools and processes to operate and react in case of disaster (Erbay, 

2016). 

Additionally, to these certifications, Dropbox has an assurance report called SOC3 

(Service Organizational Controls 3) that promotes continuous work with effective 

control, security, privacy, confidentiality, processing integrity and availability for 

Dropbox Business, Dropbox Enterprise and Dropbox Education (Service Organizational 

Controls 3 (SOC3) Report, 2016) 

4.3 Sustainability 

4.3.1 Environmental concerns 

 
Dropbox joined the wave of organizations in the U.S, investing in sustainable solutions 

such as renewable energy (Ugei, n.d.). The headquarters in San Francisco is LEED 

Platinum certified, producing power on-site and features a solar energy system that is 

designed by UGE (a global and renewable energy enterprise). The investment will 

improve the energy and sustainability efficiency of Dropbox, as well as cutting major 

energy costs. The UGE director of engineering, Scott Van Pelt said in a statement that;  

“On-site renewable energy will power a sustainable future for Dropbox — a visible step 

forward for an innovative company located in the heart of the tech capital of the world” 

(Cheeseman, 2014, second paragraph). 

4.3.2 People at Dropbox 

 
“Just as Dropbox simplifies people's lives around the world, we’re always working to 

make life simpler for everyone who works here” (Benefits and Perks at Dropbox, n.d., 

preamble). 
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Dropbox offer their employees a benefits package which include dental, medical, vision, 

and disability plans, trying to keep workers healthy (Benefits and Perks at Dropbox, 

n.d.). Fitness class are held by the company on-site, and they offer fitness 

reimbursements at any preferred facility. Dropbox tries to make employees life simpler 

by taking out the employee daily stress, by offering different services such as subsidized 

public transportation, haircuts, gym and laundry at the workplace. Additionally, the 

employee health is important for the company, so they aim to create the possibility for 

each employee to balance their work with everyday life.  Therefore, parental leave, trust 

sick leave policy, such as a bad cold, and paid time off for holidays with the family, are 

fully covered (Great Place to Work, 2016). The office environment is made to promote 

and spark creativity, and to implement social interaction between employees. Plenty of 

spaces are therefore available on-site in order to help employees to enjoy their work 

break and relax their mind.  Additionally, Dropbox often invite guest speakers from top 

companies at their Droptalk, and they are specialized in the field of business leaders and 

technology (Benefits and Perks at Dropbox, n.d.). The company also offers time off for 

social activities and volunteering opportunities up to 32 hours every year. For instance, 

in San Francisco their employees chose a case they care about, which lead to 

collaboration with Larkin Street Youth Services, Technovation, Mission High School 

and other (Great Place to Work, 2016). 

 

According to Ingraham (2014) “Dropbox wants to keep its image as a Silicon Valley 

playground”, which is why they have ongoing Hack Weeks, where employees are given 

space to be innovative and share ideas and solutions to different problems. Hack Weeks 

are common for companies that want to encourage their employees to get out of their 

comfort zone and doing something unusual, regardless of whether it will reveal new 

innovations or bring in revenue – the goal should be to learn something new from each 

other (Ingraham, 2014).  

4.3.2.1 Diversity at Dropbox 

 
More than 75% of Dropbox users are from outside the US, and people from every 

country have different needs. Thus, having a diverse team is an imperative for Dropbox 

in order to satisfy different users’ needs and to offer innovative products around the 

world (Hoffman, 2016). Diversity at Dropbox is about having a workplace environment 
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with employees that have different backgrounds and identities. Since 2015, the 

company made continuous investments in programs that are able to attract diverse 

candidates, and training for women with leadership roles. The main programs that 

Dropbox implemented in order to support employees focus on: equal pay policy, 

employee resource groups (Women@, Black Dropboxer, LatinX, Asians@, and 

Pridebox), parental leave policy. Additionally, they partnered with a non-profit 

organization called Code20140, that offers summer internships to help minorities 

(Hoffman, 2016). According to Hoffman (2016) Dropbox made huge strides concerning 

the number of new hires that were women, raising from 28% in 2015 to 35% in 2016. 

Additionally, the number of women in leadership roles arises from 21% to 27%. 

However, even if Dropbox made progress in term of hiring minorities in 2016 compared 

to 2015, the numbers are still low (Hoffman, 2016). 

Dropbox received several recognitions that emphasize the seriousness and commitment 

of creating a comprehensive and diverse community inside the company. In 2015 and in 

2016 Dropbox received an award related to LGBTQ equality at the workplace for their 

perfect score according to the Corporate Equality Index (CEI) by Human Rights 

Campaign (Hoffman, 2016). The CEI is a national benchmarking tool measuring the 

equality at the workplace regarding practices and policies pertinent to lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, transgender, and queer workers (Corporate Equality Index, 2017). 

Additionally, in 2016, Great Place to Work, a global authority that uses insights and 

data in order to create reviews on workplaces (reviews.greatplacetowork.com) named 

Dropbox as a ‘Best Workplace for Asian Americans’ and as a ‘Best Workplace for 

Diversity’ (Hoffman, 2016). The reviews of Dropbox were based on their employees’ 

assessments regarding workplace fairness, access to senior leadership, and opportunities 

for training (Hoffman, 2016).   

4.3.3 Growth 

 

Looking at Figure 7, one can have an overview of the parties investing in Dropbox since 

2007. The table shows that there was only one investor in 2007, named Y combinator, 

which is a startup accelerator based in California. Being the only investor, Y combinator 

did the first Seed for Dropbox in 2007 by investing $15K. In September 2007, the 

number of investors had grown to 7, being both companies and private investors, and 
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the Seed was now worth $1.2 million. In November 2008, the funding was worth $6 

million, and there were 2 investors, with one lead investor called Sequoia Capital. 

Sequoia is a venture capital that focuses on different types of startups, for instance; 

financial, energy, healthcare, internet, mobile and enterprise startups. In October 2011, 

the number of investors was 15, with the lead investor – Index Ventures. Index 

Ventures is an international multi-stage venture capital firm that invests in the most 

ambitious entrepreneurs. In January 2014, the funding was $350 million and there were 

7 investors, with the lead investor BlackRock – which is an investment bank that 

supports Early and Later Stage Ventures in the finance, enterprise software and software 

sector. JPMorgan Investment was the only investor in April 2014, and the amount of 

funding was $500 million. JPMorgan Investment supports Later Stage Ventures, Dept. 

Financing Investments and Private Equity in the personal health, e-commerce and 

advertising sector. JPMorgan is actually part of JPMorgan & Co. – that was the lead 

investor in March 2017. This year the funding was $600 million and there were 6 

investors. JPMorgan & Co. is an investment bank, offering financial services 

worldwide, that supports Later Stage Venture, Dept. Financing Investments in the 

sectors; software, e-commerce and biotechnology.  

 

 

 

Figure 7. Funding rounds for Dropbox (Crunchbase, 2017) 
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Figure 8. Dropbox investment (Crunchbase, 2016) 
 
 
Dropbox had the financial resources to take part in an investment of $2.3 million in 

March 2016, planting a Seed for a company named Volley Labs (Figure 8). Volley Labs 

is a web-based application that enables transformation of material such as assignments 

or textbooks into personalized learning experiences. 

4.3.3.1 Growth in numbers 

 
By looking at appendix 4, we found interesting numbers that show different types of 

growth of the company. These findings will be presented below.  

• No. of users: In June 2009, Dropbox had one million users, and in October 2009 

the number had grown to 2 million users. Already in January 2010 they had 

reached 4 million users. In November 2010 Dropbox reached 100 million users. 

In 2014, the number of users was 300 million, and in 2015 the number was 400 

million. In March 2016 Dropbox reached 500 million users.  

• No. of business customers: In November 2015 Dropbox reached   business 

customers. The number of business customers was 200,000 in 2016.  

• No. of resellers: In July 2013, there were 150 resellers, and it increased to 3400 

in July 2016.  

• No. of employees: The number of employees also grew from 8 people in 2008 

to 17 people in 2009. In 2011, the number of employees was 35. In August 

2015, the number of employees was 1200. 

• Company value: In 2011, the value of the company was set at $8 billion and in 

2014 the company had reached a value of $10 billion. The revenue run rate 

surpassed $1 billion in January 2017.  
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5. Theoretical and Empirical Analysis 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter will present a discussion of the collected empirical material, in relation to 

theories from the frame of references. It constitutes of an introduction, followed by a 

thorough analysis based on the different phases of a startup. The analysis will provide a 

better understanding of the relationship between lean and sustainability. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Our empirical findings contributed to a lot of interesting inputs, from which we have 

chosen to highlight these in a coding table that is based on our frame of reference. The 

purpose with the coding table is to show how we connected the frame of reference with 

our empirical findings. The headers of this chapter will be structured based on the four 

phases presented in the framework; ‘startup development phases’ (figure 1), in chapter 

two; problem and solution fit, vision and founders fit, product and market fit, and 

business model and market fit. The years that are written for each of these phases are 

our own estimation. The coding table is structured on six more detailed phases based on 

the same framework; ideating, concepting, committing, validating, scaling, establishing. 

The chosen headers of this chapter are presented below with a short description, 

followed by the coding table at the next page.  

 

5.1 Introduction - provides an overview of Dropbox, connecting it with theoretical 

insights in term of entrepreneurial organization, type of startup and innovation.  

 

5.2 Problem and solution fit - covers the ideating and concepting phases of a startup, 

and how the idea of Dropbox was born and its initial development.  

 

5.3 Vision and founders fit - covers the committing step. 

 

5.4 Product and market fit - covers the validating step. 

 

5.5 Business model and market fit - covers the scaling and establishing steps. 
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Themes	 Sub	categories	 Codes	 Ideating	
2006	

Concepting	
2007	

Committing	
2008-2009	

Validating	
2010-2012	

Scaling	
2013-2014	

Establishing	
2015-2017	

Entreprenurship	 Entreprenurial	
organization	

1	Profitability	 	 	 	 ●	 ●	 ●	

	 	 2	Growth	 	 	 ●	 ●	 ●	 ●	

	 	 3	Innovation	 ●	 ●	 ●	 ●	 ●	 ●	

Sustainbility	 People	 4	Fair	wages	 	 	 	 	 	 ●	

	 	 5	Health	insurance	 	 	 	 	 	 ●	

	 	 6	Workers	relations	 	 	 	 ●	 ●	 ●	

	 	 7	Society	
involvement	

	 	 	 	 	 ●	

	 	 8	Education	 	 	 	 ●	 ●	 ●	

	 Environment	 9	Effective	use	of	
resources	

	 	 	 	 ●	
	

	 	 10	Reducing	
environment	
footprint	

	 	 	 	 ●	 ●	

	 Profit	 11	Economic	growth	 	 	 ●	 ●	 ●	 ●	

	 	 12	Sustainable	
strategy	

	 	 	 	 	 	

Lean	
Management	

JIT	 13	Right	component	 	 	 ●	 ●	
	 ●	

	 	 14	Right	time	 	 	 ●	
	 	 ●	

	 	 15	Right	place	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 16	Fulfilling	
customer	need	

	 	 ●	 ●	 ●	 ●	

Table 1. Coding table (Terzic & Pitzalis) 
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Themes	 Sub	categories	 Codes	 Ideating	
2006	

Concepting	
2007	

Committing	
2008-2009	

Validating	
2010-2012	

Scaling	
2013-2014	

Establishing	
2015-2017	

	 Jidoka	 17	Human	
intelligence	

	 	 	 	 	 ●	

	 	 18	Automation	of	
processes	

	 	 	 	 	 ●	

	 Heijunka	 19	Standardization	 	 	 	 	 	 ●	

	 	 20	Diversity	of	
goods	and	quantity	

	 	 	 	 	 ●	

	 Kaizen	 21	People	 	 	 	 ●	 ●	 ●	

	 	 22	Continuous	
improvements	

	 	 ●	 ●	 ●	 ●	

Lean	and	
Sustainability	

Environment	 23	Zero	waste	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 24	Reducing	
resources	

	 	 	 	 ●	 ●	

	 	 25	Recycling	
products		

	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 26	Reducing	
´pollution	and	
emissions	

	 	 	 	 	 	

	 SCM	issues		 27	Human	rights	 	 	 	 	 	 ●	

	 	 28	Labour	practices		 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 29	Fair	trade	and	
treatment	with	
supplier		

	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 30	Strong	
relationship		

	 	 	 ●	 ●	 ●	

	 	 31	Transparency	 	 	 	 ●	 ●	 ●	



  
 

44 
 

	

Themes	 Sub	categories	 Codes	 Ideating	
2006	

Concepting	
2007	

Committing	
2008-2009	

Validating	
2010-2012	

Scaling	
2013-2014	

Establishing	
2015-2017	

	 Workforce	 32	Fair	wages	 	 	 	 	 	 ●	

	 	 33	Safe	working	
conditions	

	 	 	 ●	 ●	 ●	

	 Governance	 34	Ethics	policy	 	 	 	 	 	 ●	

	 	 35	Investment	in	
public	activities		

	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 36	Transparency	 	 	 	 ●	 ●	 ●	

	 Community	
contributions	

37	Society	impact		 	 	 	 	 	 ●	

	 Quality		 38	Safety		 	 	 	 ●	 ●	 ●	

	 	 39	Service	quality		 	 	 	 	 	 ●	

	 	 40	Honesty	in	
marketing	activities		
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5.1 Introduction 

 

An entrepreneurial organization is a company that bases its culture on innovation, 

growth and profitability (Kuratko, 2015). Also, Aulet (2013) defines an Innovation 

Driven Enterprise (IDE) as a company that focus on serving markets on both local and 

global level, with innovation being their main competitive edge. We find suitable to use 

Dropbox, being an external startup - a company that starts out without an existing 

business model (Blank, 2014) and an innovation driven enterprise (IDE), in order to 

give an example of an entrepreneurial organization. In line with this, Dropbox started 

out without a business model in Boston 2006, only having one simple idea in mind, and 

developing it into a cloud computing company, launched from the headquarters in San 

Francisco in 2008.  In fact, Stevenson and Jarillo-Mossi (1986) described 

entrepreneurship as a process of value creation where resources are brought together in 

order to exploit an opportunity. Further, Drucker (2014) emphasized innovation and 

originality when defining an entrepreneurial business. Today, Dropbox has developed 

three different platforms - Dropbox Business, Dropbox Enterprise, and Dropbox 

Education, which target different customer group needs in different markets (Hansen, 

2016). This could be argued for why Dropbox has had such a successful development, 

since the reason many startups fail is because they do not succeed in filling a market 

need, or serve scalable solutions to market problems (CBinsights, n.d.). 

5.2 Problem and solution fit  

In the first phase of a startup - ideating, the first step is to find a solution to a problem, 

by having a potential idea for a scalable product or service which is able to target an 

entire market (Startupcommons, 2015). The idea of Dropbox was born in 2006, when 

Drew Houston had forgotten his USB drive at home, and he got frustrated that he could 

not get any ‘real work’ done. Drew Houston, in this initial phase, was the only person 

driving the idea forward, without a confirmed commitment, he wanted to develop a 

product that would allow people to have their files available anywhere. Houston saw 

this situation as an opportunity to develop it into an executable idea, which according to 

Kuratko (2015) is a person who is an innovator.  
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In the second step of the first phase; concepting, a startup focuses on its initial strategy 

for the next three years by defining a mission and vision, having two or three co-

founders (Startupcommons, 2015). Drew Houston presented his idea to a student at MIT 

University, named Arash Ferdowsi, who dropped out from the university in order to 

transform that idea into reality, later becoming the co-founder. In 2007, Houston and 

Ferdowsi founded Dropbox with the mission to simplify people's life and the way they 

work together. Their main goal was to build a simple and reliable experience for users, 

accessible both at their computers and phones. In late 2007, they saw the need to add a 

blog to their website, and on December 18th, they wrote their first blog post, becoming 

more interactive with their users. A startup accelerator named Y Combinator was the 

first and only investor in Dropbox in June 2007, putting the first seed by investing 

$15K. Later that same year in September there were 7 investors, and the seed was worth 

$1.2M.  

5.3 Vision and founders fit  

 
This phase is about creating a co-founder team foundation with shared attitudes, vision, 

and values, based on strong commitment and trust. The founders should develop the 

initial version of the service or product, using their own resources (Startupcommons, 

2015). As argued by Kuratko (2015), the culture base for an entrepreneurial 

organization is based on innovation, growth and profitability. On September 11th 2008, 

Dropbox showed their innovativeness by launching their product to the public at the 

TechCrunch50 conference, making it available for Windows, Linux and Mac users. The 

profit layer of the TBL focuses on growth of economic value of the company 

(Elkington, 1997), and according to Slaper and Hall (2011) one of the financial 

variables to measure this growth is the employment rate. Accordingly, the number of 

employees was growing steadily at Dropbox, from 8 people in 2008 to 17 people in 

2009. Additionally, in June 2009 the number of users was over one million, and only 

after four months, they reached 2 million users in October 2009, as a result of the 

released iPhone app. The headquarters of Dropbox was working with continuous 

improvements regarding website layout and syncing, and having continuous 

optimization of the products by answering to customer demand concerning the storage 

space. Liker and Morgan (2006) explain that continuous improvement is referred to as 
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Kaizen, which is an important pillar of lean management. By producing the products 

wanted by the customers a company can reach maximization of efficiency, which 

according to Jakonis (2012), is a basic rule of JIT.  

Another important aspect of this phase is that an agreement should be signed between 

the Co-founders and the Shareholders, including shareholder time and money 

commitments, as well as the goals for the following three years (Startupcommons, 

2015). Dropbox had two investors in November 2008, with a funding worth $6M. By 

looking at Figure 7, one can see that the investors remained the same three years later 

for the next funding round in 2011, when there were 15 investors.  

5.4 Product and market fit  

 
In this phase, the first KPI’s are identified and the startup is often referred to as an lean 

startup, due to the results of initial user growth and revenue. A startup starts to attract 

investment from investors and money resources, in order to gain future revenue, equity 

and revenue share (Startupcommons, 2015). When measuring KPIs such as profits, 

revenue, costs, etc. a company can see and evaluate their financial performance (The 

Controller´s Report, 2014). Dropbox managed to get funding from 15 investors in 

October 2011, with a total amount of $250M. This was a huge step forward for 

Dropbox, in term of money resources, compared to the previous funding round in 2008 

when the amount was $6M. By gaining support from their investors, the company could 

build a foundation for future revenue and revenue share, thus, in 2011 the company 

value was set at $8 billion. The user growth is connected to the number of customers, 

which can be a KPI for the customer metric (The Controller´s Report, 2014). Dropbox 

reached 4 million users in January 2010, and by November the same year, they reached 

100 million users. 

 

In December 2009 Dropbox received the Crunchies Awards, being awarded ‘the best 

internet application’ of the year. Furthermore, the success of their innovativeness 

continued in 2010, when they released Mobile API, Dropbox for Android, iPad and 

Blackberry. In 2011 they launched Core API for mobile app and for the web, and 

Dropbox for Teams. The company launched Dropbox for Teams based on customer’s 

feedback, answering to their needs. A basic rule of JIT is actually to create continuous 
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flow by producing products in the right time when it is requested by the customers 

(Jakonis, 2012). 

 

By making improvements to their Terms of Service, they increased the transparency of 

the company as well as the security and privacy of their users. For instance, they 

partnered up with Samsung in August 2012, improving the security manner by 

implementing two step verification. In 2012 Dropbox redesigned their website, by 

improving the accessibility of tools, making it more user friendly. These continuous 

developments of Dropbox and its products during the product and market fit phase is 

referred to as Kaizen, which is one of the main pillars of Lean Management (Hassan, 

2015). On the other hand, Liker and Morgan (2006), argue that Kaizen focuses more on 

the people of the organization. Dropbox held its first annual Hack Week for its 

employees, 35 at that time, in January 2011, which was an open workshop held for the 

employees to brainstorm ideas and share inputs, aiming to find potential solutions to 

given problems. If an organization has skilled and motivated people that are able to shut 

down the system when needed by solving the problems immediately, then the chance of 

having continuous improvements will be much higher (Liker & Morgan, 2006). Hassan 

(2015) emphasizes how crucial education and teamwork is for the stimulation of 

employees and their professional growth. In line with this, Martinez-Jurado and 

Moyano-Fuentes (2014) explain that the role of people is crucial for lean management - 

it is therefore important to listen to people and integrate their suggestions. Further 

Piercy and Rich (2015) discuss that a company should strive to create a sustainable 

workplace by creating a safe and motivating working environment. Dropbox organized 

the Hack Week with the main goal to educate their employees and to create a better 

working environment. 

 

According to Hohnen (2007) a company can show its social responsibility by being 

transparent regarding its decisions and activities, that will impact the society, the 

environment, as well as the shareholders. Dropbox published their first biannual 

transparency report in 2012, which included 87 governmental requests for user 

information (Appendix 3), as well as the responses of Dropbox. By answering to these 

governmental requests Dropbox was able to increase the privacy of their users, as well 

as providing more safe and trusted services. According to the Corporate Sustainability 
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Model (Figure 2), there are four drivers of corporate sustainability that will affect 

leadership’s decision during the processes when establishing a sustainable strategy; 

broader environment, internal context, business context, and financial and human 

resources. In line with this, the management decisions, activities, processes and 

strategies should integrate social and environmental concerns when communicating 

values throughout the organization (Hohnen, 2007; Epstein, 2008). In this development 

phase Dropbox started to incorporate sustainability within the organization. 

Governmental requests were the main input considering the broader environment driver. 

For the internal context, the main input was the core value statement of Dropbox - be 

worthy of trust, which was connected to the human resources driver - that all employees 

should reflect this statement in their own roles. The financial resources they got was 

$250M from 15 different investors in 2011. The business context includes the need of 

the customers and the products of the company (Epstein, 2008), and Dropbox wanted to 

provide trusted services, as well as privacy and security for their user.  

 

According to Epstein (2008) these different drivers will affect the actions of the 

managers, which will in turn have an effect on the corporate social, environmental and 

financial performance. Consequently, by turning inputs into actions, managers can 

improve the sustainability performance as well as affect the shareholder’s reactions. 

However, since the shareholder’s demand change, it is difficult for the company to find 

a sustainable trade-off between social, financial and environmental performance 

(Epstein, 2008). According to Lin-Hi and Müller (2013) some companies choose to 

focus on improving the stakeholders’ welfare by implementing CSR, whereas others 

focus on sustainable development as part of their business strategy. By making a 

biannual transparency report in 2012, Dropbox enabled their stakeholders to take part of 

their actions, thus permitting them to make informed decisions. By publishing a 

transparency report Dropbox increased the privacy and security of their users. 

Additionally, by incorporating sustainability Dropbox had attracted 15 investors in 

2011, making a strong foundation of shareholders.  

5.5 Business model and market fit  

5.5.1 Scaling 
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Scaling is the first step in the final phase towards building a strong business model. This 

step focuses on the market need fulfillment and growth in terms of number of users and 

customer revenue by showing KPI’s measures. Additionally, it is important to gain 

more funding, improve the process quality as well as expanding the number of team 

members (Startupcommons, 2015). The launch of Dropbox for Teams in 2011 was the 

first step towards becoming more enterprise friendly, and the improvement made in 

February 2013 - adding new administrative control tools, was another step towards a 

more enterprise oriented tool. In order to gain more profits of their enterprise customers 

and to increase the presence of their resellers, they launched a partner network called 

Dropbox for Business, which in July 2013 consisted of 150 resellers. When wanting to 

show KPIs measures, the customer metric can be used in terms of growth (The 

Controller´s Report, 2014). The number of Dropbox users grew from 100 million in 

2010 to 300 million in 2014. Additionally, when wanting to measure KPIs related to the 

financial metric, a company can use profits, revenues, costs, etc. as measurements (The 

Controller´s Report, 2014). In terms of company growth, Dropbox had a value set to 

$10B in January 2014, which was $2B higher than the company value in 2011. 

Considering the financial metric, Dropbox had $350M in funding from seven investors 

in January 2014, with BlackRock as the lead investor - an investment bank that usually 

supports both early and later stage startups. Later, in April 2014 the funding had 

increased to $500M, with the only investor JPMorgan Investment, a company that 

invests only in later stage startups.  

In July 2013 Dropbox launched an application platform (API) gathering their services at 

one place, and by doing so they were moving more towards being recognized as a 

business-focused tool. One of the biggest competitors of Dropbox was Box, that offered 

similar services, however, Box were already enabling larger enterprises a platform and 

allowing developers to build their own tools. In a competitive business environment, 

organizations can gain competitive advantages by adopting the LM concept (Martinez-

Jurado and Moyano-Fuentes, 2014; Parkes, 2015). Dropbox were working towards 

becoming more enterprise friendly by launching Dropbox for Business as well as 

releasing Dropbox for Business API, trying to meet business customers’ demand. 

Dropbox for Business API is an application platform that was released in November 

2013, with the aim to enable better collaboration, enhance the productivity as well as 
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make the data and information sharing safer for the users. Additionally, in April 2014 

Dropbox purchased Loom, a cloud service, enabling picture sharing. As stated by 

Jakonis (2012) one of the main pillar of LM is JIT, which focuses on building products 

and services only required by the customers. In this phase, Dropbox was not able to 

fulfil the demand from enterprise customers. According to Müller (2013) Dropbox was 

in need of developing their own collaboration tool, since the API solution did not 

provide enough control and security at that time. Furthermore, by acquiring Loom, 

Dropbox was questioned by Miller and Ron (2014) whether or not the company was 

serious when claiming that they wanted to become more enterprise friendly.  

Due to the success of the first Hack Week in 2013, Dropbox organised another 

educational opportunity for their employees in 2014. The purpose of this giant 

workshop was to bring the employees out from their comfort zone by doing something 

out of the ordinary, which according to Ingraham (2014) is an opportunity for idea 

sharing and solution finding. In accordance with this, Myerson (2012) argues that LM 

should motivate the employees to work with utilization of activities by realizing which 

activities provide values and do not. A lean environment should therefore motivate 

people to think wisely and act accordingly in order to create continuous improvements 

to the processes of the organization (Ballé et al., 2006). As stated by Liker and Morgan 

(2006), skilled and highly motivated people - referred to as Kaizen in the Lean House - 

are a must have in a lean system, since they encourage continuous improvements of the 

company by solving potential problems and bringing innovativeness. In accordance 

with Liker and Morgan (2006), Dropbox were able to utilize their skilled employees 

later in November 2014 - implement new sharing controls for admins that enabled the 

blockage of unauthorized people from the shared links. 

If a company improves its society involvement, a better social performance can be 

achieved, leading to more sustainable operations (Goel, 2010; Alhaddi, 2015). Dropbox 

wanted to enhance their security and transparency, thus they became part of an alliance 

in 2014 called Cloud Security Alliance (CSA), which is a non-profit organisation. By 

joining CSA, they were able to enhance the security, which benefited their customers as 

well as increasing the transparency, which showed Dropbox’s commitment to their 

customers. CSA promotes and provides best practices and education concerning cloud 

security. Through this, Dropbox was able to build a security Self - Assessment tool 
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level 1, which was made available on a publicly registry named STAR (Security, Trust, 

& Assurance Registry). Hohnen (2007) explain that the collaboration with a NGO 

demonstrates an organization's human concern and at the same time it promotes their 

CSR. Further Hohnen (2007) argues that a company can gain financial benefits by 

implementing CSR, since it will attract more shareholders.  

According to Slaper and Hall (2011) the use of energy and the effective use of resources 

can be measures when wanting to see how a company works with the environmental 

dimension of TBL. In fact, Dropbox invested in sustainable actions by using renewable 

energy, which according to Alhaddi (2015) is a way to reduce the environmental 

footprint. In the headquarters of Dropbox in San Francisco, the buildings are powered 

by a solar energy system, that is LEED Platinum certified and designed by UGE - a 

global enterprise that is focusing on renewable energy. This investment was estimated 

to cut major energy costs and to improve the efficiency of Dropbox, in term of energy 

resources and sustainability. Piercy and Rich (2015), emphasize that the use of energy is 

an environmental concern that can be handle by implementing LM which can reduce the 

use of energy resources as well as reducing the operation costs. In a statement, Scott 

Van Pelt, the UGE director of engineering said; 

 

“On-site renewable energy will power a sustainable future for Dropbox — a visible step 

forward for an innovative company located in the heart of the tech capital of the world” 

(Cheeseman, 2014, second paragraph). 

5.5.2 Establishing  

 

In this final step, a startup should have established a significant growth, scaled up and 

developed a business model by gaining market fit. Founders and/or investors in this 

phase will choose to either continue to work with the venture, or to leave. A startup can 

keep its initial spirit of being a ‘startup’ or they can make changes to their cultural spirit, 

not considering themselves a startup anymore (Startupcommons, 2015). In this phase, 

Dropbox reached 500 million users in 2016. The launch of Dropbox Enterprise in 

November 2016 was positive for Dropbox in the sense of becoming more enterprise-

friendly and thus reaching 150,000 business customers in 2015 and 200,000 in 2016. In 

this phase, in March 2017 the last funding round for Dropbox took place - leading to a 
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total sum of $600M funding from 6 investors. JPMorgan, who was the lead investor in 

the previous funding round, and is actually part of JPMorgan & Co was still part of this 

last round. JPMorgan & Co. offers financial services worldwide, supporting later stage 

ventures. During this phase, Dropbox made their first significant investment, by 

supporting a company named Volley Labs, taking part in planting the first Seed of a 

total of $2.3M. 

 

Dropbox is an external startup, since they do not have a pre-existing business model and 

started out working in an uncertain business environment without any resources (Blank, 

2014). Additionally, when wanting to create a sustainable business model a startup 

should look for possible, partners, customers, costs, and revenues (Blank, 2014). When 

working in this phase, a startup should aim for a developed and established business 

model by finding market fit (Startupcommons, 2015). During this phase, the company 

continued to show signs of innovativeness and improvements by launching different 

products and services such as AdminX, Dropbox Paper, Windows app for Xbox, and 

Smart Sync. A significant growth also occurred in terms of number of employees, 

reaching 1200 employees in this phase. Additionally, the number of resellers increased 

to 3400, expanding Dropbox resellers network. In January 2017, the revenue run rate 

surpassed $1 billion, and Dropbox strengthen their partner network engaging in 

partnership with Yahoo, Adobe, and Intel.  

 

Kosack and Fung (2014) argue for the importance of transparency of a company, which 

can be seen as a tool when wanting to manage governance issues, invest in public 

activities, being social responsible, and having a higher government achievement. Ever 

since 2012 Dropbox has been publishing a biannual transparency report, and in 2016 

they had 328 search warrants requests from the government, compared to 118 search 

warrants in 2013. Transparency of information is crucial in a lean company according to 

Piercy and Rich (2015), who emphasize that transparency outside and inside the 

company is equally important in order to have a sustainable response to governance 

issues. In line with this, Presswire (2016) argues that transparency can lead to other 

benefits for the company, such as better communication with other actors and thus 

better forecasts, through which value can be added to their products and services.  
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In 2015 Dropbox developed AdminX, a tool that would enhance data security, control, 

and visibility for the admins using a Dropbox product and service. Furthermore, the 

company improved the security for their enterprise customers when sharing 

information, by partnering up, in 2016, with Synmantec, Barracuda Networks and 

Netskope, which are all security providers. According to Piercy and Rich (2015) 

honesty is very important when communicating with the public regarding the service 

quality and product safety. The continuous improvement of the product quality as well 

as the respect for people is important for successful LM (Hassan, 2015). Dropbox 

started a collaboration with different innovation companies in the tech sector by 

becoming part of ‘Information Technology Industry Council’ (ITI), which is an 

advocacy organization working with policy development in the tech sector. Dropbox 

joined this organization in February 2016, in order to improve privacy issues, security, 

and trust of the users, by developing policies that promote innovation and growth. In 

fact, Hingley et al. (2015) explain that collaboration with customers, partners and 

suppliers can enhance the implementation of corporate sustainability within the own 

business. Partner collaboration is confirmed by Myerson (2012) to be crucial when 

wanting to use lean strategies.  

 

Earlier in this phase, in 2014, Dropbox joined CSA in order to improve their work with 

transparency and security. In 2016 Dropbox received level 2 of the CSA STAR 

certification, which enhanced their compliance standards. Through this certification, 

Dropbox has standardized their cloud security and by doing so, they showed customer 

dedication improving their security. Liker and Morgan (2006) argue that standardized 

processes constitutes the foundation of the lean house, making it crucial when wanting 

to maintain balance in the whole system. When Dropbox standardized their cloud 

security, they improved their product and service quality, satisfying the needs of their 

customers and thus enabling JIT operations. The company has an assurance report 

named SOC3 which promotes their continuous improvements in term of security, 

privacy, effective control, processing integrity, confidentiality and availability for 

Dropbox Education, Dropbox Business and Dropbox Enterprise. Dropbox also received 

several other certifications, for instance ISO 27018, ISO 27017, which promote 

transparency, security and privacy in the cloud. The company also earned ISO 22301 

certification which proves that Dropbox has the right processes and tools to promote 
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continuity and to react and operate in case of disaster. These tools and processes can be 

seen as, what Parkes (2015) refers to as Jidoka - the autonomation and the human 

intelligence in the machines. Basically, the people need to have the right tools and 

knowledge to react and operate whenever the standardized process is interrupted by a 

deviation, in order to prevent the production of defective items.  

 

The social performance of a company concerns its relationship to the society, workers 

and human capital (Elkington, 1997). The main aspects of social performance are 

society involvement, fair wages, worker relations and health care insurance, which 

together form a fundamental part of a company’s sustainability performance (Goel, 

2010; Alhaddi, 2015). Dropbox invested a lot of time and resources in programs 

focusing on: parental leave policy, trust sick leave policy, equal pay policy and 

employee resource groups, improving their social performance. The employees of 

Dropbox can take part of multiple health-insurance benefits from the company, for 

instance; medical, vision, dental, and disability plans. The health and well-being of 

people and the quality of life are two potential variables when wanting to measure the 

social performance of a company (Slaper & Hall, 2011). Dropbox works towards 

enabling each employee to find a balance between work and social life, by offering 

different services, such as: fitness reimbursements, subsidized public transportation, as 

well as the possibility to get a haircut or do their laundry at the workplace.  

 

Another variable when wanting to measure social performance is education according to 

Slaper and Hall (2011). By offering education to employees, a company can stimulate 

their employees’ professional growth, as well as improving the teamwork (Hassan, 

2015). Therefore, Dropbox often invites leaders of top companies to inspire and educate 

their employees in the field of technology and business. According to Piercy and Rich 

(2015) a company must consider equality when managing their workforce, making sure 

that the working conditions are safe and good. Dropbox aims to promote a creative 

office environment in order to build a better interaction among workers. Furthermore, 

Dropbox works with promoting diversity at the workplace by having diverse teams, 

since they need to satisfy different users’ needs around the world offering innovative 

products. Dropbox was recognized for their commitment and seriousness regarding 

diversity concerns at the workplace, receiving several recognitions. In 2015 and 2016 
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the company was acknowledged for their workplace policies and practices considering 

LGBTQ equality at the workplace. In 2016, Dropbox was reviewed by their employees, 

assessing an opportunity for training, workplace fairness, and access to senior 

leadership. This resulted in two recognitions by Great Place at Work, naming Dropbox 

as ‘Best Workplace for Diversity’ and ‘Best Workplace for Asian Americans’. It is 

indeed important to listen and integrate employees’ opinions since it is fundamental for 

LM to function and it is also crucial when wanting to achieve a good social performance 

(Martinez- Jurado & Moyano-Fuentes, 2014; Piercy & Rich, 2015). When a company 

strives to improve their corporate social sustainability they can contribute to the 

community by engaging in society related activities (Piercy & Rich, 2015). Dropbox 

offers 32 hours’ time off for employees that want to engage in volunteering and social 

activities every year. For instance, they partnered up with Mission High School and 

Larkin Street Youth Services in San Francisco, engaging in the local community. They 

also partnered up with Code20140, a NGO that offers summer internship for minorities 

group. In this establishing phase, the number of hired women raised from 28% to 35% 

and considering women in leadership roles the number increased from 21% to 27%.  
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6. Conclusions 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter will present the conclusions derived from the theoretical and empirical 

analysis. Further, re-occurring factors that arose from the analysis will be justified, 

then reflections on the research purpose will be presented, followed by a discussion and 

answers to the research questions. Finally, our own reflections will be presented, 

followed by suggestions for future research.  

______________________________________________________________________ 

6.1 Answering the research purpose and research questions 

6.1.1 Re-occurring factors from the analysis 

 
During the working process of the thesis - from the first data collection all the way to 

the final analysis chapter - certain re-occurring phenomena could be discerned. 

Naturally, these tendencies, albeit re-occurring, can of course not be generalized for the 

chosen research area, however, we believe it is interesting to highlight them, seen as 

they in many ways are connected to our research purpose. We will therefore present 

some elements that we found interesting and significant for this section. 

• Government regulations: An important factor that the main theoretical theories 

and our introductory chapter demonstrated, empirical data further confirmed, is 

that of government regulations. We could see that one of the main pressure on 

companies and startups to act more sustainable are government regulations. 

 

• Certifications: Early on in this thesis, we saw that international certification 

standards are growing in importance. In line with this, certifications were 

emphasized in the empirical chapter, and the analysis showed how important 

certain certifications can be for a startup when wanting to provide a trustworthy 

and good image of the company.  

 

• Competition: Competition was described as a crucial aspect to take into 

consideration in the introductory chapter, especially when working with 

innovative solutions, which is why a company should pursue innovative 
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solutions and respond to customer demand before their competitors. We saw that 

competition can be turned into a competitive edge if handled correctly and that a 

startup can become more competitive when joining an alliance.  

6.1.2 Reflections on the research purpose of the study 

To repeat our research purpose which was;  

‘to understand to what extent the concepts of lean and sustainability are implemented in 

a startup and how they relate to each other’ 

A startup often starts out without any pre-existing business model and resources, but 

even so, it has to be very innovative in the first phases of its lifecycle since it needs to 

exploit an opportunity - aiming to gather a unique combination of resources. Our case 

study showed that a startup can implement both lean and sustainability strategies, 

however, there are many factors affecting whether the implementation will be 

successful or not. For instance, having standardized processes in a startup is difficult, 

since its business environment is highly uncertain, and since it has to adjust to customer 

and market needs by changing the products accordingly. Furthermore, it is crucial to 

have financial resources, meaning that a startup should aim to attract investors to gain 

funding, as well as human resources, since it needs to have skilled and motivated people 

in order to create an effective process flow. A startup should be transparent and have 

good communication with its stakeholders since it is a fundamental part when building 

relationships, and when working with the social, environmental and financial 

performance. In fact, the startup will be pressured by its stakeholders at certain times to 

focus on one layer more than the others, which will have a direct impact on the 

company strategies.  

Having the market need in mind, a startup must provide scalable solutions in order to 

survive in the competitive environment - for instance, it has to consider working with 

the TBL if wanting to achieve a good sustainable performance. Entrepreneurs that want 

to achieve a sustainable business model should strive to work efficiently with their 

resources in order to prevent waste as well as satisfying stakeholders. To conclude in 

other words, we would argue that if a startup implements lean thinking in the innovation 

process it will be able to handle the customer demand better. Consequently, we argue 
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that lean and sustainability strategies are intertwined considering many aspects, which 

will be further discussed below. 

The environment aspect is one of the main pillars of the TBL, and it concerns the 

effective use of resources and aims to reduce footprints. In line with this, one of the 

main goals of lean is to “do more with less” - having zero waste, and finding defects 

along the processes instead of waiting till the problem occurs. A startup can deal with 

these kind of issues, by having the right human intelligence – educated employees that 

will be able to fix the problems in case of deviation in the processes. However, the 

study has found that in a startup, due to a lack of foundation (standardization), the waste 

reduction process is very difficult to implement in its first phase. In order to prevent 

waste of resources, such as time, money and people, a startup should launch new 

products in an agile way, utilizing resources in a sustainable way by implementing 

continuous innovation during the process of the product development, which will help 

the company to create a business model.  

The workforce is an important aspect to consider when wanting to implement social 

performance as a sustainability strategy, which can be achieved by providing fair wages, 

safe and good work conditions, and having a diverse workforce. LM focuses on people 

and the way they are treated, by considering their suggestions and compensating them 

for their work. A startup can for example integrate lean and sustainability practices by 

organizing a workshop for their employees, promoting education and professional 

growth. If the people are treated fairly, educated and motivated to work hard, 

continuous improvements can be achieved in a startup.  

Transparency is crucial for a startup, since it can be used as a tool to manage 

governance issues, thus, if working according to the government requests - a higher 

government achievement is possible. For instance, a startup can publish a transparency 

report in order to show their answers to the governmental requests that they achieve. 

Transparency can benefit lean operations in term of internal integration and 

collaboration, which is connected to Kaizen and also to the social layer of the TBL. If a 

startup is transparent and shares crucial information with stakeholders, better forecasts 

can be made and more value can be added to the products and services, which can be 

seen as both continuous improvement as well as JIT.  
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Community contributions are important considering the people layer of the TBL, and 

since it is important for LM that the company works with social performance, the 

community involvement is beneficial. We would argue that community contributions do 

not have a direct impact on lean operations, however, if a startup has a good social 

performance, this will have an indirect impact on the lean operations. If a startup 

promotes high society involvement, it can attract more stakeholders, which will affect 

the financial performance and enable the startup to increase the diversity of quantity and 

goods (Heijunka). To conclude, community contributions can have a positive impact on 

lean operations.  

The quality of products and services and the honesty in marketing activities are 

important for sustainable strategies as well as LM in terms of JIT and Kaizen. If Kaizen 

is applied in a startup, continuous improvements of the products will lead to better 

quality and safety. If the quality of products and services improve, JIT can be applied, 

fulfilling the customer needs better. A startup can improve the safety, privacy and trust 

of the stakeholders by developing policies that promote security, innovation and growth. 

In order to improve the quality, a startup needs to have skilled people working with 

continuous improvements. 

6.1.3 Answering the research questions 

 

The following research question was formulated in the first part of this study; 

 

‘When and why should a startup apply a lean method to its business?’ 

 

Already in the beginning of our study we knew that it would be difficult to discuss the 

lean method in relation to a non-production company, especially a startup. There are 

four main pillars that constitute lean management; JIT, Jidoka, Heijunka, and Kaizen. 

We would argue, based on the empirical study, that a startup does not implement a lean 

method during the problem/solution fit phase since the focus is on developing the idea, 

having 2 or 3 founders, establishing the mission and strategy for the following years. 

The analysis showed that the studied startup started to use the lean method in the 

vision/founders fit phase. 
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JIT 

JIT concerns having the right component, at the right place, and at the right time in 

order to have an effective and fast flow in the process, thus, it is crucial to build 

products and services required by customers. Our analysis showed that Dropbox started 

to work with JIT in the vision/founders fit phase after launching their digital storage 

services. Therefore, we would argue that a startup should aim to implement JIT in the 

vision/founders fit phase since this is the time when they launch their product to the 

public. JIT is a method that a startup should consider during its entire lifecycle, since as 

shown in our case study, it is crucial to react to the market need, providing the right 

components, at the right time and place. If a startup does not take the opportunity to 

release a product when there is a market/customer need for it, there will perhaps not be 

a need for the product at another time, which is one of the fundamental principles of JIT 

- to be able to provide the right product, at the right time and place.  

 

Kaizen 

Kaizen is about encouraging the people of the organization to work with continuous 

improvements of the company processes. The analysis showed that Dropbox worked 

with continuous improvements and people since the vision/founders fit phase, when 

launching their product to the public, and also in the product/market fit phase by 

organizing their first Hack Week, which aimed to promote education and teamwork. 

Additionally, in the business model/market fit phase Dropbox invited leaders of top 

companies in the field of business and technology, with the aim to educate and inspire 

their employees. In conclusion, a startup can implement Kaizen in the vision/founders 

fit phase by offering education and training programs in order to stimulate their 

employees’ professional growth and improve the teamwork by creating a more creative 

office environment. By motivating their employees, a startup can be more innovative, 

and thus work with continuous improvements. Continuous improvements are crucial for 

a startup when launching their products and services, in order build trust, attract 

customers, and build strong customer relationships. Thus, if a startup is constant with 

being innovative it will have a better chance to reach the the last phase of business 

model and market fit.   

 

 



  
 

62 
 

Heijunka 

Heijunka represents standardization and diversity of goods and quantity. By the end of 

the business model/market fit phase Dropbox had managed to standardize their cloud 

security, which improved their service quality. Dropbox was also able to offer a diverse 

range of goods to their customers. To conclude, we would argue that since a startup is 

constantly developing and changing its processes, products and services, it is difficult to 

implement standardization before the business model/market fit phase. Therefore, a 

startup should have an established business model and enough resources to work with 

Heijunka in the last phase. A startup should implement Heijunka in order to achieve a 

stable foundation, that will in turn ease the implementation of JIT operations, as well as 

enabling and promoting Jidoka.  

 

Jidoka 

Jidoka represents the human intelligence in machines, meaning that the people should 

be able to stop the machines in case of problems in the processes, as well as managing 

and fixing them. Through the analysis, we can see that Dropbox implemented Jidoka in 

the establishing step of the business model/market fit, receiving an ISO 22301 

certification that shows that Dropbox can promote continuity and has the right processes 

and tools to react in case of disaster. However, even though Dropbox received ISO 

22301 certification in this last phase, we believe that this achievement is a result of 

earlier hard work and commitment, meaning that Jidoka can be achieved in an earlier 

phase, depending on if there is a stable foundation (Heijunka). To conclude, a startup 

should have a strategy how to implement Jidoka whenever a deviation occurs, in order 

to prevent it to spread out in the whole system. 

 

The second reserach question that was brought up for this study was: 

 

‘When and how can a startup manage sustainability concerns?’ 
 

When talking about sustainability we can refer to the TBL, which considers the social, 

environmental, and economical performance. Our analysis showed that a startup can 

answer to different sustainability concerns at different times depending on in which 

development phase they are, which will be discussed below.  
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People  

The social layer of the TBL concerns; fair wages, health insurance, worker’s relations, 

society involvement, and education. From the analysis, we saw that Dropbox started to 

focus on education and worker relations in the product/market fit phase and in the 

business model/market fit phase, Dropbox started to become involved in society 

activities by offering their employees 32 hours’ time off, so that they could engage in 

social and volunteering activities. Thus, a startup should strive to improve their social 

performance by offering education to their employees in order to enhance the teamwork 

and overall productivity. We argue that these workshop opportunities should promote 

creativity and be informal, so that the employees feel secure enough to leave their 

comfort zone. This kind of environment can be effective for team building, and it will 

enhance the worker relations. Finally, a startup should engage in community activities 

in an early phase, since it does not necessary require a lot of resources and it should 

provide health insurance to the employees, since it can make them feel safer and 

motivated at work.  

 

Environment  

The environment concerns effective use of resources and reducing the environmental 

footprint. Dropbox started to consider effective usage of resources in the business/model 

fit phase, when investing in a solar energy system, that powered their buildings in the 

headquarters using renewable energy, which in turn lead to reduced environmental 

footprint. In conclusion, a startup can invest in renewable energy in order to reduce the 

environmental footprint as well as having more sustainable usage of resources. From a 

startup perspective, this type of investment can enhance the relationship with the 

stakeholders. We argue that a startup should invest in improving the environmental 

performance earlier than the last phase, since it is a crucial part of the corporate 

sustainability performance.  

 

Profit 

Profit concerns the economic growth of a company, and having a sustainable strategy. 

The economic growth of Dropbox became visible in the vision/founders fit phase, when 

the number of employees grew as well as the number of users, as well as their first 
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funding of $6M, raising to $250M in the product/market fit phase. In the business 

model/market fit phase the company kept growing, having a company value now set to 

$10 billion, 500 million users, with a funding of $600M and the number of employees 

was 1200. In term of company revenue, the rate surpassed $1 billion in this last phase. 

In this last phase, Dropbox was part of an investment in a company, showing signs of 

good economic performance. To conclude, a startup can work with the profit layer of 

the TBL by attracting investors and getting funding, increasing the employee number as 

well as the number of users. By receiving financial support from investors, a startup can 

invest in product and service development as well as support the other two pillars of the 

TBL; such as the investment of Dropbox in renewable energy, and organizing the Hack 

Week. In conclusion, when a startup has the financial resources to invest in another 

company, we argue that their economic performance is high and the startup is on a good 

way to establish a business model.  
 

6.2 Final reflections and suggestions for future research 

This thesis contributes to the research field, by showing examples of how a startup can 

implement the lean method in its different development phases. The conclusions from 

this study could serve as a base when wanting to investigate the possibility to apply a 

lean method to a startup as well as when wanting to find out how a startup can manage 

different sustainability concerns. Overall, it was interesting to investigate the 

relationship between lean and sustainability from a startup perspective, and we believe 

that this is a topic that should be further researched in order to gain understanding of 

how a startup can develop and build a strong business model.  

 

While working with this thesis, some suggestions for future research emerged. One 

aspect that might be interesting to study is to look into a startup that has production – 

since the discussion about lean management would be easier. The collection of 

empirical data can for instance both involve sources from interviews as well as 

document analysis. Having direct contact with the company being studied can improve 

the trustworthiness of the primary data, as well as giving more insight in how the 

company works today. Another interesting aspect to research about is to look at the 

business model and market fit phase, comparing two different startups, perhaps even 

doing a cross-country comparison. 
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Appendix 1. 

 
The following table presents the advantages and limitations of conducting a document 
analysis method (Bowen, 2009).  
 
 

ADVANTAGES  LIMITATIONS  

Efficient 
method 

The method is considered 
more efficient since it is 
less time-consuming and 
since the researcher does a 
data selection and not a 
data collection. 

Insufficient 
detail 

Many documents are 
produced for other purposes 
than research. Sufficient 
details are not provided, to 
answer the research purpose 
and question. 

Cost-
effectiveness 

It is less costly since new 
data is not gathered. 
Instead, the documents are 
evaluated by content and 
quality. 

Low 
retrievability 

Sometimes documents may 
not be retrievable, or it is 
difficult since the access to 
them can be deliberately 
blocked.  

Availability Since documents are public, 
it is easy to access for 
qualitative research.  

Biased 
selectivity 

Biased selectivity can occur 
when there is an incomplete 
document collection.  

Stability The presence of the 
investigator does not alter 
the studied object. 
Therefore documents can 
be reused for reviews.  

  

Lack of 
reactivity 

The documents are non-
reactive, meaning, the 
research process is 
therefore unaffected. 

  

Exactness The exact names, details 
and references of events 
can be used. 

  

Coverage Documents cover a long 
period of time, many 
settings and events. 
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Appendix 2 

Empirical data search at JU.se library. (ju.se/library.html) 2017-04-15 
 
(1) Search word: Dropbox 

 
• Publication type: Newspaper articles 
• Language: English 
• Publication year: 2006-2017 

• Journal title: Fierce Content Management  

• Topic: Dropbox (30 hits) 
 

• Journal title: Wall-street Journal (online) 
• Topic:  

      1. Acquisitions and mergers (22)    
2. Corporate profiles (30) 

§ Dropbox INC (13) 
§ Investments (5)  

3. Startups (88) 

§ Dropbox INC (34) 

(2) Search word: Dropbox, Sustainability 
 

• Language: English 
• Publication year: 2006-2017 

 
• Publication type: Conference Proceedings (5) 
• Publication type: Newspaper articles (6) 

(3) Search word: Dropbox, Lean 
 

• Publication type: Newspapers 
• Publication year: 2006-2017 
• Language: Enligsh 
• Topic:  

§ Business (7) 
§ Collaboration (6) 
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Appendix 3 

 

Themes	 Sub	categories	 Codes	
Entreprenurship	 Entreprenurial	organization	 1	Profitability	
	 	 2	Growth	
	 	 3	Innovation	
Sustainbility	 People	 4	Fair	wages	
	 	 5	Healt	insurance	
	 	 6	Workers	relations	
	 	 7	Society	involvement	
	 	 8	Education	
	 Environment	 9	Effective	use	of	resources	
	 	 10	Reducing	environment	footprint	
	 Profit	 11	Economic	growth	
	 	 12	Sustainable	strategy	
Lean	Management	 JIT	 13	Right	component	
	 	 14	Right	time	
	 	 15	Right	place	
	 	 16	Fulfilling	customer	need	
	 Jidoka	 17	Human	intelligence	
	 	 18	Automation	of	processes	
	 Heijunka	 19	Standardization	
	 	 20	Diversity	of	goods	and	quantity	
	 Kaizen	 21	People	
	 	 22	Continuous	improvements	
Lean	and	Sustainability	 Environment	 23	Zero	waste	
	 	 24	Reducing	resources	
	 	 25	Recycling	products		
	 	 26	Reducing	´pollution	and	emissions	
	 SCM	issues		 27	Human	rights	
	 	 28	Labour	practices		
	 	 29	Fair	trade	and	treatment	with	

supplier		
	 	 30	Strong	relationship		
	 	 31	Transparency	
	 Workforce	 32	Fair	wages	
	 	 33	Safe	working	conditions	
	 Governance	 34	Ethics	policy	
	 	 35	Investment	in	public	activities		
	 	 36	Transparency	
	 Community	contributions	 37	Society	impact		
	 Quality		 38	Safety		
	 	 39	Service	quality		
	 	 40	Honesty	in	marketing	activities		
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Appendix 4  

Dropbox Transparency reports from 2012-2016 (Dropbox Transparency Report, 2016). 

 

January-June 2016  

• Search Warrants: 328 (numbers of search warrants), 590 (accounts listed in 
warrants)  

• Subpoenas: 248 (numbers of subpoenas), 680 (accounts listed in subpoenas) 
• Court Orders: 6 (number of court orders), 9 (accounts listed in court orders) 

July - December 2015  

• Search Warrants: 348 (numbers of search warrants), 421 (accounts listed in 
warrants)  

• Subpoenas: 206 (numbers of subpoenas), 250 (accounts listed in subpoenas) 
• Court Orders: 11 (number of court orders), 9 (accounts listed in court orders) 

January - June 2015  

• Search Warrants: 227 (numbers of search warrants), 338 (accounts listed in 
warrants)  

• Subpoenas: 179 (numbers of subpoenas), 430 (accounts listed in subpoenas) 
• Court Orders: 10 (number of court orders), 19 (accounts listed in court orders) 

July - December 2014  

• Search Warrants: 137 (numbers of search warrants), 260 (accounts listed in 
warrants)  

• Subpoenas: 116 (numbers of subpoenas), 758 (accounts listed in subpoenas) 
• Court Orders: 2 (number of court orders), 0 (accounts listed in court orders) 

January - June 2014  

• Search Warrants: 120 (numbers of search warrants), 174 (accounts listed in 
warrants)  

• Subpoenas: 109 (numbers of subpoenas), 280 (accounts listed in subpoenas) 
• Court Orders: 2 (number of court orders), 2 (accounts listed in court orders) 

January - December 2013  

• Search Warrants: 118 (numbers of search warrants), 172 (accounts listed in 
warrants)  

• Subpoenas: 159 (numbers of subpoenas), 401 (accounts listed in subpoenas) 
• Court Orders: 0 (number of court orders), 0 (accounts listed in court orders) 

January - December 2012   

• Requests for users information: 87  
• Account specified: 164 
• Response rate: 82% 
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Appendix 5 

The following text shows the entrepreneurial development of Dropbox in a 

chronological order.  

June 2007 (Dropbox company info): In June 2007 Drew Houston and Arash Ferdowsi 

founded Dropbox. 

December 18, 2007 (Berg): In 2007 Dropbox saw the need to add a blog to their 

website, and on December 18th, they wrote their first blog post.  

September 11, 2008 (Houston): The idea that started in 2006 had now been fully 

developed and Dropbox was launched to the public at the TechCrunch50 conference in 

September 2008. Dropbox was launched for Windows, Mac and Linux. In this phase, 

the customers’ feedback and suggestions were very important for Dropbox, since they 

aimed to change the way people thought about their files and storage.  

June 20, 2009 (Ying): The number of employees was growing steadily, and Dropbox 

reached over one million users. There was a continuously development in the head 

quarter of Dropbox, for instance the IPhone app was developed and also the Dropbox 

client was updated with continual optimizations. In order to answer to their customer 

demand concerning storage space, they expanded the storage up to 100GB plan.  

September, 2009 (Drobox Fact Sheet, 2017): Dropbox releases an iPhone app.  

October 2, 2009 (Ying):  By the end of September, the iPhone app was launched and 2 

million users were reached. As the company continued to grow the number of team 

members grew as well, from 8 people in 2008 to 17 people in 2009. Thus, continuous 

improvements were made regarding syncing, and website layout.  

January 19, 2010 (Ying): In December 2009, Dropbox got rewarded the Best Internet 

Application of the year, receiving the Crunchies Awards. At this time, Dropbox had 

reached 4 million users. 

March 22, 2010 (Ying): The company announced Dropbox for Android by releasing 

screenshots of the Dropbox Android app.   
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April 2010 (Dropbox Fact Sheet, 2017): Dropbox releases Mobile API, Android app 

and ipad app.  

September 22, 2010 (Ying): The first version of Dropbox for Blackberry was released 

in September 2010. At the same time the iPhone/iPad app was improved and also the 

Android app.  

January 13, 2011 (Ying): In January 2011, Dropbox held its first annual Hack Week, 

which is a giant open workshop for employees to be creative by brainstorm ideas and 

find possible solutions to given problems. The first Hack Week was more of a team 

building that aimed to create a better working environment.  

April 21, 2011 (Houston & Ferdowsi):  Dropbox made changes and updated their 

Terms of Service, and also, they added information about their approach towards 

security and privacy in order to be more transparent and user friendly. Since the 

beginning, trust has been their business imperative and therefore they highly value the 

security, privacy, and safety of their customer data.  

October 2011 (Dropbox Fact Sheet 2017): Dropbox launches Core API for web and 

mobile app.  

November 7, 2011 (Ying): building on feedbacks from customers, Dropbox launched 

‘Dropbox for Teams’. This feature enables businesses administrative control, phone 

support, centralized billing and extended storage space. ‘Dropbox for Teams’ allowed 

businesses to collaborate and share, setup and control, and to work at any device, both 

online and offline. 

December 22, 2011 (Android Team): Dropbox 2.0 was now available for Android 

devices.  

March 8, 2012 (Berg): The Dropbox website was redesigned, making a more powerful 

and beautiful web experience. The goal was to center what was most important for the 

users (their files) and also the accessibility of tools was made easier.  

August 2012 (Dropbox Fact Sheet, 2017): Dropbox announced a partnership with 

Samsung, involving a security manner, a two-step verification.  

November 2012 (Dropbox Fact Sheet, 2017): Dropbox reaches 100 million users.  
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Feb 12, 2013:  Miller (2013) explained that the product ‘Dropbox for Teams’ was the 

first step towards making the tool more enterprise friendly, hence when they launched a 

new administrative control tool for Dropbox Teams February 12th they took another 

step towards a more business oriented tool. 

March 20, 2013 (Miller & Ron): The 15th of March 2013 Dropbox purchased 

Mailbox, a tool or email add on, designed to prioritize and sort email. The CEO of 

Dropbox, Drew Houston said that Mailbox will be running as an independent 

application, since it fits well in the Dropbox strategy regarding cloud app usage storage. 

July 2, 2013 (Miller & Ron): Dropbox launched Dropbox for Business, a partner 

network, in order to make profit of the enterprise consumers using the products and 

services. This was a natural step for Dropbox, after adding administrative controls in 

February, changing the name to Dropbox for Business from Dropbox for Teams, and 

now inviting resellers in order to increase their presence through a reseller network. 

Dropbox has created a partner website to organize the efforts of what is now said to be 

150 resellers. The success of Dropbox for business is still unclear, however, combining 

it with the API it can be a huge step in the right direction for Dropbox.  

July 10, 2013 (Miller & Ron): In the beginning of July 2013 Dropbox announced that 

the simple services they had offered were now to be transformed into an application 

platform. Users were now able to transmit data, including settings, to-do lists or contact 

lists, across different platforms regardless of operating environment, app, or device. 

This was a necessary step for Dropbox in order to move beyond being recognized as a 

tool that is consumer-focused. By ensuring security and privacy, Dropbox can grow as a 

company, focusing on business consumers. This application platform will allow data to 

move seamlessly across different environments, also allowing enterprise developers to 

access multiple Dropbox stores.    

Nov 12, 2013 (Miller & Ron): In the beginning of 2013 Dropbox Business API was 

introduced and it opened up a lot of possibilities for users, by enabling collaboration 

solutions, and enhancing the productivity. Dropbox Business API is built on the 

Dropbox platform idea, enabling the user thousands of integrated apps that will make 

the information and data sharing much safer. In late 2013, a company called One Hub 

integrated the APIs into their infrastructure for backend control and stronger security.  
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At this time, API solution was only a service that other organizations could embed into 

their own products. According to Miller (2013) the next step for Dropbox was to 

provide its own collaboration tool and also high level of security.  

January 20, 2014 (Miller & Ron): In 2011, the company value was set at $8 billion, 

compared to 2014 when the company value was set to $10 billion. 

April 14, 2014 (Miller & Ron): Dropbox and Box are two enterprises that have been 

competitors for a long time. Dropbox are said to own the entire ecosystem, since they 

are more popular among consumers as well as being attractive to IT pros. However, 

Miller (2014) explains that the APIs offered by  Dropbox are not as good as the one’s 

offered by Box. The reason is that Box has invested its resources into making a great 

platform and product that is enterprise-friendly and one that enables larger enterprises to 

build their own tools. An important notice is that it is not a competition about pleasing 

IT - but rather, pleasing the users too, since they are the important players inside the 

organizations. Miller (2014) suggests a collaboration between Box-Dropbox in order to 

battle Microsoft for the content management, the control and the consumers.  

April 21, 2014 (Miller & Ron): Dropbox wanted to invest in a solution for enterprises 

or larger companies, in order to respond to the demand from businesses. However, in 

April 2014 they purchased Loom, which is a cloud picture sharing service. By taking 

that step, they were questioned whether they were serious when announcing that they 

wanted to emphasize the businesses. Miller and Ron (April 21, 2014) stated that, at this 

point Dropbox needs to choose if it either wants to be an enterprise actor or not, since 

buying companies such as Loom does not help to attract the IT department in business. 

May 2014 (Dropbox Fact Sheet, 2017): Dropbox reaches 300 million users.  

June 2014 (Ingraham): In 2014, the company had more than 800 employees, with a 

huge diversity among them – reaching from product developers and coder to project 

leaders within charity.  

Oct 14, 2014 (McGreevy): Recently this year Dropbox Pro had expanded its storage 

space and at the same time Box had taken out its storage limits. Thus, lately in October 

2014 Dropbox faced some issues concerning security of data in terms of stolen 

username and passwords. According to McGreevy (Oct 14, 2014) companies are 
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avoiding the use of a cloud storage due to the lack of security. Thus, a better option to 

use is enterprise solutions such as Code42; which ensures privacy of data and better 

security. Dropbox need to improve its security in order to attract more clients, since it is 

a crucial for a company that provides cloud storage services.  

Nov 18, 2014 (McGreevy): Dropbox presented new sharing controls, enabling 

Dropbox admins to block people that are not part of the team from viewing shared links. 

By using an agile methodology, Dropbox has enabled businesses a product that meets 

their needs, in the sense of managing tasks, both current and future ones.   

Dec 2, 2014 (McGreevy): By releasing an API for business developers, as an add-on to 

Dropbox for Business, developers were able to develop apps on the actual Dropbox 

platform to suit the organization needs. Dropbox for Business API will allow enterprise 

consumers to connect existing third-party compliance and security tools to the cloud 

storage, as well as building their own apps or Dropbox for Business. Thus, the 

opportunity is given to businesses to customize solutions to meet their specific needs.  

June 24, 2015 (Houston & Ferdowsi): On this day Dropbox reached 400 million users.  

July 8, 2015 (Gohring & Nancy): The main users of Dropbox are small and medium 

size companies, and according to a survey, Dropbox is the first choice when employees 

want to use a multiple file sharing service, followed by Google Drive, Microsoft 

OneDrive and Box. According to Gohring and Nancy (July 8, 2015) most companies let 

employees to use multiple file share services like Dropbox only because it is easier for 

them to use compared to an  enterprise solution. But, at the same time this scenario is 

not ideal for businesses that need to have a high level of security.  

July 23, 2015 (Hoffman): Dropbox work hard with raising awareness of accessibility, 

especially when it comes to people and products. The company wants to be as usable 

and simple as possible, so they think about accessibility already when they recruit new 

employees. Consequently, Dropbox teamed up with Yahoo! and Facebook in order to 

foster accessibility, that is usable by all people. The aim of this collaboration is to focus 

on human-computer interaction, engineering education and design.  

August 12, 2015 (Heim & Patel): Dropbox developed a number of tools in order to 

protect user and team information, including the security keys: Universal 2nd Factor 
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(U2F). It is a two-step verification method, that gives the user stronger authentication 

protection. Any Dropbox account can set up this U2F key, making your and your team 

accounts safer.  

August 17, 2015 (Pan): In 2011, Dropbox held its first-ever Hack Week - a giant 

workshop that aimed to turn the ideas into reality. The employees (35 at that time), also 

called creative Dropboxers were divided into small and agile groups, with the aim to 

solve problems together and make Dropbox better for their users. In 2015, the number 

of employees had grown to 1,200 people, and Hack Week is still an annual tradition in 

offices around the world.  

October 2015 (Dropbox Fact Sheet, 2017): Dropbox simplifies the work with PDFs 

by partnering up with Adobe.  

November 4, 2015 (Baesman):  Dropbox launches Dropbox Enterprise, that offers the 

same collaboration tools, admin capabilities, and security features as Dropbox Business; 

the main differences are better and advanced controls, new tools, and new 

support/services, specifically made for large companies. Reaching 150,000 business 

customers.  

December 7, 2015 (Houston & Ferdowsi): The Mailbox tool that Dropbox acquired in 

2013 improved the way of using email on the mobile. Additionally, the Carousel tool 

was launched in 2014 creating a new photo sharing experience. However, by the end of 

2015 the company was primary focusing on teams and how to ease the collaboration 

among them, so they decided to shut down Mailbox and Carousel tools. 

March 2016 (Dropbox Fact Sheet, 2017): Dropbox reaches 500 million users.  

May 10, 2016 (Katcher): Dropbox had 4000 educational institutions worldwide 

deploying Dropbox Education at this time. Dropbox Education was used in order to 

meet the needs of educational institutions, enabling them to stay productive while 

having a collaborative workflow. 

July 21, 2016 (Hansen):  Dropbox gained a recognition as a Leader in Gartner’s Magic 

Quadrant 2016, that emphasizes the company's commitment to vision, customer 

commitment and product innovation. To be recognized as a Leader by Gartner, the 

company has to demonstrate that their vision is clear enough to sustain their position in 
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the market and also, they have to provide mature offerings that answer to market 

demand. Another important factor is that the company has the right overall focus and 

trust in their offerings, so that they can lead the market. 

July 11, 2016 (Woodside): During the first half of 2016, the number of resellers 

increased significantly from 2,000 to 3,400, expanding the size of the network. 

Additionally, Dropbox have been successful on fulfilling their customer needs, by 

building products and tools that are secure. They became the industry leader with nearly 

200,000 Business customers, and they achieved positive free cash flow. Dropbox also 

launched AdminX – enabling better admin experience.  

August 3, 2016 (Cacioppo): What started as a private beta version for a limited number 

of teams, now opened up for anyone to sign up. Dropbox Paper docs was released, with 

the aim to help teams collaborate through these docs and to share important information 

within teams.   

September 2016 (Dropbox Fact Sheet, 2017): Dropbox announces European 

Infrastructure, now available to customers of Dropbox Education, Dropbox Business, 

Dropbox Enterprise. It also announced Privacy Shield certification in EU-U.S. 

December 12, 2016 (Huyn): Dropbox released a universal Windows app for Xbox, 

which was the first app for cloud storage on the gaming console. It allows the user to 

share files, videos and photos from the cloud, directly on the TV. 

January 2017 (Dropbox Fact Sheet, 2017): Dropbox announced that their revenue run 

rate surpassed $1 billion.  

January 2017 (Baesman, 2017): Dropbox introduced Smart Sync and other 

collaboration tools in January 2017, that helps teams to synchronize data and gain 

access to files whether they are in their desktop, synced locally or stored in the cloud. 

Additionally, admins have a better control with these new tools, and collaboration 

between members is more efficient and simple 

January 3, 2017 (Crosbie): Security has been one of the main goals of Dropbox since 

the beginning and therefore they are continually searching for innovative ways to 

strengthen and simplify security. On January 3rd Dropbox announced that they would 

team up with Intel, and an employee from Intel said that; “this collaboration makes 
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security more convenient and accessible for Dropbox users on Intel PCs built with our 

7th Generation Core processors” (Crosbie, 2017).  

January 30, 2017 (Jackson): “In today’s workplace, people spend 61% of their time 

managing work rather than doing it” (Jackson, 2017). Dropbox aims to bring down that 

61% to 0%, by building products that enhance the information search, enable teams to 

work more seamlessly and let them stay updated on ongoing projects. Teams can easily 

create, organize, manage and review shared documents through Dropbox Paper docs. 

Several new features have been added to Dropbox Paper since it was first released as a 

beta version, for instance; collaboration became easier since Paper was made available 

in 21 languages, due dates were now possible to assign to specific task lists and Paper 

was announced to soon be available in offline mode for IOS and Android.  

April 4, 2017 (Chao): Dropbox has redesigned the admin console simplifying the 

management and coordination of teams when using Dropbox Business. The navigation 

on the website has improved; it is easier to leave feedbacks, see changes, and share files 

with others. The clear design makes it easier to switch between personal and work 

accounts. 


