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Abstract 
Start-ups face several issues and challenges in the course of their development as a compa-
ny. Open innovation has been discussed in research for more than a decade as a concept, 
which can bring benefits to a company. Even though most of the research has been focus-
ing on large enterprises, some researchers discuss also benefits for small companies like 
start-ups. Nevertheless, it can be observed that some start-ups decide to adopt the opposite 
of open innovation, namely closed innovation, through not sharing internal knowledge to 
the outside world. Hence, start-ups perceive the benefits of open innovation differently 
and decide accordingly whether to adopt open innovation or not. The purpose of this 
study is to explore if start-ups decide to actually do the former and what reasons they have 
to do so. Therefore, this study will further discover at what point in the development of 
their start-up and with whom they adopt open innovation. As an attractive industry for 
start-ups, the mobile services industry is selected as a scope for this study. Furthermore, 
Sweden is selected as the country of study, due to its reputation as one of the most innova-
tive countries in the world. 
 
A qualitative study has been conducted using in-depth interviews with founders and co-
founders of start-ups to retrieve narrative stories about their start-up’s development from 
the first day of an idea to a scalable business, and their experiences and motivations in re-
gards to the application of open innovation practices. The analysis of this study detects pat-
terns among the interviewed start-ups and concludes that start-ups in the mobile services 
industry in Sweden adopt open innovation in each phase of their development process. 
Furthermore, these patterns include several reasons why the start-ups applied open innova-
tion practices and with whom, which are changing over the course of their development.  
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1 Introduction 
This chapter will present a brief introduction to the topic of the research by providing an overview on start-
ups and open innovation. It also includes the problem discussion that, in turn, leads to the purpose and the 
research questions. The chapter ends with a discussion on the delimitations of the study, definitions of key 
concepts and finally, a thesis disposition.  

1.1 Background 
Starting an own business has become more and more popular due to new markets and new 
technological possibilities (Smagalla, 2004). However, a great idea does not always come 
with great success. It is a long and complex way for a new start-up from the first draft of an 
idea to a successful and scalable business model. In fact, many start-ups fail before they 
even get to that point (CBinsights, 2014; Giardino, Wang & Abrahamsson, 2014). So the 
question arises what start-ups do to increase their chances for success. 

In the nature of things, start-ups are focusing on innovation, since they want to bring new 
ideas to the market (Giardino et al, 2014). Open innovation, in which companies open up 
their innovation process, has been a highly discussed topic in the last decade and many re-
searchers believe that it can bring benefits to a company (Chesbrough & Bogers, 2014). 
This openness means for start-ups to let down their guard and share their ideas with poten-
tial customers and partners (Brunswicker & Van de Vrande, 2014), but some start-ups de-
cide to close down and allow nobody outside the firm to know what they are up to (Warn-
er, 1999; Hull, 2013; Freedman, 2011; Lagorio-Chafkin, 2014). Thus, they see more bene-
fits in keeping their idea a secret than opening up and sharing it. In the end, this can jeop-
ardize the success and survival of a new start-up (Crook, 2012; Lagorio-Chafkin, 2014). 
Hence, the dream of growing a business out of a great new idea can be over sooner than 
later. 

1.2 Problem 
In the last twelve years, since Chesbrough (2003) first addressed the concept of open inno-
vation in his book, a lot of research has been done in the field to define the concept in 
more detail and to discuss its application in different types of industries, companies and 
contexts, to understand the possible benefits open innovation offers (Chesbrough & 
Bogers, 2014; West, Salter, Vanhaverbeke & Chesbrough, 2014; Dahlander & Gann, 2010; 
Gassmann, Enkel & Chesbrough, 2010; Brunswicker & Van de Vrande, 2014). 

Even though a wide range of research topics in open innovation has been investigated, 
there is still need for further research (Brunswicker & Van de Vrande, 2014; Dahlander & 
Gann, 2010; Gassmann et al., 2010). The main part of the research that has been done in 
the last decade, since the release of Chesbrough’s book in 2003, focuses on large enterpris-
es (Brunswicker & Van de Vrande, 2014; Vanhaverbeke, Vermeersch & de Zutter, 2012). 
However, Brunswicker and Van de Vrande (2014) argue that not only large enterprises, but 
also small- and medium-sized companies (SMEs) can benefit from open innovation. There 
is still a knowledge gap in research on open innovation in SMEs (West, Vanhaverbeke & 
Chesbrough, 2006; Gassmann et al., 2010; Lee, Park, Yoon & Park, 2010; Vanhaverbeke et 
al., 2012) even though it has been discussed more frequently in the last few years (Lee et al., 
2010; Vanhaverbeke et al., 2012; Van de Vrande, de Jong, Vanhaverbeke & de Rochemont, 
2009; Parida, Westerberg & Frishammar, 2012). Gassmann et al. (2010) point out that 
SMEs are the most represented companies in an economy, yet there is still uncertainty on 
‘how they can manage open innovation despite the liability due to their smallness’ (Gassmann et al., 
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2010, p. 219). Furthermore, Vanhaverbeke et al. (2012) argue that lessons learned from 
large companies cannot be generalized for small companies, since they follow different ap-
proaches in managing and organizing open innovation. 

This thesis will focus on open innovation in relation to one of the smaller types of SMEs: 
start-ups. As mentioned before, some of the latest research has been focusing on SMEs in 
general. However, various authors suggest that further research needs to be done to under-
stand how open innovation can play a role in different types of SMEs (Van de Vrande et 
al., 2009; Lee et al., 2010), i.e. different company sizes. 

According to Van de Vrande et al. (2009) companies apply open innovation differently in 
the phases of the growth process of a company depending on the difficulty of the applica-
tion. This leads to the assumption that the engagement of start-ups in open innovation is 
different from medium-sized companies, since the latter have already grown bigger as a 
company. Van de Vrande et al. (2009) suggest that further research is needed to fully un-
derstand how companies engage in open innovation while proceeding through these phases 
of growth.   

Furthermore, Miettinen, Mazhelis and Luoma (2010) and Koivisto and Rönkkö (2010) ar-
gue that start-ups face a lot of issues and challenges while being in the process of growth. 
This process is described as a life cycle for a start-up, in which they develop their company 
from the first day of an idea to a scalable business. Having said that, Koivisto and Rönkkö 
(2010) suggest that the growth itself seems to be the biggest challenge, especially when a 
start-up is at the beginning with only low growth ambitions, and see this as an issue that 
deserves to be further studied. 

Although some authors discuss benefits of open innovation that could help small compa-
nies, i.e. start-ups, to deal with the challenges and issues they face (Brunswicker & Van de 
Vrande, 2014), some start-ups seem to handle them differently by rather closing down their 
innovation processes (Warner, 1999; Hull, 2013; Freedman, 2011; Lagorio-Chafkin, 2014). 
Thus, they see rather the costs of opening up than the benefits of it. This lets assume that 
start-ups perceive the benefits of open innovation differently and decide either to open up 
or close down to manage issues and challenges. Brunswicker and Van de Vrande (2014) ar-
gue that there needs to be further research on why SMEs, i.e. start-ups, decide to actually 
make use of open innovation practices. Hence, seeing it rather as a benefit than a threat.  

Moreover, past research on open innovation in start-ups has been mainly discussing com-
panies in the manufacturing industry, and more insights are needed for the service industry 
(Brunswicker & Van de Vrande, 2014). Tiarawut (2013) describes the mobile services in-
dustry as an industry that has been opening up a lot of opportunities for start-ups, in which 
companies provide mobile services through mobile applications. Especially for start-ups 
this industry is attractive, because it is a fast-growing market, which requires only small cap-
ital. Furthermore, through the commercialization of the services through single platforms 
like the Apple App Store, start-ups can access global markets. While the development of a 
mobile application does not require a lot of time, resources or knowledge, the development 
of a mobile service, incorporating the application, as a business is significantly more com-
plicated (Tiarawut, 2013). 

In conclusion, there is still a gap of knowledge when it comes to research on open innova-
tion in SMEs, and some of the authors of recent articles suggest that it can be further dis-
tinguished between open innovation in small companies like start-ups and more mature 
companies like medium-sized ones. This study is going to address the gap in scientific re-
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search on the motivations and reasons why some start-ups decide to share their internal 
knowledge and ideas with the outside world or make use of external knowledge, thus open 
up their innovation processes in their process of growth, while others perceive the dis-
cussed benefits differently and rather decide to not open up.  

1.3 Purpose 
The purpose of this thesis is to explore if start-ups in the mobile services industry in Swe-
den adopt open innovation, hence open up their innovation processes. In case they do so, 
this study further explores the reasons that lie behind this decision. In order to achieve 
that, its exploration is supported by discovering when in the growth process of their com-
pany start-ups open up their innovation processes and what kind of external stakeholders 
or actors these start-ups decide to involve. 

1.4 Research Questions 
In order to fulfill the purpose of this thesis, there are two research questions that need to 
be asked: 

1. Do start-ups in the mobile service industry in Sweden open up their innovation pro-
cesses? 

2. If yes, what are the reasons why these start-ups decide to open up their innovation pro-
cesses? 
2.1. When in the growth process of their company do these start-ups open up their in-

novation processes? 
2.2. What kind of external stakeholders or actors do these start-ups decide to involve 

in their innovation processes? 

1.5 Delimitations 
The author acknowledges some limitations of this thesis. First, the purpose of the study is 
to understand what reasons start-ups have to open up their innovation processes in regards 
to their growth process. Thus, this study only includes start-ups that have already grown to 
a certain level where they pursue a business and are still in business. Therefore, it excludes 
start-ups that are no longer in business as well as start-ups that are not yet in business. 

Second, this study focuses on start-ups that operate in the services industry or more specif-
ically in the mobile service industry, due to its recent attractiveness especially for start-ups 
and due to its allegedly beneficial qualities that might hide challenges and issues that arise in 
later phases of a start-ups growth process. Hence, start-ups in other industries and other 
service industries are excluded. 

Third, the scope of the study is limited to start-ups that have their origin in the country of 
Sweden, as one of the most innovative countries in the world (Clifford, 2014; Lanvin, 
2014), and its unique business environment, as well as its legal settings. Therefore, applying 
the results in other countries than Sweden would be difficult. Thus, start-ups from outside 
of Sweden are excluded in this study. 

1.6 Definitions 
Open Innovation: ‘Open innovation is a distributed innovation process based on purposively managed 
knowledge flows across organizational boundaries, using pecuniary and non-pecuniary mechanisms in line 
with each organization’s business model. These flows of knowledge may involve knowledge inflows to the fo-
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cal organization (leveraging external knowledge sources through internal processes), knowledge outflows from 
a focal organization (leveraging internal knowledge through external commercialization processes) or both 
(coupling external knowledge sources and commercialization activities)’ (Chesbrough & Bogers, 2014, 
p. 27).  

In this study open innovation is also referred to as “open up” and “opening up innovation 
processes”, which are both used as synonyms. 

Start-Ups: Start-ups are new ventures that are founded by entrepreneurs (Aldrich & Yang, 
2014) who want to turn an idea into a new innovative product or service to create a busi-
ness and bring new value to the market (Trimi & Berbegal-Mirabent, 2012) ‘under conditions 
of extreme uncertainty’ (Ries, 2011, p. 27). Furthermore, they are ‘aiming to grow by aggressively 
scaling their business in highly scalable markets’ (Giardino et al., 2014, p. 27).  

Mobile Services: A mobile service is provided on a mobile device, e.g. smartphone or tab-
let, and can be accessed by any user at any time on any of the devices the service provider 
offers its service on (Zarmpou, Saprikis, Markos & Vlachopoulou, 2012; Heikkinen & Still, 
2008). Further, these mobile services include several types of services (Zarmpou et al., 
2012; De Reuver, Bouwman & de Koning, 2008; Heikkinen & Still, 2008): 

• Communication services (e.g. e-mails, SMS, MMS, video telephony, etc.) 
• Web information services (e.g. weather information, sports, banking information, 

news, transportation timetables, etc.) 
• Database services (e.g. telephone directories, map guides, etc.) 
• Entertainment (e.g. downloading music, watching television, ringtones, videos, 

games, gambling, chatting, etc.) 
• Commercial transactions through mobile devices (e.g. buying products, making res-

ervations, banking, stock trading, etc.) 
• Location-based services (e.g. position tracking, etc.) 
• Business services (e.g. sales-force automation, supply chain management, tracing 

and tracking, dispatching and scheduling, etc.) 
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1.7 Disposition 
A short overview over the rest of the thesis and what will be addressed within each chapter 
is provided in figure 1.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Thesis disposition 

Ch. 2: Theoretical Framework 
The theoretical framework presents theories on innovation, open innovation as well as 

start-ups. This theory is used to conduct the study and to analyze the findings. 

Ch. 3: Methodology 
The methodology describes how the qualitative study was conducted. It provides a 

clear idea of the motivation for the chosen method and ends with a discussion on the 
validity of this study. 

Ch. 4: Empirical Findings 
This chapter presents the results of each conducted interview as retold narratives of the 

start-ups’ development process in regards to the topic of interest.    

Ch. 5: Analysis 
In the analysis chapter, the empirical findings are analyzed with the help of the theories 
presented in the theoretical framework. First, each narrative is analyzed on its own fol-
lowed by a combined analysis of all narratives, which results in a tentative hypothesis.  

Ch. 6: Conclusion 
In this chapter, the conclusions of the narrative analysis will be presented and reflected 

back to the purpose of this study.  

Ch. 7: Discussion 
This final chapter will discuss theoretical, practical as well as managerial contributions, 

implications for research, limitations and recommendations for future research. 
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2 Theoretical Framework 
This chapter will present the theoretical framework used in this thesis. This includes academic literature in 
the field of innovation, open innovation, its different processes and practices, as well as start-ups and their 
development process. The chapter ends with a collective model of the start-up development process summariz-
ing existing models from theory.  

2.1 Innovation 
Innovation is crucial for companies that want to survive in today’s highly competitive mar-
ket (Cooper, 1998; Chesbrough, 2003). It can be defined as the development of a new 
product, service or even process that arises from a new idea (Gorman, 2007). This implies 
that an innovation is the physical thing that comes out of a new idea, not just the idea itself 
(Gorman, 2007). However, innovation is not to be misunderstood with invention. An in-
vention usually describes something technical whereas innovation does not have to be 
technical and goes beyond an invention (Zhao, 2008). To innovate can mean to only 
change the concept of a given product or service without inventing something new (Zhao, 
2008). These concepts are based on knowledge and techniques. Thus, innovation is very 
diverse and can be executed in many different ways (Zhao, 2008).  

Cooper (1998) suggests that innovation is multidimensional and that the most prominent 
dimensions are radical-incremental, technological-administrative and product-process. 
These dimensions can be put together to groups with the first group being radical versus 
incremental, the second group technological versus administrative and the third group be-
ing product versus process as shown in figure 2 (Cooper, 1998). This approach is crucial 
for a manager to understand in order to sustain competitive advantage for a company by 
making an innovation fit with the organization (Cooper, 1998).  

Figure 2. A multidimensional model of innovation (Cooper, 1998, p. 500) 

With its diversity and many dimensions, innovation is difficult to manage (Chesbrough, 
2003). However, in a world with constant change it is important to manage innovation for 
companies ‘of every size in every industry’ (Chesbrough, 2003, p. xvii). The main driver of inno-
vation is technology (Gorman, 2007) and technological change happens quickly (Rothwell, 
1994). Thus, getting outpaced by competitors that innovate faster is a constant threat to the 
business of a company. Only with good management of innovation this threat can be min-
imized, since it is important that a company is not only innovating in general, but also in-
novates fast, thoroughly and most suitable for the organization to deliver an innovation’s 
full potential (Chesbrough, 2003; Gorman, 2007). 
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Verganti (2009) states that past research on management of innovation has seen radical in-
novation as ‘one of the major sources of long-term competitive advantage’ (Verganti, 2009, p. 3). This 
radical innovation is mainly driven by a technology push, where new technologies have a 
disruptive effect on industries (Verganti, 2009). New technologies can help to innovate 
products, services and processes. However, it is the way a company innovates that helps it 
to survive, and according to Verganti (2009) a radical way increases the chances of staying 
in the market for a long time. Furthermore, companies focus on understanding better what 
the users of a product or service need (Verganti, 2009). Innovation can therefore be either 
pulled by the market or driven by technology (Verganti, 2009). However, Verganti (2009) 
discusses a third strategy of innovation called design-driven innovation by changing what 
things mean. A product has always a meaning to the user of the product, but this can be 
radically innovated with or without the introduction of a new technology (see Figure 3) 
(Verganti, 2009). If an existing product on the market is given a completely new meaning 
or value, it can open up a new market where competition does not exist or will have a 
harder time to enter (Verganti, 2009). 

Figure 3. The strategy of design-driven innovation as the radical change of meanings (Verganti, 2009, p. 5) 

In order to benefit from a new innovative product or service it needs to have an economic 
value (Chesbrough, 2010). Chesbrough (2010) argues that these new products or services 
need to be commercialized by some kind of business model for it to become valuable to 
the market. A business model is a big part of the innovation and therefore needs to be in-
novative as well (Chesbrough, 2010). Finding the right business model for a technology is 
crucial for a company to stay ahead of competition, since a competitor could find another 
business model, which gains more value out of the same technology (Chesbrough, 2010).  

2.2 Open Innovation 
Open innovation is a paradigm that was first introduced in 2003 (Chesbrough, 2003). It has 
been a highly discussed research topic for the last decade. Many researchers have contrib-
uted to define this paradigm further and transfer it into an updated version (Chesbrough & 
Bogers, 2014). 

The concept of open innovation is connected to the idea that knowledge for innovation 
cannot just be found inside a company itself, but is rather found in many sources outside of 
a company as well. These are widely spread in today’s economy and companies are taking 
benefit from this external knowledge, such as ideas and technologies, when incorporating 
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them in their own business. Furthermore, open innovation also comprises the process of 
letting unused internal knowledge be picked up by other companies in order for them to 
use it in their business. In general it is the concept of transferring knowledge across the 
boundaries of a company in both ways, from the outside to the inside and from the inside 
to the outside. This helps companies to take valuable usage of external sources of 
knowledge during the innovation process and offers them ways to commercialize innova-
tive products or services (Chesbrough & Bogers, 2014).  

When defining the paradigm open innovation as seen in 1.6.1, Chesbrough and Bogers 
(2014) refer innovation ‘to the development and commercialization of new or improved products, process-
es, or services, while the openness aspect is represented by the knowledge flows across the permeable organiza-
tional boundary’ (Chesbrough & Bogers, 2014, p. 17). 

2.2.1 From Closed to Open Innovation 

In the beginning of the twenty-first century a change in how companies approach their in-
novation processes was observable. Before that, companies tended to innovate in a way 
where they always wanted to stay in control of their innovation efforts in order to be suc-
cessful. These companies argued that they would only be successful if they find their own 
ideas and completely handle the research and development (R&D) of these ideas on their 
own. They had the view that only if they do it themselves they were able to do it right. The 
whole process from the first idea until the new product or service is brought to the market 
is executed and managed solely by the company itself. Figure 4 shows this paradigm, which 
is called “closed innovation” (Chesbrough, 2003). 

Figure 4: The Closed Innovation Paradigm (Chesbrough, 2003, p. xxii) 

In the closed innovation paradigm, research projects are started from the inside of the 
company and stay there until they go through to the market. Only a certain number of 
these research projects actually make it through this whole process. In the beginning some 
research projects are already stopped whereas others may be stopped later after further 
processing them. The only way a research project can enter this process is right at the start 
and the only way it can come out of this process is by entering the market (Chesbrough, 
2006). 

The concept of closed innovation got challenged in recent history by some factors that 
made companies prefer having a more open approach in their R&D activities. They 
changed the environment in which companies need to innovate. Employees tend to be 
more mobile, research institutes, e.g. universities possess higher capabilities and a lot more 
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innovative start-ups arise due to better access to funds nowadays. Another factor is the in-
ternet, which has given companies access to all kinds of external knowledge sources, e.g. 
through social media. Without these external knowledge sources it will be hard for compa-
nies to challenge and manage innovation in the twenty-first century (Chesbrough & Bogers, 
2014). 

Since Chesbrough (2003) first introduced this new way of thinking as open innovation, the 
concept has been further developed by many researchers, and Chesbrough and Bogers 
(2014) merge these new developments and illustrate them in their open innovation model 
(see Figure 5). In this model it can be seen that research projects can be initiated from an 
internal, an external or from a combination of both knowledge bases. These research pro-
jects can still go through the internal process until they get to the current market of a com-
pany, but they can also take different ways. These projects can exit the boundaries of a 
company and are either picked up by another company for them to get it to their market, 
or are processed in a way so it opens up a new market for the initiating company. At any 
time in the whole process external knowledge can find its way into the internal research 
project for the current market, but internal knowledge of these projects can also find its 
way out to an external research project by either the same company or an external compa-
ny. Furthermore, the model shows three processes in open innovation how knowledge can 
be transferred across the boundaries of a company, namely Outside-In, Coupled and In-
side-Out, which will be illustrated in the following (Chesbrough & Bogers, 2014). 

 
Figure 5: The open innovation model (Chesbrough & Bogers, 2014, p. 18) 

2.2.2 Open Innovation Processes 

In open innovation, knowledge can be exchanged across the boundaries of a company in 
different ways and through different processes. Companies try to get valuable knowledge 
to the inside from external stakeholders to find new opportunities for innovation, as well as 
getting their products to the market faster by exploiting internal knowledge such as ideas 
and intellectual property (IP). Three different processes are defined by theory, which de-
scribe the ways companies apply open innovation. However, it does not imply that these 
processes are used by a company to the same extent. Every company is different in its ap-
plication of these open innovation processes (Gassmann & Enkel, 2004).  

A more detailed version of the three open innovation processes already briefly introduced 
in figure 5 can be seen in figure 6. 
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Figure 6: Three archetypes of open innovation processes (Gassmann & Enkel, 2004) 

2.2.2.1 Outside-In Process 

The outside-in process, or also called “inbound” process, describes the integration of ex-
ternal knowledge into the company for the development of new products (Sisodiya, John-
son, Grégoire, 2013) or the further development of existing products (West & Bogers, 
2014). External knowledge can be ideas, actual innovations, technical knowledge, inven-
tions, market knowledge, components or other knowledge, which might be considered use-
ful for the innovation efforts of a company (West & Bogers, 2014). It is argued for that 
outside-in process can make companies more innovative than they would be without ex-
ternal input (Enkel, Gassmann & Chesbrough, 2009).  

There are a lot of different ways on how to acquire external knowledge and how to inte-
grate it. When looking along the supply chain of a company, there are suppliers and cus-
tomers who can be integrated through opening up the internal innovation process and 
whose knowledge and resources can be crucial to the success of new product development. 
Additionally, other sources like innovation clusters, e.g. Silicon Valley, or other industries 
for the acquisition of external knowledge are used, as well as in-licensing and buying pa-
tents (Gassmann & Enkel, 2004). 

West and Bogers (2014) discuss individuals, who are not connected to a company through 
any kind of business relationship, e.g. as customers or consumers, as a source of 
knowledge. These can be either specialists with useful knowledge or a part of the crowd 
with unknown capabilities. Furthermore, they see universities and competitors as potential 
sources when applying the inbound process, whereas Enkel et al. (2009) add innovation in-
termediaries, such as innovation incubators and accelerators to the list of external sources 
of knowledge. These innovation intermediaries provide a place where companies and ex-
ternal stakeholders can develop and share innovations through a set of tools and processes, 
as well as presenting awards and organizing innovation contests (West & Bogers, 2014). 

The outside-in process can be further divided into two different types, whether benefits are 
supposed to emerge indirectly from external knowledge (non-pecuniary) or if money is di-
rectly involved in the exchange of this knowledge (pecuniary). The former type is described 
as sourcing, in which companies search in their external environment for knowledge before 
they start with an R&D effort. If the company finds existing technologies or ideas that are 
promising they use them to their benefit. The latter is described as acquisition in which 
companies scan the market place in order to license-in and acquire external expertise that 
has a price tag on it (Dahlander & Gann, 2010).   
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2.2.2.2 Inside-Out Process 

The inside-out process, or also called “outbound” process, is less researched than the in-
bound process and also less applied in companies (Enkel et al., 2009; Huizingh, 2011), even 
though an inbound activity from one company theoretically implies an outbound activity 
from another company or stakeholder (Chesbrough & Crowther, 2006). Nevertheless, this 
process can help a company to bring their ideas to the market faster by exploiting them to 
the outside, compared to developing these ideas completely in-house (Gassmann & Enkel, 
2004). External resources can help companies to turn their ideas or inventions into com-
mercial products or services (Dahlander & Gann, 2010). 

Moreover, it is a way for companies to benefit from unused knowledge and ideas that are 
generated by internal R&D, the so called “spillovers” that might not be valuable for the ex-
isting market of the company, but can be used in the development of new products for an-
other market through, e.g. new ventures or spin-offs. However, unused knowledge and 
ideas can also be exploited to other companies for them to create new products for their 
market and to multiply the application of a company’s technology (Enkel et al., 2009). 

As for the inbound process, there are also two different types of the outbound process dis-
tinguished by the direct involvement of money or indirect benefits. The non-pecuniary type 
is called “revealing” in which companies reveal internal knowledge to the outside for free 
with the agenda of gaining financial benefits in the long run. The pecuniary type is the pro-
cess of selling internal knowledge, e.g. through selling or out-licensing of IP, such as inven-
tions and technologies, where money is directly involved. External recipients of this inter-
nal knowledge could be other companies in different market segments or industries, but al-
so competitors (Dahlander & Gann, 2010).  

2.2.2.3 Coupled Process 

The coupled process can be seen as a combination of the two aforementioned processes. 
Companies are accessing external knowledge from external stakeholders (inbound) at the 
same time as they bring their ideas to the market through these external stakeholders re-
sources (outbound) (Gassmann & Enkel, 2004; Enkel et al., 2009). Enkel et al. (2009) de-
scribe it as a give and take between partners in order to ‘jointly develop and commercialize innova-
tion’ (Enkel et al., 2009, p. 313).   

This jointly development can be adopted through different types of partnerships that are 
discussed in literature. The most discussed partners for co-operation are strategic alliances 
with suppliers of technology and customers in a supply chain, R&D joint ventures, com-
petitors, consumers, lead users, communities, companies in other industries, universities 
and research institutes (Enkel et al., 2009; Gassmann & Enkel, 2004; West & Bogers, 
2014). Furthermore, it is discussed that ‘co-operation is usually characterized by a profound interac-
tion between parties over a longer period of time’ (Gassmann & Enkel, 2004, p. 12). 

2.2.3 Open Innovation Practices 

There are many different ways of how companies can apply the concept of open innova-
tion (Chesbrough & Brunswicker, 2014). Chesbrough and Brunswicker (2014) identify 17 
different open innovation practices that they found to be critical for the adaptation of open 
innovation in large companies. Several other researchers have found further implications of 
these practices for SMEs as well as additional practices for companies in general, regardless 
of the size. A selection of the practices found in literature which are applicable according to 
the empirical results in this research are outlined in the following. 
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2.2.3.1 Technology scouting 

Technology scouting is the practice of a company actively and systematically scanning the 
market for opportunities for the introduction of new products or services. The environ-
ment of a company is analyzed in order to get information about technology trends, ideas 
and external knowledge that can be incorporated in the internal innovation process (Parida 
et al., 2012). 

2.2.3.2 Vertical Technology Collaboration 

Collaborating with external stakeholders that can be found in the vertical dimension of a 
company, thus its supply chain can be a way to practice open innovation. This involves 
suppliers and customers, which help to innovate products or services by providing re-
sources and/or knowledge (Parida et al., 2012).  

The involvement of customers is also described as customer or consumer co-creation in 
which these external stakeholders generate, evaluate and test new ideas (Chesbrough & 
Brunswicker, 2014). These stakeholders can become a key factor in the development of 
new products, services, processes or business models, as well as in the improvement of 
current products and services. This can be done through e.g. customer interaction and 
feedback (Parida et al., 2012). Additionally, companies can gain access to its customers’ ide-
as and innovations through market research, and providing prototypes and other tools for 
customers to engage with (Van de Vrande et al., 2009). 

2.2.3.3 Horizontal Technology Collaboration 

In this practice, companies collaborate with external stakeholders that are not part of their 
supply chain. These collaboration partners can be companies from similar or other indus-
tries, as well as competitors or non-competitors. It is a way for companies to get access to 
external technology capabilities, and to get exposed to new development and commerciali-
zation opportunities. Furthermore, horizontal collaboration partners can act as marketing 
partners (Parida et al., 2012). 

2.2.3.4 External R&D 

In order to solve a specific problem or a specific task in their R&D, companies can hire a 
service from an external company (Santamaria, Nieto & Barge-Gil, 2010). This practice also 
includes the concept of outsourcing, in this case R&D outsourcing, which comprises the 
acquisition of external knowledge and expertise on a contractual basis (Gassmann & Enkel, 
2004). 

2.2.3.5 Specialist Knowledge Providers 

Specialist knowledge providers (SKP) can either be public science-based, like universities, 
or private science-based, like private research organizations and consultants. All of these 
SKPs can be used as a source for external knowledge for innovation. Universities have 
been observed to have moved very close to the industry, and are offering their services 
openly and directly to companies. Consultants and private research organizations are get-
ting close as well, since they can provide a special kind of knowledge, which is developed 
by themselves through experience and observations in past assignments. They can put an 
old idea into a new context at another customer, and gain new insights and new ideas out 
of it (Tether & Tajar, 2008).  
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2.2.3.6 Open Innovation Intermediaries 

Open innovation intermediaries are companies or organizations that act as an independent 
third party to provide services to companies which search for open innovation solutions by 
connecting them to networks of companies and individuals that can possibly provide feasi-
ble solutions (Chesbrough & Brunswicker, 2014). Howells (2006) provides a definition of 
an innovation intermediary as ‘an organization or body that acts [as] an agent or broker in any aspect 
of the innovation process between two or more parties. Such intermediary activities include: helping to provide 
information about potential collaborators; brokering a transaction between two or more parties; acting as a 
mediator, or go-between, bodies or organizations that are already collaborating; and helping find advice, 
funding and support for the innovation outcomes of such collaborations’ (Howells, 2006, p. 720). 

Intermediaries can adopt different roles that include the role as a consultant, mediator, 
broker and resource provider. They can help to combine knowledge from several external 
stakeholders to provide a specific solution for a seeking company (Abbate, Coppolino & 
Schiavone, 2013).  

As specific types of open innovation intermediaries that can help entrepreneurs and start-
ups, Galbraith and McAdam (2011) describe technology transfer offices, incubators and 
science parks. Furthermore, accelerators can be added to this list, which is a type of an in-
cubator (Isabelle, 2013). Chesbrough and Brunswicker (2014) describe this kind of open 
innovation practice as corporate business incubation when seen from the view of a large 
company, which acts as the incubator or accelerator for entrepreneurs and start-ups. 

2.2.3.7 Idea & Start-Up Competitions 

Large companies use start-up competitions to access new business ideas from entrepre-
neurs by offering them support in case they should win (Chesbrough & Brunswicker, 
2014). However, start-ups can also get external knowledge (inbound) as well as exploitation 
(outbound) from these competitions even if they do not win, since many different stake-
holders can be involved, like mentors, coaches and judges. These judges can be industry 
experts, technology experts, venture capitalists or entrepreneurs themselves. Furthermore, 
the competition host itself can be a source for external knowledge and exploitation valua-
ble to a start-up (Sekula, Bakhru & Zappe, 2009). 

2.2.3.8 Informal Networking 

Informal networking is used by companies, which get external knowledge from other com-
panies without a formal contract. This can be done in any informal setting, e.g. at confer-
ences or through collaborations, as illustrated earlier, that have an informal nature 
(Chesbrough & Brunswicker, 2014).    

2.2.3.9 Hiring Employees 

The role of individuals as knowledge providers is crucial and can be acquired by hiring 
them as internal employees. In this way, tacit and complex knowledge is shifted between 
companies. Furthermore, the capabilities of these individuals can lead to new knowledge 
and they can provide access to new external knowledge through contacts to additional ex-
ternal stakeholders. Thus, external knowledge is not sourced in a one-time manner, like it is 
the case in other open innovation practices (Santamaria et al., 2010). 

2.2.3.10 Feedback Mechanisms 

Feedback loops are the practice of gaining market feedback for innovations from all kinds 
of external sources. This can either be done in general or in order to address a specific 
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problem. The “probe and learn” model is an example of how radical innovations are com-
mercialized iteratively through market feedback (West & Bogers, 2014). 

2.3 Start-Ups 
Start-ups are new ventures that are founded by entrepreneurs (Aldrich & Yang, 2014) who 
want to turn an idea into a new product or service to create a business and bring new value 
to the market (Trimi & Berbegal-Mirabent, 2012). These new ventures are created from 
scratch and thus have no or just little prior experience about under what conditions and 
environment they operate (Giardino et al., 2014; Trimi & Berbegal-Mirabent, 2012). Fur-
thermore, they are ‘aiming to grow by aggressively scaling their business in highly scalable markets’ 
(Giardino et al., 2014, p. 27). 

Ries (2011) defines a start-up as a ‘human institution designed to create a new product or service under 
conditions of extreme uncertainty’ (Ries, 2011, p. 27). He argues that size, industry or sector of 
economy do not matter when defining a start-up as long as it operates in extreme uncer-
tainty and it brings a new innovation in form of a product or service to the market.  

In general start-ups differ in their characteristics from established companies concerning 
technical and business related issues. According to Giardino et al. (2014) start-ups are less 
advanced when it comes to internal communication and coordination skills. Additionally, 
they are lacking an established portfolio of products and an established network of partners 
and customers, with whom a start-up has been doing business for a longer period of time 
that resulted in the sharing of a mutual vision (Giardino et al., 2014).  

2.4 Start-Up Development Process 
There are many different phases discussed by literature a start-up passes through on the 
way from the first idea of an individual until the commencement of growth through scaling 
the start-up’s business. These phases are either discussed as part of a whole start-up devel-
opment process model or as stand-alone stages in dedicated articles. First, the contribu-
tions from literature are outlined and discussed. Second, a start-up development process 
model is chosen which serves as a framework for this study. 

2.4.1 Existing Models for a Start-Up Development Process 

Miettinen et al. (2010) identify through a review of available literature and a case study with 
four small Finnish software companies five different phases in the growth cycle of a small 
software company. In their research they refer to phases as stages in which small compa-
nies face different challenges. The first stage they discuss is the seed stage that describes the 
time before the start-up is founded as an official company. In this stage start-ups are en-
gaged in redefining their business concept, assembling a functioning team and acquiring 
funds in order to proceed to the next stage. Software start-ups in particular can already be 
involved in the software development of their product or service. Furthermore, depending 
on the industry of the start-up, they might be able to get to the next stage without actually 
having any customers yet. The second stage is described as the start-up stage in which small 
companies try to acquire the first customers to cover costs and be profitable after they have 
taken further risks. The next three stages illustrated are connected to different stages of 
growth, which are distinguished by the number of employees and are triggered with the 
company having a “ready” product, whereas the authors of the article do not particularly 
define “ready”. Afterwards the company tries to acquire new customers and to recruit new 
employees. Additionally, their organizational structure is evolving and competition is be-
coming a serious challenge (Miettinen et al., 2010).   
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As a second approach Koivisto and Rönkkö (2010) discuss three different stages of entre-
preneurial firm development they found in literature. At the beginning is the formation stage, 
which is focusing on the foundation of the company. Furthermore, it comprises that first 
products or services are brought to the market and first sales are achieved, which also 
means that first customers are acquired. The second stage is illustrated as the early growth 
stage in which the first version or prototype of a product or service of a company is further 
developed to become fit for the market, so it can be commercially successful and the busi-
ness of the company is scalable. In the last described stage, the later growth stage, the compa-
ny has grown to a size in which they need to implement a functioning management system 
in order to stay in control (Koivisto & Rönkkö, 2010). 

Van Gelderen, Thurik and Bosma (2006) take on a specific phase of the start-up develop-
ment process, which they call pre-start-up phase. In this phase an individual has the intention 
to actively start a business. This individual is referred to as a nascent entrepreneur. Further-
more, they divide up the pre-start-up phase into four distinct sub-phases. In the first phase 
a potential entrepreneur turns into a nascent entrepreneur by expressing the will to start a 
company. In the second phase a concrete business opportunity is noticed and backed up by 
a first version of a business plan. In the third phase the company is created after gathering 
first resources. Finally, in the last phase the company starts to engage with the market and 
the nascent entrepreneur turns into a starting entrepreneur (Van Gelderen et al., 2006). 

Mueller, Volery and von Siemens (2012) discuss two stages in the growth process of a start-
up, starting at the point when an entrepreneur already decided to start a business. The first 
stage they illustrate is the start-up stage in which entrepreneurs start to spend a significant 
amount of time in developing their business. They create a first prototype of their product 
or service, assemble a team and acquire first necessary resources. In order to get first cus-
tomers the product or service is further developed to create greater value for the market. In 
the second phase, defined as growth stage, entrepreneurs need to focus on the expansion of 
their business and new tasks become important, like marketing and administration. They 
are faced with higher volume demands for their product or service and need to be able to 
manage them, as well as the rising number of employees, which directs most activities to-
wards internal organization instead of customer management and acquisition (Mueller et 
al., 2012).  

In conclusion, the discussed phases and growth process models propose a lot of different 
activities that are undertaken by a start-up. The way that these authors cluster those activi-
ties into certain phases and models varies. It shows that there is not one single right way a 
start-up can develop. Thus, a single specific model from literature cannot function as a val-
uable model. In order to get a consistent model for the start-up development process that 
can serve this study the different phases are merged into three distinctive phases, which are 
composed in a new model for a start-up development process. 

2.4.2 Collective Model for a Start-Up Development Process  

For the purpose of this study a collective model for a start-up development process is de-
fined that can serve as a framework (see Figure 7). This model consists of three consecu-
tive phases a start-up goes through from the time of the first idea of an individual until the 
point when a start-up performs activities that are connected to business growth and scala-
bility of business. Since every start-up can choose how they get through these three phases, 
detailed activities are overlooked. However, the phases’ start and end points are defined, as 
well as other important milestones on the way that need to be reached in order to get to 
the end point of a phase. 
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Figure 7. Collective Start-Up Development Process Model 

The first phase is the pre-start-up phase, followed by the start-up phase and the growth 
phase. The transition from the pre-start-up phase into the start-up phase is determined by 
the official company foundation of a start-up. This start-up proceeds into the growth phase 
when a first activity is carried out, which follows the goal of the scalability of the business. 
In the following these three phases are defined and described in detail. Each phase is added 
by activities and milestones discussed in literature which are connected to their definition.   

Pre-Start-Up Phase 
The pre-start-up phase initially starts with an individual having the intention to start a busi-
ness. This individual sees a concrete opportunity of turning an idea into a profitable busi-
ness (Van Gelderen et al., 2006). Miettinen et al. (2010) as well as Koivisto and Rönkkö 
(2010) see the foundation of the company as the end of the first phase, whereas Van 
Gelderen et al. (2006) ends one step later after the first contact with the market. In the new 
model used in this study the official foundation of the start-up is defined as the transition 
step between the pre-start-up phase and the start-up phase.  

Start-Up Phase 
As soon as a start-up is founded, they create a first version of their product or service to 
bring it to the market and to acquire first customers (Koivisto & Rönkkö, 2010; Miettinen 
et al., 2010; Mueller et al., 2012). Ries (2011) calls this first version of a product or service a 
minimum viable product (MVP). Blank (2013) illustrates this MVP as an important mile-
stone on the way towards growth. However, the product or service needs to be further de-
veloped to create greater value and to become fit for the market in order for the business 
to be scalable (Koivisto & Rönkkö, 2010; Mueller et al., 2012).  

Growth Phase 
Once a start-up evaluates its product or service as fit for the market, they start activities 
that help them to scale the business and to grow. This might include hiring new employees 
and acquiring more customers (Miettinen et al., 2010). Furthermore, marketing and admin-
istration becomes more important (Koivisto & Rönkkö, 2010; Mueller et al., 2012). Hence, 
start-ups are focused on the expansion of their business in this stage (Mueller et al., 2012), 
which has no clear end point. 
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3 Methodology 
This chapter will outline how the research was conducted and provides the reader with a clear idea of the mo-
tivation for the chosen methodology. Finally, a discussion will evaluate the quality of the research in terms of 
validity and trustworthiness. 

3.1 Research Approach 
As the two major research approaches, deduction and induction are generally used to form 
the basis of the reasoning of a research. However, there is a third approach to be found in 
abduction, a specific combination of both approaches mentioned before (Saunders, Lewis 
& Thornhill, 2012). 

Saunders et al. (2012) illustrate that in the deductive research approach a theory is devel-
oped and then tested against empirical data. The conclusion drawn from the findings in this 
approach is actually ought to be true in case of the assumptions stated beforehand. On the 
other hand, in the inductive approach, impressions are gathered first and then thoroughly 
evaluated to identify which of these impressions are favorable for a defined outcome. 
Through this a conclusion is drawn, which is regarded as most likely to be true. However, 
there is still some uncertainty if the outcome is true for all the impressions gathered in the 
beginning (Saunders et al., 2012). Lipscomb (2012) discusses the third approach called ab-
duction. Usually an observation is made as a start, which is considered to be surprising. Af-
ter this a hypotheses is formulated, which can be possibly true to explain the outcome. 
With further investigation more information is gained to support or refute the hypotheses 
(Lipscomb, 2012). 

This thesis focuses on the concept of open innovation and if mobile services start-ups in 
Sweden practice it. Furthermore, their reasons for its application at a specific time with 
specific stakeholders are explored. Although there is comprehensive literature on open in-
novation (Chesbrough & Bogers, 2014) and on start-ups (Aldrich & Yang, 2014; Giardino 
et al., 2014; Trimi & Berbegal-Mirabent, 2012; Ries, 2011), which granted the establishment 
of a deductive research design, it has not yet been applied in the context of interest accord-
ing to the knowledge gaps detected in the problem discussion of this study. Thus, the de-
ductive approach alone did not seem to entirely satisfy the purpose of this study and an in-
ductive approach was additionally incorporated. This is in line with Ali and Birley (1999) 
who discuss that a research design that includes a deductive approach in the beginning of 
the study to frame a theory building research can have benefits. First, existing literature on 
open innovation and on start-ups has been reviewed to specify constructs that served as a 
guideline for the conducted in-depth interviews. These constructs were derived from the 
literature on open innovation in general, open innovation processes and existing start-up 
development process models. They did not include specific variables, like concrete open 
innovation practices or activities in the start-up development process, in order to leave the 
discussion open in the interviews and to give the respondents more room for interpreta-
tion, which is in line with the inductive research approach (Ali & Birley, 1999). Through 
that new issues and aspects could be discovered that were not part of the investigation 
from the beginning (Ali & Birley, 1999). Existing theory on these new insights, i.e. specific 
variables, was added to the theoretical framework, which ultimately could be used to ana-
lyze the empirical findings from the interviews. In the end this analysis is used to answer 
the research questions and to build new theory that goes beyond what was already written 
in existing literature. 
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3.2 Research Design 

3.2.1 Research Method 

A research study can be conducted with the help of quantitative, qualitative or even 
through a combination of both research methods (Saunders et al., 2012). As described ear-
lier this study starts off with a deductive approach, which only includes a literature review, 
and is followed by an inductive approach to build theory. Saunders et al. (2012) associate 
this inductive research approach with qualitative research methods like observations, and 
semi-structured, in-depth and group interviews.  

Additionally, in entrepreneurial research many of the questions that arise can only or fore-
most be answered through qualitative research methods (Cope, 2005), like the research 
questions in this study. Many researchers in this field trust in-depth interviews as their 
source of primary data (Larty & Hamilton, 2011). 

In this study a mono method qualitative design is adopted to collect primary qualitative da-
ta through several in-depth interviews with founders and co-founders of mobile services 
start-ups in Sweden. 

3.2.2 Nature of Research Design 

The nature of a research design is specified by the combination of the purpose of the study 
and the way the research questions are asked. This can either be exploratory, descriptive, 
explanatory or a combination of these. In this study an exploratory research design is given, 
since the gathering of new insights and a deeper understanding of the topic of interest are 
desired (Saunders et al., 2012). The first research question explores if mobile services start-
ups in Sweden apply open innovation in general and the second research questions ex-
plores why, when and with whom they apply it. Thus, both questions have an exploratory 
nature.  

It is important to mention that even though existing theory is used to initially frame this 
exploratory research it does not imply that it is impossible to explore the topic of interest in 
general. However, it may limit the degree to which the topic of interest can be explored 
(Ali & Birley, 1999). 

3.2.3 Research Strategy 

There are a lot of different strategies on how to conduct a research (Saunders et al., 2012). 
As one of the strategies associated with an inductive research approach (Williams, 2000), 
narrative inquiry is the one chosen for this study. With the help of a narrative inquiry strat-
egy, theory is built through an analytical induction (Williams, 2000). Furthermore, narrative 
inquiry is a qualitative and interpretive strategy (Chang, Wen, Chang & Huang, 2014). Thus, 
it enables the ability to answer the research questions of this study, which are qualitative 
and exploratory in their nature.  

The concept of a narrative strategy is to let participants of a study tell their story about a 
specific topic (Saunders et al., 2012) and share their experiences (Cope, 2005). It ‘recognizes 
that life and knowledge are told, storied, narrated, and proposes that we study them in this way and analyze 
them accordingly’ (Dawson & Hjorth, 2012, p. 341). In this study it is significant to under-
stand the meaning of the statements given by the participants and why certain decisions are 
made throughout the evolution of their business. However, full explanations of actions and 
intentions are barely given by an individual participant in an interview, but rather shallow 
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stories about what they did and why are shared (Cope, 2005). Narrative knowledge is a way 
to get a deeper understanding of the stories (Dawson & Hjorth, 2012) and sequential ac-
tions performed by the participants (Chang et al., 2014). 

A narrative strategy can function as some kind of “time machine”, which takes the re-
searcher back to the foundation of a business up onto the day the interview is conducted 
by including the emergence and becoming of a business in the empirical scope (Dawson & 
Hjorth, 2012). This is necessary for the purpose of this study, since it includes the entire 
development process of a start-up starting from a first idea. When seeing this as a process, 
narrative inquiry extends the knowledge about what event happened by including how this 
event happened (Dawson & Hjorth, 2012) in a company’s development. It furthermore 
helps to link these events in a story and helps to understand the actions that follow these 
events (Saunders et al., 2012).  

Especially in entrepreneurial research, narrative research strategies have become more pop-
ular recently, since they provide new insights into entrepreneurship and can extend its con-
cepts and processes (Larty & Hamilton, 2011). Managing a small business can be full of 
challenges for an entrepreneur, and descriptive and contextual narratives can help to induc-
tively create a concept why certain decisions are made in the growth process of a start-up 
(Cope, 2005). These challenges are embedded in cultural contexts, and through narrative 
analysis it can be better understood how these cultural contexts affect the decision making 
process (Larty & Hamilton, 2011). Furthermore, it can reveal the processes that are behind 
the perception and validation of business opportunities and risks through closer engage-
ment, which a narrative research strategy provides (Larty & Hamilton, 2011).  

3.2.3.1 Sampling Process  

As the focus of this study lies on the adoption of open innovation in start-ups in the mo-
bile services industry in Sweden, the focal companies needed to be start-ups that fulfill the 
requirements according to the definition of a start-up and the industry given in this study. 
Furthermore the sample selected for the interviews needed to be founders or co-founders 
of these start-ups in order to provide qualified information about their innovation process-
es and start-up’s development process from the first idea until the date of the interview, 
since only these participants would possess the required knowledge about what the start-up 
did and why, in consideration of the research questions in this study.  

In order to conduct a list of start-ups that are eligible, the Science Park in Jönköping, which 
helps entrepreneurs to start and run a business through guidance and assistance, was con-
tacted in a first instance. They provided a list of Swedish start-ups that could be found in 
the Science Park itself as well as compiled several web links to websites where lists of Swe-
dish start-ups are illustrated. As a second instance additional websites that feature Swedish 
start-ups were found through a web search. The final list of start-ups was conducted 
through the screening of the start-ups’ websites, linked on the previous mentioned web-
sites, whereas the filtering was done accordingly to the definition of mobile services and 
start-ups given in this study. Invitational e-mails were sent out to 75 companies and in ap-
propriate time contacted via phone to ask about their willingness to participate in the study. 
In total, nine founders or co-founders of start-ups consented to be available for an inter-
view.  

3.3 Data Collection 
Before the in-depth interviews were conducted, the interviewees were informed about the 
topic of the research, and a few themes that were going to be discussed, in the invitation e-



 

 
20 

mail they have received. According to Saunders et al. (2012) this promotes credibility 
through validity and reliability, since the interviewees get the opportunity to prepare sup-
porting data. In general, the interview themes, which are the same for each interview, were 
derived from reviewed literature, personal experience with the topic and discussions with 
fellow students and tutors. 

In order to answer the research questions a few specific themes were prepared, which led 
to a semi-structured interview guideline (see Table 1). DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree (2006) 
state that semi-structured and in-depth interviews are generally open, and prepared talking 
points and their connected questions can be added by other questions that are developing 
throughout the dialogue between interviewer and interviewee.  

Table 1. Semi-structured interview guideline for in-depth interviews 

Themes Talking Points 

General information about the company 

 

What does the company do? 

Date of company foundation 

Number of employees at time of foundation 
and today 

Information about the service(s)/product(s) Purpose of the product 

New service development process 

Release/launch of the product 

Open innovation Innovation processes 

Customer involvement 

Collaboration partners 

Secrecy 

Others Funding 

Personal background (educational, profes-
sional, etc.) 

 

The combination of in-depth interviews with a semi-structured guideline was therefore fa-
vored as the way of data collection due to its interactive characteristics, which allows the 
preparation of the proposed guideline, but also enables the revision of these questions and 
the addition of further questions during the data collection process. Especially questions 
about the reasons of certain actions and decisions were intuitively and spontaneously asked, 
when actions and decisions connected to the given talking points were indicated by the in-
terviewee. 

Table 2 describes the order of interviews conducted in this study. In order to not lose any 
information the interviews were recorded, after being granted permission, and subsequently 
transcribed as suggested by Saunders et al. (2012).  
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Table 2: Interview Overview 

Date Start-Up Interviewee Interview type Duration 

02.04.2015 Mentimeter Johnny Warström Phone 25 min 

02.04.2015 Salesbox CRM Andreas Lalangas Phone 40 min 

07.04.2015 Spontano Oskar Linse Phone 30 min 

10.04.2015 Curator Daniel Nordh Phone 30 min 

13.04.2015 Responster Ludvig Berling Phone 35 min 

15.04.2015 Reve Josep Maria Nolla Phone 30 min 

17.04.2015 Kulipa Erik Södermark Phone 30 min 

 

In total nine interviews were conducted, whereas two of these interviews were excluded 
from this study throughout the research process due to their non-fulfillment of the defini-
tions given. The first disregarded start-up did not yet release an application for their mobile 
service at the time of the interview, thus was not yet in business. The second disregarded 
start-up does not operate in the mobile services industry as it is defined in this study. 

3.4 Analysis of Qualitative Data 
Before starting the analysis of the empirical findings, the transcribed data was organized as 
re-storied narratives of each interviewed founder or co-founder of a start-up in a chrono-
logical order. According to Saunders et al. (2012) this allows the analysis of the narratives as 
a complete story. The narratives were re-storied so that they still constitute a comprehen-
sive version of the story, however in a more coherent style (Saunders et al., 2012). Fur-
thermore, the narratives did not follow a linear timeline, thus a timeline for each narrative 
was established in order to analyze it according to the start-up development process given 
by the theoretical framework. 

The analysis itself was done with a categorical-content approach, which is applied in narra-
tive research studies that focus on a phenomenon, i.e. open innovation in the start-up de-
velopment process, involving not a single person, but a group of people (Lieblich, Tuval- 
Mashiach & Zilber, 1998). Furthermore, this approach concentrates on the content of a 
narrative, e.g. why an event happened and who participated in it, from the view of the in-
terviewee. This analysis follows the four steps incorporated in the categorical-content ap-
proach defined by Lieblich et al. (1998): Selection of the subtext, definition of the content 
categories, sorting the material into the categories and drawing conclusions from the re-
sults. 

First, subtexts for each of the narratives where selected with regards to the research ques-
tions in this study through marking and assembling appropriate sections of those narra-
tives. However, sections that have not been selected may still facilitate the interpretation of 
the results. Second, content categories for the results are defined, i.e. the three phases of 
the start-up development process, which are provided by the theoretical framework. Third, 
the results found in the subtexts are sorted into the defined categories. Thus, these catego-
ries contain several statements connected to them. In this step, the statements were 
scanned for events that led to believe that the start-up decided to open up their innovation 
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processes. These were analyzed by opposing them with open innovation practices from 
theory. Reasons why these events happened were detected based on an objective interpre-
tation, which is in line with the interpretive characteristic of narrative inquiry research 
(Lieblich et al., 1998). In a last step, conclusions were drawn from the results of the analysis 
of each narrative by counting and tabulating the detected reasons and the involved external 
stakeholders. In addition, they were ordered by frequency in order to detect patterns across 
all narratives and categories. However, these categories that were given by theory were al-
tered during the course of this last step, because they were interpreted to be unsuitable, af-
ter the first three steps were performed, for the further analysis of the data. Finally, the de-
tected patterns for each of the revised categories were combined to formulate a hypothesis 
that serves the purpose of this study.  

3.5 Literature Review 
As described earlier, this study started with a deductive approach in which existing litera-
ture on open innovation, open innovation processes, start-ups as well as the start-up devel-
opment process was reviewed. This had the aim to specify constructs that served as a 
guideline for the conducted in-depth interviews. In the course of this review, further litera-
ture has been reviewed on open innovation in start-ups and SMEs to gain further insights 
on the topic of interest. According to Knopf (2006) a literature review, i.e. of all the men-
tioned topics, helps to validate whether or not the research questions have already been an-
swered and if this study will add any new knowledge to the area of research. 

At the point of the review there has been only little research on open innovation in start-
ups. Although there have been a few discussions in literature on how start-ups can benefit 
from open innovation, none of these were considering why start-ups decide to apply open 
innovation practices during the phases of their start-up development process. Furthermore, 
while most literature on start-ups has been focusing on countries like the United States of 
America, there is only little research on start-ups in Sweden.  

Not alone through the availability of the internet, there are a lot of different sources for lit-
erature and types of literature that can be used. As the main sources, online search portals 
for academic literature were used, i.e. the Jönköping University Online Library and Google 
Scholar. Additionally, the Jönköping University library served as a source for printed litera-
ture. 

3.6 Qualitative Validity 
In order to ensure the quality of a research, the data on which a qualitative research is 
based on should be accurately shown (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). As a way to measure 
the quality of a research, Lincoln and Guba (1985) discuss the concept of trustworthiness. 
It has four criteria, which are credibility, transferability, dependability and conformability 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Nevertheless, trustworthiness in a narrative study is difficult to es-
tablish through explicit criteria, because narratives require interpretation, and interpretation 
is different for every researcher (Riessman, 2005). Lieblich et al. (1998) state that ‘narrative 
materials can be read, understood, and analyzed in extremely diverse ways, and that reaching alternative 
narrative accounts is by no means an indication of inadequate scholarship but a manifestation of the wealth 
of such material and the range of sensitivities of different readers’ (Lieblich et al., 1998, p. 9).  Thus, in 
order to validate the quality of the conclusions of a narrative research Polkinghorne (2007) 
and Riessman (2008) say that narrative researchers need to focus on the two performances 
they do during a study: the collection of evidence and the analysis or interpretation of the 
evidence. Furthermore, Loh (2013) argues that even though it is hard to establish trustwor-
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thiness in a narrative study, it can be strengthened through a selection of appropriate crite-
ria. He suggests methods to address credibility like Lincoln and Guba (1985) do, and adds 
the criteria for verisimilitude and utility. In the following the validity of this thesis is dis-
cussed through the two mentioned performance steps in narrative research incorporating 
credibility, verisimilitude and utility.  

When collecting the evidence or assembling narrative texts, it needs to be clear how the na-
ture of the evidence is understood by the researcher (Polkinghorne, 2007). In this study the 
re-storied narratives are seen as personal stories of founders or co-founders, and how they 
have seen and experienced their development process in regards to open innovation. It is 
important to mention that this study does not seek for historical truths or facts, e.g. that 
events actually happened, as it is normal for narrative research (Lieblich et al., 1998), but 
for the interpretation of these facts from the point of view of the interviewees. However, 
the descriptions given by the interviewees of their experiences do not mirror their actual 
experience, because they may leave out aspects of their stories, either consciously or un-
consciously (Polkinghorne, 2007).  

This can be also connected to the criteria of credibility, which is linked to whether or not 
the findings of a study are true to what is happening in real-life and that it shows every as-
pect of it (Yin, 2009). From the perspective of the interviewees, the findings should be 
credible and recognizable (Shenton, 2004). Especially in narrative research, the credibility 
of the researcher’s representation of the findings is stronger if they are recognizable to the 
interviewee (Reissman, 2008). In this study, the re-storied narratives that have been pro-
duced from the transcribed interviews have been sent to the participants for validation. All 
of them responded back in order to verify that the re-storied narratives match to what they 
have said and meant in the interviews. Additionally, a few of them chose to clarify some 
minor details. To add to the credibility, as described by Polkinghorne (2007), the interview-
ees were given enough time during the interviews to reflect on their experiences and maybe 
find deeper meanings they did not think about at first. In the beginning of the interviews a 
short introduction of the researcher and small talk added to the familiarization between the 
interviewer and the interviewee in order to gain more trust from the participants to reveal 
deeper meanings on the topic. Moreover, as described by Maxwell (2009) the analysis for 
discrepant evidence strengthens the credibility of a study. In the analysis of this study dis-
crepant data was pointed out as being invalid for the conclusions if the participant con-
nected an experience or meaning to the topic of interest, even though it could not be con-
nected to theory. 

As another criteria in the step of assembling the narrative texts, verisimilitude is described 
as the believability of a re-storied narrative (Loh, 2013). It adds to the trustworthiness of a 
narrative study if the narratives seem true and believable to the reader. Therefore, the nar-
ratives in this study are assembled through multiple listening to the recordings and readings 
of the transcriptions of the interviews, and told as stories in a chronological order to give 
the reader insights, empathy and sympathy to understand the participant’s point of view. 
Furthermore, the narratives are more believable if they are recognizable to the participants 
(Loh, 2013), which have been validated as described earlier. 

The validity of the second step, the analysis and the interpretation of the evidence are 
strengthened through a detailed explanation of how the data was analyzed and interpreted 
(Polkinghorne, 2007). At an earlier point in this methodology chapter it is explained how 
the qualitative data was analyzed. In this study, the interpretation is done objectively 
through empathic understanding of the text to uncover meanings that could be found in 
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the narratives without holding a specific position due to, e.g. historical or situated embed-
dedness, in line with Polkinghorne (2007). 

In the end, Riessman (2008) describes utility as the “ultimate test” for narrative research. It 
aims to ask the questions if a study is useful, e.g. for the members of the research commu-
nity or other start-ups. As a way to validate this, the trustworthiness criteria of transferabil-
ity by Lincoln and Guba (1985) can be used. This study aims to generalize to a different, 
but similar context, i.e. different industries in Sweden, in order to show its utility, through 
including several start-ups which all fulfill the criteria of a general start-up given by theory, 
thus can be seen as such. However, this study does not aim to generalize to an entire popu-
lation of start-ups in the mobile services industry in Sweden, due to the restrictions of qual-
itative research nor does it aim to generalize to another country (Saunders et al., 2012).  
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4 Empirical Findings 
This chapter presents the results of each of the conducted in-depth interviews distinctively as retold narratives 
of a start-up’s development in regards to the topic of interest. Furthermore, for each narrative a short intro-
duction to the start-up is provided. Each of the collected narratives is categorized according to identified 
themes and ordered chronologically to serve as a foundation for the analysis in the following chapter. The 
presented findings are solely based on primary data conducted in the in-depth interviews. 

4.1 Mentimeter 

4.1.1 Company Introduction 

Mentimeter is a start-up, which offers a service for meeting interaction through a mobile 
application. In this application a leader or facilitator of a meeting can ask questions and the 
audience can respond. These answers are visualized in real time. With their service the 
company wants to ”create more interactive and fun meetings”. 

Mentimeter is globally spread with paying customers in over 30 countries and free users in 
over 100 countries. Sweden is their first market, followed by the United States, the United 
Kingdom and the Netherlands. 

4.1.2 Inception of Mentimeter 

Johnny Warström is one of the co-founders of Mentimeter. Before and even after the start-
up was founded he and his co-founders worked in jobs as corporate consultants. In the end 
of 2012 they decided to officially found a start-up in a bootstrapped manner, which means 
that their funds only came from their own pockets. In the first couple of weeks after their 
foundation they were building a first version of their service “quite rapidly” and in a “very iter-
ative process” completely on their own during evenings and weekends. He says that because 
of their background they knew very well how their product would be used in corporations, 
which he thinks was a big advantage for them. They launched it online to get it out to the 
public in order to receive first feedback. He states that that they needed this feedback, be-
cause they were “not sure that this was the right product or that people actually needed this”. After get-
ting their service more spread and the numbers of users were going up, they also got more 
confident in their service.  

4.1.3 Iterative Development of Mobile Service 

After the launch of their service they continued to develop it in an iterative way with feed-
back from their users and user cases, their own background, best practices that they read 
about and their own vision of the service. He says that the company has a “very strong product 
vision” and knows what should be in it for their service to become a natural part of every 
business meeting in the world. However, Johnny states that there is no complete truth on 
how this iterative process should be done. How many of the things to prioritize on are ac-
tually from user input and how many are from their own vision is hard to define. Neverthe-
less, this iterative development of their service let them discover that users would actually 
pay for this kind of service. One year after they were founded they implemented a business 
model, which incorporates a free version of their service and additional paid features. Be-
fore that, the service was completely free. Johnny says that they kept this free version in 
their new business model to be able to acquire new users and to offer it to potential cus-
tomers they talked to who might turn into paying customers after trying the service. 
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4.1.4 Growth of Mentimeter 

The company started to get more paying customers, which enabled them to hire another 
person who was not one of the founders. During that time Johnny and his co-founders still 
saw the company as a “side thing, like a fun project”, so they continued to just work on it in 
their spare time, not least because the company was still bootstrapped. However, at some 
point they saw that the number of paying customers was growing and that they already had 
customers in 20 to 25 countries, which made them think that their company is worth 
spending more time on and that there is a real need for their service. In spring 2014 Johnny 
met with over 80 investors to discuss potential investment. With some of them he talked 
even before that, because they were in their network. In May 2014 they received invest-
ment from four seed investors and they started to employ more people. 

After they got the investment they started to work in the company full time and continued 
developing their service further. They did another iteration and then they decided to get in-
to contact with external stakeholders that could help them innovate their product further. 
Johnny says that they detected specific situations in which their service could bring value to 
the user and that they received more user activation when they embraced usage in these 
situations. In order to do that they got into partnerships with content partners in summer 
2014 that could supply them with cases and questions that could be asked in those situa-
tions. These partners were a professor from a university and a general quality consultant 
company. Johnny and his co-founders realized that they “were not experts in these areas”, thus 
they needed to get out and search for those partners. 

At the time of the interview the company was in an intense growth phase according to 
Johnny, even though he further says that ”there is always an opportunity to grow faster or get more 
activation”. They started marketing activities in the United States to be closer to their cus-
tomers, which they have seen as one ”reason why we are so successful” as well as the service it-
self, which people seem to love. Furthermore, they plan to level up more on their content 
partners to focus on the dimensions they have been successful in and keep developing their 
service further. In April 2015 they had twelve people engaged in the company. 

4.2 Salesbox CRM 

4.2.1 Company Introduction 

Salesbox CRM is a mobile-first Customer Relationship Management (CRM) provider. The 
entire CRM system can be accessed through a mobile device, i.e. an iPhone, which distin-
guishes the company from other providers that provide their CRM system almost exclu-
sively via a web-application. In doing so, the company follows a user-centric approach sup-
ported by artificial intelligence in order to adapt to the individual usage behavior automati-
cally and give especially users in the sales and marketing industry the best CRM experience. 

The service works silently in the background and collects data on phone calls, meetings, 
business activities and many more. It suggests activities that a user needs to do before be-
ing able to reach a specific goal, and helps to focus and how to prioritize these activities. 
The service acts as a companion for the users, is always accessible in the pocket and helps 
them to focus on their core business instead of CRM administration. 

At the time of the interview Salesbox CRM had 80 registrations every day and had reached 
top ten positions in the Apple App Store in more than seven countries. 
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4.2.2 Inception of Salesbox CRM 

Andreas Lalangas is the head founder of the start-up. When they started in September 2013 
they were three co-founders, with Andreas being the only one still remaining in the com-
pany. Back then they were all still working in other companies and developed their idea of 
the service as a hobby project during weekends and night times. They started off as a boot-
strapped start-up with only private funds supporting their expenses.  

The idea for the service and company was growing in Andreas for several years before they 
began working on it. He has experience in sales and marketing within the IT industry for 
more than a decade and was a personal user of CRM systems. He saw the issues with those 
systems from many different angles and got quite frustrated with them. Many other sales 
people in the industry according to Andreas shared this frustration. He wanted to build a 
system that empowers the users instead of laying it on them like a burden. In September 
2013 “a lot of things fell into place to say it was a good time to start it”.  

Andreas and his two colleagues had a lot of brainstorming sessions in the beginning so he 
could try out his ideas on them and even other people. However, he defined the product 
and created its requirement specifications almost completely by himself within four or five 
months while still working in his old job. He wrote a complete 30 to 40 pages business plan 
for internal use, which was mostly still valid at the time of the interview. He felt very confi-
dent about his business idea and did not really ask any people for feedback to validate it, 
just a “few people here and there”. His experience taught him that there was a real issue that he 
could address. He wanted to bring a real shift in the CRM business and was of the opinion 
that asking people would not benefit him, because “they do not know what they want”. Thus, to 
some extent he even did not develop the idea with his co-founders and just relied on his 
own gut feeling. 

After also creating a first version of a business model, Andreas and his co-founders official-
ly founded the company on February 1st 2014.  

4.2.3 Towards a First Product Version 

Right after the company was founded and the requirements for a first version of the prod-
uct were defined, Andreas and his co-founders needed to find somebody who could build 
the product. They talked to some companies to outsource the software development and 
eventually found one in Vietnam in the same February. Outsourcing this part of the com-
pany came with a lot of benefits for them, since they could increase and decrease the num-
ber of people depending on their current needs and avoid fixed costs that would come with 
permanently employing people. Furthermore, the choice for Vietnam instead of a company 
in Sweden or Europe was made out of financial reasons, while the labor is still “very skilled” 
and “very competent”. 

During the spring of 2014 Andreas started to connect to a lot of different people all over 
the world to see if the problem area they wanted to solve with their service can also be 
found in other parts of the world besides Sweden, and got it validated through the feed-
back he got. In May 2014 the company acquired their first sales and marketing partner out-
side of Sweden in order to get their service to other markets as soon as it would be 
launched. Additionally, the company acquired several other sales and marketing partners all 
over the world just shortly after that to be able to expand their market share further, to 
commercialize their service and build a reputation on a local market outside of Sweden, and 
to let them know that their service is coming, because they thought that this can bring a lot 
of benefit to the company. At that point the company had around ten to 15 partners in dif-
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ferent countries in the world. Andreas wanted to put a real effort into sales and marketing 
in order for the service to sell by itself, because “it does not matter if it is good, you need to a reach 
a certain level”. 

In the end of October 2014 the company launched the first version of their service. They 
released it as a fixed ready product, but realized afterwards that it was actually a first beta-
version. After the launch they continuously did a lot of interviews and market research on 
their beta testers and customers to further validate that the problem area they address with 
the service is important to be solved. They actively searched for a lot of feedback to further 
develop the service, because “they do not give you the feedback voluntarily”. 

4.2.4 Perceptions and Growth 

In the winter of 2014/2015 the company realized that the partnerships they had with the 
sales and marketing companies were not worth the effort they put into them. As soon as 
the service was launched, the company expected them to push the service to the local mar-
kets, but nothing happened from most of the partners. Thus, they decided that they need 
to get rid of them. Andreas further realized that these partners had different expectations 
on these partnerships than him. Nevertheless, some of them still remain to commercialize 
the service.  

In order to grow their business the company sought for investment, because their business 
model was to grow by volume and the level of self-financing through revenue was not 
reached yet. In January 2015 the company received its first investment and got accepted in-
to an accelerator program that also provided some funds. According to Andreas it takes 
time, patience and effort to get this kind of service to fly, but until it gets there they heavily 
depend on funding.  

The company declared the beta period of their first version as being over and presented a 
new market-fit version in February 2015. Furthermore, they changed the business model 
from a twelve-month fee to a monthly subscription model with a free version with full 
functionality and additional paid features in order to lower the entry barrier for new users. 
The company has documented a lot of feedback from users all over the world and is im-
plementing the changes they think are necessary to improve the product. They try to stay 
close to the market and listen in order to be very adaptable and change quickly. They hired 
a new employee with expertise in sales channels that is supposed to focus on establishing 
new beneficial collaborations. At the time of the interview the company had two full-time 
employees and 18 outsourced employees in Vietnam. Through that they want to become 
one of the top ten global CRM providers within five years.  

4.3 Spontano 

4.3.1 Company Introduction 

”…at the same time as people want do stuff every day, there are like hundreds of events 
and activities happening in Stockholm alone, every single day” 

- Oskar Linse, Co-Founder, Spontano (2015) 

Spontano is a start-up, which provides a service that is built upon the spontaneity of peo-
ple. The service lets people find events and activities in Stockholm that are happening ei-
ther at the same day or a few days ahead. In this way the company connects spontaneous 
groups of people that decide to get tickets or just notifications for events with Stockholm’s 
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event organizers in a last minute fashion. It includes a web-application and also a mobile 
application for several mobile devices. The service incorporates events from over 250 dif-
ferent event organizers and production companies. 

4.3.2 Inception of Spontano 

Oskar Linse is one of the two founders of Spontano with his brother being the second one. 
It started with his brother having the first idea of a service with which people could con-
nect with other people for spontaneous activities, e.g. playing football or getting a drink at 
a bar, because he himself seldom planned ahead that much, but rather did things spontane-
ously. They saw it as a ”social community for spontaneous people”. After a little while they started 
to think about first business model ideas that included transaction fees for businesses that 
would profit from these spontaneous activities, like bars or cafés. However, these thoughts 
became quite complex for Oskar and his brother and they did not get any further with their 
idea until they realized through a friend that there were a lot of events and activities hap-
pening in Stockholm every day, but not many people knew about them. After that, their 
idea of connecting people with other people turned into the idea of connecting people to 
event organizers who provide these daily events.  

In the early summer of 2013 Oskar and his brother realized that they might have found a 
sweet spot in the market and that their new idea ”could actually be a thing”. In order to get 
their assumptions validated they started talking to event organizers which confirmed that 
they were in need of such a service to sell tickets last minute to spontaneous people and 
that they were willing to pay a fairly high commission for the tickets sold through the ser-
vice. Furthermore, they talked to everybody they met, regardless if it was people at events, 
on the subway or the own family. Oskar argues that this feedback was crucial for them and 
that it is the most important thing you can get in the beginning of the innovation process. 
Keeping the service idea to themselves is in Oskar’s opinion ”the biggest mistake an entrepre-
neur can make today”, and that ”talking about your idea and sharing your idea with others is really im-
portant, because you do not want to lose the opportunity of receiving crucial feedback in an early and vulner-
able stage”. At this point Oskar and his brother understood that this could be a great busi-
ness idea, and that it was time to put more effort and hours into the development of the 
service. Oskar was still a student in university at that time and his brother worked at anoth-
er company.  

During the summer of 2013 Oskar and his brother started developing the service as a web-
application. Oskar’s background is in the fields of marketing and sales, so him focusing on 
business development and acquiring new event organizers for their service was natural. His 
brother took over the development part, since he had five years of experience in civil engi-
neering and knew some fundamental programming skills. Even though they ”kept a really 
high pace” in the beginning of the development process of their service, they got help from a 
student recommended by a mutual friend in order to get towards a first version they could 
launch online. Before they got to that point, however, in October/November 2013 Oskar 
decided that their start-up was worth putting his studies aside for, his brother quit his job 
and they officially founded the company and bootstrapped it. At that time they were work-
ing at home, but Oskar realized pretty soon that he could not split his personal life from 
work life in this way. Thus, they started searching for office space and found an incubator 
at the Stockholm University, which provided them with an office and contacts, after they 
got accepted. According to Oskar they ”really helped us getting into the Stockholm start-up scene, 
which of course opened many new doors”. 
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4.3.3 Launching the MVP and Further Development 

In December 2013 the start-up launched an MVP as a mobile friendly web-application and 
at the same time they won some start-up competition awards, which made them become a 
”pretty buzzed start-up in Stockholm”. They were trying to get some funds from investors, but 
realized that they were not at that stage yet. Nevertheless, they met a company, which fur-
ther helped them with the development of their service, public relations (PR) and graphical 
design. Oskar says that they were of great value for them during that time.  

Although the focus of Oskar and his brother was to release a mobile service from the be-
ginning, they still only had a web-application. They did not have the economic resources 
and technical competencies to develop native applications for mobile devices. However, 
they realized that they needed to speed up the development of native applications and that 
it was not enough in the center of their attention after they got response from all the peo-
ple they have talked to during the beginning, that thought the company did not launch their 
service yet, since they could not find it as a native mobile application.  

In March 2014 they got accepted in an accelerator program, in which they developed their 
service further with weekly feedback from the accelerator. Furthermore, they got to meet 
other information technology (IT) entrepreneurs who helped them understand what was 
important to do and what not. They won a few more competition awards and were able to 
hire an iOS developer. Nevertheless, this was a tough time for the start-up as Oskar ex-
plains, because they were focusing on many different things at once. While they were trying 
to develop the service further they were renewing the content of the service, i.e. events and 
activities, every day, recruiting new people and trying to attract funds from investors. After 
they developed it in summer 2014, they launched an iOS application for their service in the 
following September of that year. 

At the time of the interview the start-up had ten employees and was still bootstrapping. 
Oskar explains that through the competitions and awards they won they got granted 
enough money and thus, were not in need of any investment until that point. However, he 
further argues that they would need some investment in order to be able to scale up their 
business further, and move to other cities than just Stockholm and maybe even other coun-
tries. 

4.4 Curator 

4.4.1 Company Introduction 

Curator provides a mobile presentation tool in which a user can see different kinds of digi-
tal notes, e.g. text notes, images or websites, at the same time on one screen. The service is 
catered to people in creative industries, e.g. architects, designers, photographers and adver-
tisers who want to see their digital content all at once.  

4.4.2 Inception of Curator 

Daniel Nordh is the founder of Curator and started working on his mobile service idea in 
spring 2011. At that time he still had another job and worked on the idea during nighttime. 
He started to work on the idea, because he was really frustrated that a service like Curator 
did not exist yet. He had a very clear idea right from the beginning what main functions his 
service should include and how the main interface should look like, but did not know how 
to build it, since he had not programmed in a long time. Daniel tried to find somebody that 
could help him with the development, but after some time he realized that this was very 
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hard. During that time he also taught himself a little bit of programming skills, which led to 
the point that he ended up building a first prototype of the product by himself and had it 
ready after six months. He continued to refine it while using it until he was satisfied with 
the application. Daniel explains that he did it iteratively with feedback from one user, ”but 
that user was just me”. He was not in the start-up world, but in the architect world, and did 
not know many people that he could ask about how to build a start-up. However, he did 
show the prototype to some people as soon as it was fairly working, but Daniel thinks that 
this was probably not enough, since it was not a proper beta test. He had limited time and 
spent it mostly on developing the service instead of talking to people who he did not meet 
anyway and showing them what he got. It was a very intuitive process, because it was a ser-
vice that he really wanted and he needed to satisfy his own requirements first. He had a 
clear vision of the product and was convinced to be knowledgeable enough to develop it 
alone. Otherwise he thinks that it would have been too complex and he would not have 
been able to build it at all. 

Daniel kept working on the prototype of his service for two years during the evenings and 
spare time while still working for another company. In May 2013 he decided to officially 
found the company, which was bootstrapped at that time.  

4.4.3 Launching the First Version 

Before the company launched its mobile service online Daniel went to an investment com-
pany to discuss possible investment, however, he did not get it at that point. He says that 
he ”did not try really hard, because my chances were very low pre-launch”. In November 2013 the 
company then officially launched a first version of the service. Daniel thought it was im-
portant to release it, since it was already a useful product, even though it had fairly limited 
features. Due to his limited time and resources he cut the features of the first version 
down, but remained enough to provide a useful first experience. This decision process was 
done completely by him and based on his own experience. Nevertheless, he released it, be-
cause he did not think that the service would change much if he continued working on it 
for another six or twelve months, and that it was time to expose it to other people to get 
their feedback, which was extremely useful to him. Daniel did not see the first version as a 
beta version, since it was working fine, but there were so many opportunities for additional 
features that he needed the feedback to see where people wanted the service to go in the 
future and what features they thought were missing.  

A week after the application was launched it was featured by Apple on the App Store, 
which led to a lot of downloads all over the world. The company got a lot of feedback 
from users, which helped the company to further develop the service. 

4.4.4 Towards a Market-Fit Product 

In March 2014 the company received its first investment from the investment company 
Daniel talked to even before the launch of the service. This enabled him to hire another 
employee and a freelancer, which ”changed things quite dramatically”. Furthermore, the compa-
ny changed its business model of the service. In the beginning the service was available for 
a one-time fee, but they turned it into a subscription model with a free version for people 
to try it out. They get some revenue from the subscriptions, but they still highly depend on 
the investment, which is why they were searching for more at the time of the interview.  

Daniel thinks that the company is still in a pre-product/market-fit situation in which they 
are trying to ”refine it to a point where it is really hitting a sweet spot in terms of solving a problem for 
people and making it an essential tool rather than a nice tool”. Thus, Daniel is of the opinion that 
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they are still at an early stage in the whole process. Nevertheless, in order to scale up their 
business they got in some informal partnerships with other start-ups to exchange ideas, but 
are not collaborating with anybody, even though they met with some people. Daniel sees 
his company on a good way and thinks that they are fine with how they do things. He ar-
gues that collaborations can get really complicated and that he should rather focus on the 
issues of his company instead of others’ issues. Although he thinks that partnering can be 
beneficial, he feels that he has enough data and enough information to solve their own 
problems, which they have to focus on first.   

When it comes to marketing activities and PR the company uses some contacts to reach 
out to people, which Daniel sees as some kind of partnership. They organized events at 
cultural institutions for which they provided the speakers and presenters that used the 
company’s service to present their work. ”They get an event with interesting speakers and we get the 
exposure” in a setting where the service is actually used. 

4.5 Responster 

4.5.1 Company Introduction 

Responster is a web and mobile survey tool which enables users to create beautiful and en-
gaging surveys that can be shared in a multitude of channels, e.g. in basic web forms, as 
web-links via e-mail, in social media, embedded in a website or through Responster’s mo-
bile applications for Android and iOS. Additionally, the mobile application has an offline 
feature through which they do not need internet connection to provide the service, but up-
load the collected data of the survey to a server, where the data is being processed as soon 
as the mobile device is online again. 

At the time of the interview the company had about fifteen customers in Sweden that were 
using the service on a daily basis. 

4.5.2 Inception of Responster 

Ludvig Berling is one of three co-founders of Responster. During the summer of 2012 they 
started to work on some ideas together just for fun, and at the same time they developed a 
first prototype of their service, which was ready in Fall 2012, in cooperation with and for a 
health care clinic where one of the founders was working part time. They saw that this clin-
ic was in need of such a digital tool to create surveys for patients, because otherwise the 
clinic would have needed to conduct a paper survey, which would have cost a lot of mon-
ey. One of the founders had experience in iOS development, which helped to develop this 
first version. The company that operated the health care clinic wanted to have the same 
service in its other 30 health care clinics in Stockholm, hence gave Ludvig and his co-
founders “indications that this could be an idea that was worth working on”. At that point all three 
of them were still full-time students. They drove around in Stockholm to the additional 
health care clinics to install their service and to make observations on how it is used. They 
used the feedback and observations they got from these different clinics to further develop 
their service. Furthermore, they did some market research to see what tools were already 
out there. 

4.5.3 Development of Business Model 

The development of their service was on a good way, but Ludvig and his co-founders were 
lacking knowledge in how to develop a sustainable business model. In order to know more 
about that, Ludvig and one of the other founders decided to take a course at their universi-
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ty in product innovation in late 2012, at the same time as they were driving around the 
health care clinics. In this course they were supposed to come up with an idea and develop 
a business plan for a product. They decided to pick their survey tool for the project to get 
feedback from the professors and other students, as well as knowledge on how to develop 
a business model and a viable product. Ludvig thinks that this was very useful at that time, 
and that they could use the new insights in their product and business development, which 
they both had to focus on in order to provide companies with a good service.  

In the winter of 2012/2013 they officially founded their company.  

4.5.4 Scaling up the Business 

The company continued to develop the service with the feedback they got and ideas from 
competitors. They knew they needed to improve it further to be able to scale up their busi-
ness. In summer 2013 they received their first investment through a mutual friend. Alt-
hough Ludvig and his co-founders already realized in Spring 2013 that they needed some 
investment to scale up their business, this investment came at the right time, because they 
did not need to start “searching and promoting ourselves for those types of people”. Nevertheless, this 
investment caused things to move faster. The investor had a lot of experience that he could 
provide, but he also “opened a lot of doors to other useful people that could help us in our business de-
velopment”. Ludvig and his co-founders realized that they were actually able to scale up their 
business through investments and started searching for new investments actively. They re-
ceived two more investments through which they were able to develop their service and 
business further, and to hire more developers and sales people. 

The company did not only search for investors, but also decided to get in partnerships with 
companies that would be able to resell their service to potential customers. Ludvig and his 
co-founders saw that these partners already had connections to people that could be inter-
ested in their service, and offered these partners to get a share of the profit in return of 
them using their network of customers.  

In early 2015 the company decided to provide their service globally for everybody to create 
surveys. Before that they only provided it to the customers they acquired actively in Stock-
holm. They thought it was important to continue developing the product with the feedback 
they got from the customers they had until they got it to a point where they felt confident 
to make it public. Releasing it globally was also a way to scale faster according to Ludvig. 

At the time of the interview they were ten people in the company. They hired a market ana-
lyst and marketer to be able to do some more market research and manage online market-
ing activities, which has become really important since the global release, as well as mobile 
and web developers to continuously develop the service. 

4.6 Reve 

4.6.1 Company Introduction 

Reve is a fashion shopping application, which aims at providing people with a good shop-
ping experience. It offers a single space where users can find products from a lot of differ-
ent fashion retailers. Besides the shopping experience it also includes a social component in 
which a user has a profile where they can like products and share it with their followers. 
Furthermore, they can upload pictures to promote their styles and tag products on them.  
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Another feature of the service is that it allows one-click-to-buy purchases through which 
users can buy a product directly through the application without having to visit the fashion 
company’s websites. Additionally, the application has a barcode scanner to scan products in 
stores and get further details of these products.  

4.6.2 Inception of Reve 

In November 2012 Josep Maria Nolla started developing a first concept for his service 
idea. He could not understand how such a service did not exist yet and thought that it 
could be a great thing. After a few months, in February 2013, he teamed up with another 
person in order to develop the idea further, because he was lacking the technical skills to 
program the application, and his new partner could offer these skills. Together they brain-
stormed about the idea and did a lot of R&D.  

In May 2013 they decided to officially found the company and developed a first prototype 
after they defined the backend technology they needed for their service. Josep saw this as a 
proof of concept that they released to a closed environment with 100 people in order to 
understand the value and their potential user. They continued doing the same kind of vali-
dation process with fashion retailers and potential investors to also understand their input. 
Josep and his co-founder identified through this process what an MVP should look like 
and built the core of a business plan. They tried to be very user centric and cared more 
about what the potential users thought than what potential investors or fashion retailers 
said. However, they wanted to understand what the value for these retailers and investors 
is. They needed to get their proof of concept validated, because their company was boot-
strapped and “every day that happens is a cost and it is high cost because it comes from your own pocket”. 
They wanted to minimize the financial risk before they put more money into the company.   

4.6.3 Towards a Market-Fit Product 

After getting their proof of concept validated, Josep and his co-founder started to work on 
their service full time. They used the feedback they got to develop the MVP and released it 
in May 2014 on the Apple App Store in Sweden. Josep saw this as a critical point, because 
the assumptions they had beforehand got challenged on the real market and that is when 
they would know if they got a market-fit product or not. They kept developing the service 
in an iterative process with feedback they got from their users. Furthermore, they acquired 
ambassadors that did control groups of their target audience for beta tests, but they also 
invited users into their office to ask them questions about the service. Josep saw that as a 
way to innovate the service further, because they needed to understand if what they were 
doing was the right way and “a lot of things might escape from us”. According to Josep that is 
still how they develop their service.  

In July 2014 they expanded their mobile service to Android devices, but still remained only 
active in Sweden. Josep and his co-founder iteratively improved their service during the 
summer of 2014 and in that September they found a market-fit version from when things 
started growing very strongly and exponentially according to Josep. However, he argues 
that they needed to focus on getting users first instead of revenue. He did not want to get 
into any partnerships in order to grow their business until they had a solid customer base, 
because he thought that it would have been a waste of time at that point and they would 
not have been able to acquire any partners anyway. 
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4.6.4 Growth of Reve 

A few months after they launched they were able to get their first investment. They sought 
for it, because the company was still bootstrapped with their own money and they “were 
running out of it, so we needed some money to continue”. In fall 2014 they decided to connect to 
bloggers in order to reach a wider audience, because they saw them as market influencers. 

In February 2015 they extended their mobile service to Finland, Norway and Denmark. A 
month after that they got into some partnerships with some of the largest e-commerce 
companies in Europe. However, Josep and his co-founder did not choose to cooperate 
with them actively, since the companies came to them. Josep thinks that they hit a critical 
mass and were growing as a company, thus, these e-commerce companies “probably under-
stood that they had to be inside of the service”. Reve is generating provision every time someone 
buys a product from one of these companies through the service. Josep explains that the 
reason why they got these partners is to show potential investors that they were able to 
monetize.  

Until the time of the interview the company was having the same approach as in the begin-
ning of their story. They first need to understand what the user wants, package it in the 
right way and get to the market with it. Josep argues that a lot of people have great ideas, 
but the challenge is to execute them. They wanted to expand further towards the United 
Kingdom and got three more people on board to accomplish that. 

4.7 Kulipa 

4.7.1 Company Introduction 

Kulipa provides a service for mobile ordering and payment for restaurants. Through a mo-
bile or web-application, users can place food orders for takeaway. The service operates in a 
radius of five to 15 minutes before picking up the food. Moreover, a user can pay for the 
food directly in the application in advance and does not have to stand in line at the restau-
rant in order to pick it up. The service also includes a discount and table booking system. It 
is free of charge for the users and restaurants pay a commission fee for each transaction 
that is made through the service. 

4.7.2 Inception of Kulipa 

Back in 2011 Erik Södermark and his two co-founders were students at Linköping Univer-
sity when they first had an idea for a mobile ordering service. They found out that about 
1.000 to 1.500 students of their university where trying to get coffee at the same coffee 
shop at the same time during breaks, since “there is pretty much only one good coffee shop”. If a 
student was just two or three minutes late it was impossible to get back to class in time, be-
cause of the huge line. Erik and his co-founders “wanted to automate this process and make it 
quicker”, and built a prototype for it, which was still in use at the university at the time of 
the interview. The university helped them to commercialize the service and made them re-
alize that “this sort of behavior is not only available at the university”, but that “this is actually a prob-
lem that is everywhere”. 

After the university triggered the interest of Erik and his co-founders to dig deeper in order 
to find out if it was an actual problem not just at the university, they started talking to some 
restaurants in the city and got their assumptions confirmed. He did not want to spend time 
on actual development if it was not really a problem for the restaurants. Moreover, they 
talked to several people in the university who taught business to get help to form the idea 
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into an actual service. Erik and his co-founders also had a lot of talks with the “Innova-
tionskontorett”, which is an organization at Linköping University that helps students to form 
their ideas into commercial businesses, so the university can draw benefit from them. They 
decided to pay them a visit in order to get their idea further validated. Additionally, they 
asked friends and family, because Erik saw anybody’s feedback as valuable in order to vali-
date their idea.  

4.7.3 Developing the MVP 

The prototype they developed in the beginning was only for buying coffee at this particular 
coffee shop with a student ID. Thus, they needed to build another prototype for the actual 
service of their company. After they had the validation that their idea hit a problem area, 
they started working on this MVP. Three or four months after they started working on 
their idea an incubator accepted them. However, this incubator had a three-step program in 
which a start-up is at first only pre accepted while they are validating the idea and offering 
office space and coaching hours. During that time Erik and his co-founders were develop-
ing the MVP. After it was finished and they got acceptance from restaurants with some of 
them trying out the MVP, the start-up got accepted to the second step in the incubator 
where they could stay for three years to receive support through lectures and seminars. 
Erik and his co-founders all had a technical background at that time and thought that they 
needed further knowledge on marketing, sales and how to create a company, which the in-
cubator could provide.  

Just a short time after they finished the MVP, Erik and his co-founders decided to officially 
found the company in April 2012. They tried to apply their MVP in some restaurants that 
they had already good connections with. Arising thereby were some problems that they saw 
with the service and things that needed to be changed. They started to do fast iterations of 
refining it with feedback they got and observations they did, basically “anything to see what we 
can do to make it better”. They launched a new version of the application, and the terminals 
the restaurants received their orders on, every week.  

4.7.4 Growth of Kulipa 

The company had done ten to 20 iterations to further develop their service before they 
started to get more restaurants as customers. In the beginning of 2013 they got into a part-
nership with a restaurant company, which owns about 800 restaurants in Sweden and about 
80 of them are in Linköping. One of their first restaurants they applied their service in was 
one of these restaurants and they started meeting with those responsible. Through that 
partnership they were able to acquire more than 20 new restaurants and develop the service 
even further through their feedback. In April 2013 Erik and his co-founders decided after 
several iterations that they got a version of their service, which he refers to as the “real deal” 
and launched it publicly. 

Furthermore, Erik and his co-founders decided to start doing some marketing activities, 
since they finally got a product that was ready for the market. They wanted to stay quiet 
and not seek for too much exposure before that in order to stay ahead of competition, be-
cause “there was no one that was doing the same thing as us”.   

In spring 2014 they decided to get into a partnership with a printer company after they in-
troduced printers for the restaurants to print their orders as a ticket, which was a learning 
outcome of their iterations. They sought for this partnership to get knowledge about how 
to integrate the printers into their service and to get good prices on the printers themselves. 
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Additionally, the printer company promotes the start-up’s service whenever someone is 
looking for an m-commerce solution. Erik saw it as a good way to commercialize. 

Besides the partnership with the printer company they also started cooperating with a mo-
bile payment system and a server provider. Erik saw them as a support for their business, 
while the latter was able to help them deploy their system “in the best manner” for free due to 
a start-up support program. They guaranteed stability, which was of great importance for 
the start-up, since they could not afford their service to be offline. 

In the winter of 2014/2015 they did a project with another company that wanted to use the 
start-up’s ordering and payment system, but incorporate it in their own platform. Erik saw 
a lot of online delivery services popping up around them that tried to develop their own 
system. He thought that his start-up already invented a functioning system and that they 
could provide it for these other companies, which would save those a lot of time and mon-
ey. Kulipa generates profit from the transactions that go through their system and if that 
system is more spread they automatically generate more profit. Moreover, this leads to a 
bigger market share for Kulipa and expansion to other cities in Sweden than just Linköping 
according to Erik. The latter would cost the start-up a lot of money, resources and time if 
they would have to expand completely by themselves. 

At the time of the interview the company consisted of five employees, including the three 
founders, and they were focusing on acquiring more partners they could provide their sys-
tem to.  
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5 Analysis 
In this chapter, the empirical findings will be analyzed against the theoretical framework, using this as a 
structure for answering the research questions presented earlier in this thesis. In the beginning the narratives 
of the founders or co-founders of the start-ups will be analyzed individually followed by an analysis across 
the different narratives. The three phases of the start-up development process illustrated in the theoretical 
framework serve as a categorization and will lead to the desired outcome of this thesis. Conclusively, detected 
patterns will be provided and presented as a tentative hypothesis.  

5.1 Analysis of Narratives 

5.1.1 Mentimeter 

5.1.1.1 Pre-Start-Up Phase 

Johnny and his co-founders decided even before they started to develop a first version of 
their service to officially found a company. This behavior of the founders suggests that 
they saw a concrete business opportunity of turning their idea into a profitable business 
(Van Gelderen et al., 2006). With the official foundation the start-up transitioned from the 
pre-start-up phase into the start-up phase. 

5.1.1.2 Start-Up Phase 

Once founded, the start-up developed a first version of their service and launched it online 
after a few weeks to receive first feedback from users. This feedback was one of the inputs 
they had in order to develop their service further from that point on. Furthermore, they 
used the feedback to innovate their business model, i.e. from offering the service for free 
to a subscription model. According to Parida et al. (2013) incorporating the user’s feedback 
in the development of the service and business model is a way to actively involve them in 
the innovation process, hence opening it up. As the reason why they released a first version 
already after a few weeks in order to get feedback, Johnny explains that they were not sure 
if it was the right product and if people needed it. This can be identified as uncertainty and 
a lack of confidence in the idea. However, it is interesting to address that they developed 
the first prototype completely on their own without any external input, because they were 
of the opinion that they knew what to do through their professional background as corpo-
rate consultants.  

After getting more paying customers they hired another person who was not one of the 
founders. In doing that they were able to acquire external knowledge into the company, 
thus opened up their firm boundaries (Santamaria et al., 2010). The fact that they decided 
to hire this person after they had more paying customers indicates that they had the neces-
sary financial resources at that time. Nevertheless, the three founders were all still in their 
old jobs and only worked on the start-up part-time, because they still saw it as a fun pro-
ject. Later they decided to get involved full time in their start-up after their paying customer 
base had grown even further and they realized that it was worth spending more time on. 
This suggests that they thought they were lacking the manpower to further develop their 
business in the way they wanted to and needed to hire a new employee for that. Additional-
ly, the fact that Johnny and his co-founders still saw it as a fun project shows that they were 
not confident enough in the business yet to quit their old jobs to put their own complete 
manpower into it. This is supported by the fact that the start-up was still bootstrapped and 
since their confidence was not strong enough yet, it could be assumed that the personal fi-
nancial risk that comes with quitting their jobs was too high for them at that point.  
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After they received investment they started to work full time in the company and hired 
more people to get external knowledge inside (Santamaria et al., 2010). They got the finan-
cial resources, but were still in need of more manpower. At the same time they did another 
iteration in the development of their service. The decision to work in the company fur-
thermore shows that they felt confident enough in the service and that they got a market-fit 
product with which they would be able to scale their business. According to Miettinen et al. 
(2010) hiring new employees is another indicator for that, thus the company found itself in 
the growth phase. 

5.1.1.3 Growth Phase 

Johnny and his co-founders detected a way to bring more value to the user and receive 
more user activation through motivating usage in specific situations. They got into partner-
ships with a professor from a university and a general quality consultant company in order 
to acquire external knowledge about cases and questions they could ask in these situations. 
These types of external stakeholders can be identified as SKPs, which can be used as a 
source for external knowledge for innovation (Tether & Tajar, 2008). Johnny states that 
they were lacking expertise to provide cases and questions on their own, and that is why 
they acquired these partners.  

5.1.2 Salesbox CRM 

5.1.2.1 Pre-Start-Up Phase 

When Andreas decided to start working on his idea for the service, it has already been 
growing in him for years. He could see his idea turning into a real business (Van Gelderen 
et al., 2006) not least because he has been on the user side for more than a decade and saw 
the issues he could address with his idea. He states that he has been asking a few people to 
validate his idea, basically scouting in his own environment for some external input (Parida 
et al., 2012). Nevertheless, he did not see that this would really benefit him, because he 
wanted to bring a real shift in the CRM business and people did not know what they actu-
ally wanted. His actions suggest that he wanted to provide a new value for the user they did 
not know about yet by developing a mobile-first CRM system that would distinguish them 
from other providers. This can be seen as a more radical approach to innovation (Verganti, 
2009). Furthermore, it shows that he had confidence in his idea, because of his professional 
background, and did not think he needed external input to specify the requirements for a 
first version of the service. 

After he had the required specifications defined, they officially founded the company and 
transitioned into the start-up phase. 

5.1.2.2 Start-Up Phase 

The first thing the start-up did after they were founded was searching for a company they 
could outsource the software development of their service to. They found a company in 
Vietnam and started working with them. In this way the start-up was able to acquire need-
ed expertise by hiring the services from an external company for the specific task of soft-
ware development in order for the start-up to develop their service in general (Gassmann 
& Enkel, 2004; Santamaria et al., 2010). Opening up their innovation process at that time 
had a lot of benefits according to Andreas. They could scale the number of employees ac-
cording to current needs and avoid fixed costs. This suggests that they outsourced the de-
velopment to minimize the personal financial risk. This is supported by the fact that they 
were still bootstrapped at that point. Furthermore, Andreas had experience in sales and 



 

 
40 

marketing and he might did not have the required expertise to program the software by 
himself or had the time, because he was still working in his old job. 

Shortly afterwards Andreas started to connect to people all over the world to find out if his 
idea would bring value also to sales and marketing users outside of Sweden. This can be 
seen as an informal way of getting knowledge about other markets (Chesbrough & Bruns-
wicker, 2014). Moreover, Andreas was motivated to do this, because he was uncertain and 
wanted to get more confidence if his service could work also in other markets. 

Now that he got it validated that he could expand outside of Sweden eventually when the 
service gets launched, the start-up got into partnerships with several sales and marketing 
companies in the world in order to build up reputation and get the market aware that the 
service is coming. Using companies that are not in the supply chain of the start-up, but are 
helping with the marketing of the service, is a form of horizontal collaboration (Parida et 
al., 2012), thus, open innovation. Andreas saw this as beneficial for the start-up to get the 
service faster to a level where it could sell by itself. It can be assumed that he wanted to be 
prepared to be able to scale the business in a fast pace after the service would be released. 
Nevertheless, after its launch Andreas realized that most of the partners had different ex-
pectations on the collaboration than him and decided to end these, since they were not 
worth the effort. This suggests that he did not have the resources this effort would cost. 

They released the service a few months after as a fixed product, but realized that it was ac-
tually just a beta version. The start-up actively searched for a lot of feedback from users, 
and did a lot of interviews and market research. Especially for radical innovations like the 
service Andreas wanted to bring to the market, this market feedback can bring new insights 
from the outside (West & Bogers, 2014). Andreas did this to further validate the value of 
the service, hence, to eradicate his uncertainties. They used the feedback for developing a 
market-fit version, which was released later. Thus, they involved their customers in the 
process (Parida et al., 2012; Chesbrough & Brunswicker, 2014). 

At the same time as they were taking another round of development of their service, they 
sought for investment due to financial shortcomings, since they were still bootstrapped. 
This is the same reason why they applied for an accelerator program, a form of an open in-
novation intermediary (Isabelle, 2013; Chesbrough & Brunswicker, 2014), got accepted and 
received some funds from it. Andreas was of the opinion that they heavily depended on 
funding to get their service fly, which supports the assumption that they had not the re-
quired financial resources even though they wanted to grow. 

In the following they launched and new version of the service and declared it as market-fit, 
thus they could get into the growth phase of their start-up development (Miettinen et al., 
2010). 

5.1.2.3 Growth Phase 

In order to grow, the company was using feedback from users all over the world, thus 
opening up and involving them to improve their service (Parida et al., 2012). They decided 
to do that to be able to stay adaptable and change quickly. This suggests that they were 
lacking the necessary internal knowledge to stay ahead of competition and were afraid to 
lose customers. 

Furthermore, they hired a new employee as a way to get external expertise (Santamaria et 
al., 2010) in sales channels into the company who is supposed to get new valuable collabo-
rations. Andreas saw new valuable collaborations as a beneficial support to grow further 
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and to become a global player in the CRM industry, but it can be suspected that he did not 
have the required expertise himself or the manpower. 

5.1.3 Spontano 

5.1.3.1 Pre-Start-Up Phase 

Oskar and his brother had an idea, which they thought could turn into a business (Van 
Gelderen et al., 2006). However, they were still uncertain which translated into them talking 
to potential customers, i.e. event organizers, and potential users, i.e. everyone they met, in 
order to get their idea validated. Through asking for their feedback the start-up involved 
these potential customers and users in their innovation process (Parida et al., 2012). More-
over, Oskar states that especially at such an early stage in the process this feedback is very 
crucial. Just after they got it validated they were eager to spent more time and effort on it. 
This suggests that their uncertainty in the beginning needed to be eradicated to not have 
too much of a personal risk.  

While they were developing in a high pace according to the findings, they were not yet at a 
stage where they could release a first version. They received help from a student to support 
them with that. Through bringing this student inside, they opened up and acquired external 
knowledge as if they would have hired somebody (Santamaria et al., 2010). It suggests that 
they could use this additional expertise at this point, because they did not have enough of it 
themselves to get to a first version. 

5.1.3.2 Start-Up Phase 

Before they got to a first version they founded their start-up officially and went on to the 
start-up phase.  

Oskar and his brother got into an incubator program at their university, which provided 
them with contacts, thus, acted as an open innovation intermediary (Galbraith & McAdam, 
2011). He explains that they only found this incubator, because they were searching for of-
fice space. They could not work from home anymore, which suggests that they needed this 
to be able to continue and were lacking the resources, i.e. the office space. 

At the same time as they launched their MVP they won some competition awards, which 
are a way for start-ups to open up to get access to external knowledge and exploitation 
(Sekula et al., 2009). According to the findings, latter helped them to become a “buzzed” 
start-up. Additionally, they received some funds from these awards as Oskar illustrates later 
in his story. Hence, they applied for these competitions out of financial – to lower their 
personal financial risk – and commercial reasons.  

The start-up also found a company that could help them in software development, PR and 
graphical design. According to Tether and Tajar (2008) this company can be defined as an 
SKP, since it provided the start-up with external knowledge. Oskar argues that they were of 
great value, which suggests that they were lacking this knowledge at that point. 

As a next step they applied for an accelerator program, which is a type of open innovation 
intermediary according to Isabelle (2013). The start-up opened up, because they wanted to 
develop their service further and wanted to get the feedback from the accelerator, as well as 
from IT entrepreneurs they met through it. Oskar says that it was a tough time for them, 
hence, it was a way to take the pressure off them through external help due to a lack of 
manpower and internal expertise.  
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5.1.3.3 Growth Phase 

The start-up won a few more awards from which they received some funds, and according 
to Sekula et al. (2009) also external knowledge and exploitation. With the money they re-
ceived they were able to hire an iOS developer as a way to open up and acquire external 
knowledge (Santamaria et al., 2010). This also led them to the growth phase (Miettinen et 
al., 2010). They realized earlier that they needed to develop a native mobile application in 
order to grow as a start-up. However, they were lacking the necessary expertise back then, 
which they acquired through this step. Furthermore, they had the financial resources to do 
so at this point. 

Oskar states that they had recruited new people and that they wanted to scale their business 
in the future. Hence, they needed these employees’ knowledge by opening up (Santamaria 
et al., 2010), and their manpower to do so.   

5.1.4 Curator 

5.1.4.1 Pre-Start-Up Phase 

According to the findings, Daniel was frustrated that a service like his company’s service 
did not exist yet. He saw the opportunity for a business (Van Gelderen et al., 2006) and 
started working on an idea. He had a first prototype of his service ready after six months 
and refined it by himself. After he had a good working version of it, he showed it to some 
people. However, it is important to mention that he did not really have the time to ask 
around, since he was still working in another job, and rather developed it by himself. Thus, 
it cannot be defined as an approach to opening up his internal development process, be-
cause he did not actively pursue it as he describes. One could argue that this is a way of 
scouting for external knowledge in his environment (Parida et al., 2012), but he himself de-
nies that he wanted to get this external knowledge by outlining his motivations. He wanted 
to satisfy his own needs first and had a very strong vision of the service, for which he 
thought he had enough knowledge by himself to develop it alone. 

He kept developing it in that way until he founded the company officially, hence, got into 
the start-up phase. 

5.1.4.2 Start-Up Phase 

After a while he launched a first version of the service online. According to him, it was 
time to expose it and get feedback from users. Through this feedback he opened up his in-
ternal process by involving his customers in the further development of the service (Parida 
et al., 2012; Chesbrough & Brunswicker, 2014). The reason why he chose to release the 
service at this point was that he had a lot of ideas for possible additional features, but did 
not know which ones users wanted to have. Thus, he was uncertain about what was need-
ed. The fact that he developed the service until that point completely by himself and argued 
that he had enough knowledge shows that his own knowledge was not enough anymore to 
develop the service further, hence he needed external input.  

5.1.4.3 Growth Phase 

Even though Daniel thought that his start-up was still in a pre-market-fit situation with the 
service, he hired another employee and a freelancer, which is a sign that he wanted his 
start-up to grow (Miettinen et al., 2010), not least because he stated that it changed things 
dramatically. It suggests that he needed the manpower and external knowledge in order to 
grow. Latter indicates the practice of open innovation according to Santamaria et al. (2010). 
Another reason for this step was the investment that he got just before that. Hence, he had 
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the necessary financial resources, which he did not have before due to the fact that it was 
bootstrapped. 

Another opportunity he took to scale the business of his start-up was to exchange ideas 
with other start-ups in an informal way, which can be defined as opening up through in-
formal networking (Chesbrough & Brunswicker, 2014). Since Daniel was of the opinion 
that they were still at an early stage at this time and were still seeking to find a market-fit, it 
can be assumed that he needed these external ideas from other start-ups in order to get to 
that point, thus lacking internal expertise. 

Furthermore, the start-up decided to organize events together with cultural institutions, 
where their service would get exposed and the institution would get to host the event. The 
start-up was using the institution as a marketing partner, which is a way to open up accord-
ing to Parida et al. (2012) who describe this as horizontal technology collaboration. The 
main reason for Daniel to conduct these events was to get the exposure in a setting where 
his service was actually used. This suggests that he wanted to scale the business and saw 
this as an opportunity to do so without acquiring more internal resources.  

5.1.5 Responster 

5.1.5.1 Pre-Start-Up Phase 

Before the start-up saw a real business opportunity, they developed a first prototype of 
their service for a single application at a health care clinic. According to the findings, this 
was done in cooperation with that health care clinic. The co-creation of a service with a 
customer is a way to practice open innovation (Chesbrough & Brunswicker, 2014). This 
suggests that they needed external ideas in order to develop this first prototype, thus lacked 
enough knowledge themselves and were uncertain about how the end product of the ser-
vice needed to look like. 

After they acquired more hospitals and saw a real business opportunity, they continued de-
veloping their service with the feedback they got from the health care clinics. Involving this 
customer feedback in the development means opening up (Parida et al., 2012). This further 
suggests that the start-up was still uncertain about how their service should look like. The 
same reason applied when they scouted the market for ideas (Parida et al., 2012). 

At the same time they took a course in their university to access knowledge from business 
professors. These professors are part of the university, which is a type of SKP (Tether & 
Tajar, 2008). The start-up decided to open up in this way, because they were lacking the 
necessary business expertise to develop a sustainable business model and a viable product. 
Additionally, they saw that they needed this to provide a good service, hence being able to 
grow.    

5.1.5.2 Start-Up Phase  

According to the findings, the start-up was then officially founded and they went on to the 
start-up phase. They continued developing their product with the customer feedback and 
scouting for ideas in the market, i.e. competitors, thus opening up (Parida et al., 2012). 
Nevertheless, at this point they continued like that, because they knew they had to improve 
the service to scale their business. This suggests that they were still uncertain about how it 
needed to look like in order to get there. 

The start-up received its first investment, and besides funds they also acquired some exter-
nal expertise through that according to Ludvig. This investor acted as an SKP, i.e. consult-
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ant, as defined by Tether and Tajar (2008). Additionally, they got to connect to a lot of 
other helpful people for their business development. Thus, the investor also acted as an 
open innovation intermediary for the start-up (Chesbrough & Brunswicker, 2014; Howells, 
2006). It can be assumed that they were still in need for external business knowledge at that 
point in their process. 

5.1.5.3 Growth Phase 

They decided to hire more people for development and sales, hence opened up (Santamaria 
et al., 2012). This was their first step into the growth phase (Miettinen et al., 2010). They 
received two more investments, thus, had the financial capabilities. Furthermore, the fact 
that they hired them shows that they needed the expertise and the manpower in order for 
the start-up to grow. 

As a next step they started collaborating with companies that could resell the start-up’s ser-
vice. The start-up gets more exposure of the service and the other companies get a share of 
the profit. This horizontal type of collaboration – horizontal, because they are not in the 
supply chain of the start-up – is a practice for open innovation (Parida et al., 2012). The 
start-up wanted to continue to grow and acquire more customers. 

They continued to develop the product by involving their customers through feedback 
(Parida et al., 2012) to get to a version they could refer to as a market-fit and the released it 
globally. This suggests that they were still uncertain how such a market-fit should look like.  

According to the findings, they realized that marketing activities became really important 
since the global release. They hired new people to take care of this as well as people who 
could help develop the service further, through which they opened up (Santamaria et al., 
2010). This step suggests that the start-up did not have the necessary expertise on market-
ing yet and needed to acquire more external knowledge, as well as the necessary manpower 
to grow as fast as they wanted to.  

5.1.6 Reve 

5.1.6.1 Pre-Start-Up Phase 

When Josep developed a first concept for his service idea he could not understand how 
such a service did not exist already, hence, saw a business opportunity (Van Gelderen et al., 
2006). He found another person to team up with and they officially found the company 
through which they got to the start-up phase.  

5.1.6.2 Start-Up Phase 

After the start-up was founded, they developed a first prototype as a proof of concept and 
gave it to 100 people to test it, which is a way to involve them in the innovation process 
(Van de Vrande et al., 2009). Moreover, they discussed their idea with potential customers, 
i.e. fashion retailers and potential investors, thus acquiring more information through in-
formal networking with other companies (Chesbrough & Brunswicker, 2014). According to 
Josep they used this to validate their idea and create the requirements for an MVP. It sug-
gests that Josep and his co-founder were still uncertain at that point about what their ser-
vice should look like. Furthermore, they needed this validation to lower their financial risk, 
since the company was bootstrapped and they wanted to work on it full time.  

Now that the proof of concept was validated, they used the feedback they got to develop 
an MVP, hence, opened up (Parida et al., 2012). They wanted their service to be very user-
centric and needed that external feedback for that, which shows that they were lacking the 
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expertise on that. According to Josep this is also the reason why they kept innovating the 
product further with user feedback after they released the MVP. Additionally, they invited 
users into their offices to ask them questions and put ambassadors in place to administrate 
control groups for beta tests, which can be seen as further involvement of customers in the 
innovation process (Chesbrough & Brunswicker, 2014; Parida et al., 2012). Nevertheless, 
Josep wanted to get this external knowledge to understand if what they were doing was the 
right way, thus, they were still uncertain about their service.  

They continued to improve their service in that way and after a while they were of the 
opinion that they have found a market-fit version, which led them to the growth phase. 

5.1.6.3 Growth Phase 

In order to reach a wider audience, i.e. exposure, and scale their business they connected to 
bloggers who Josep thought had influence on the market. According to Parida et al. (2012) 
collaborating with such an external stakeholder, i.e. bloggers, to market the service is a 
form of horizontal collaboration.  

Josep illustrated that they got into partnerships with some e-commerce companies a few 
months after that, which wanted to be inside of the service. They can be seen as customers 
in the supply chain of the start-up. However, since they only wanted to get their products 
inside the service they did not provide any sources or knowledge in order to help the start-
up innovate their service as defined by Parida et al. (2012). Hence, it is not a partnership in 
the sense of open innovation. 

However, according to the findings they were still using user feedback as a way to innovate 
their service further through opening up (Parida et al., 2012), in order to understand what 
the user wants. Hence, satisfy their user-centric vision of the product and overcome their 
uncertainties. 

Furthermore, the start-up wanted to expand their market to another country and hired 
three more people for that purpose that could possibly provide necessary knowledge (San-
tamaria et al., 2010) and manpower. 

5.1.7 Kulipa 

5.1.7.1 Pre-Start-Up Phase 

Although Erik and his co-founders already developed a prototype for a local application at 
their university, they only realized later that they could build a real business out of it (Van 
Gelderen et al., 2006) thanks to a hint from the university. Nevertheless, this first prototype 
of the local service had the same idea behind it as the actual start-up’s service they devel-
oped later. Thus, it can be included in the start-up’s development process. They opened up 
in order to get help from the university, which acted as a marketing partner for them (Pari-
da et al., 2012), to commercialize their first prototype of the local service. It can be as-
sumed that they wanted to have the exposure for their service to the students of the uni-
versity and saw this as a way to get it. 

In the following they started talking to restaurants to validate if their idea was also applica-
ble outside of the university. These restaurants were seen as potential customers of the ser-
vice who evaluated the idea, hence, they got involved in the innovation process 
(Chesbrough & Brunswicker, 2014). Erik did not want to spend time on this idea if it did 
not get validated, which shows that the start-up acted out of uncertainty and personal risk.  
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Additionally, they talked to people in the university who taught business including the “In-
novationskontorett” Erik mentioned, which can be seen as SKPs for the acquisition of exter-
nal knowledge (Tether & Tajar, 2008). They wanted to know how to form an actual service 
out of their idea and further validate it. Erik stated at a later point in his story that they all 
had a technical background, which can also be applied in this situation. Thus, they were 
lacking the business expertise and were still dealing with uncertainty as already seen before. 
This uncertainty also led them to open up by asking around in their environment (Parida et 
al., 2012), i.e. friends and family, who would be potential users of the service. 

After a few months they decided to apply for an incubator program in which they devel-
oped their MVP. This shows that they opened up their firm boundaries in order to get ac-
cess to external knowledge through coaching, lectures and seminars, since incubators are a 
form of open innovation intermediaries (Galbraith & McAdam, 2011). According to the 
findings, this decision was following the perception of the founding team that their idea 
was actually valid. This suggests that they needed certainty before they were content to ap-
ply for this incubator. Furthermore, the founders sought for the incubator’s knowledge on 
business issues, because they did not have it themselves as stated earlier.  

5.1.7.2 Start-Up Phase 

Even though they created their MVP before they officially founded the company, which is 
a discrepancy from the start-up development process defined in the theoretical framework 
of this study, the actual foundation is the key factor for them to advance into the start-up 
phase. Moreover, according to Miettinen et al. (2010) start-ups might be already involved in 
the software development of their service before they are officially founded.  

The start-up involved their customers, i.e. restaurants, and users in their innovation process 
by collecting their feedback (Parida et al., 2012) and refined their MVP through that to 
make it better. They tried out their MVP on the market and saw that there were problems 
with it, which they needed to fix. West and Bogers (2014) refer to this way of opening up 
as “probe and learn” by receiving market feedback. Their decision to try to fix the prob-
lems with market feedback suggests that they were uncertain about what the problems ex-
actly were.  

In the following they got into a partnership with a restaurant company in order to acquire 
more restaurant as customers. Although, this company acted as a customer of the start-up 
it does not fit with the vertical technology collaboration as defined by Parida et al. (2012), 
since it only conciliated local restaurants as new customers and did not actively provide ex-
ternal resources or knowledge for the start-up’s innovation process. Nevertheless, these lo-
cal restaurants were able to provide feedback, which the start-up used for the further de-
velopment of the service, hence involved them (Parida et al., 2012; Chesbrough & Bruns-
wicker, 2014). Through that they wanted to get to a market-fit version of their service, 
which suggests that they were still uncertain how such a version had to look like. 

5.1.7.3 Growth Phase 

According to the findings, the start-up found their market-fit and went on to the growth 
stage in their company’s development process (Miettinen et al., 2010). This transition is 
supported by the fact that they did not actively market themselves before that, which sug-
gests that they were not trying to actively scale their business before. 

The start-up got into a partnership with a printer company after they incorporated printers 
in their service. Therefore, this company acted as a supplier for the start-up. The fact that 
they used this partnership to acquire knowledge about how to integrate the printers in their 



 

 
47 

service shows that they went into vertical technology collaboration with them (Parida et al., 
2012). They opened up, because they were lacking the necessary expertise on their own to 
satisfy the market’s demand for integrated printers in their service. Moreover, they saw fi-
nancial benefits in the collaboration, since they got decreased prices on the printers, and a 
way to get a bigger market share through the printer company’s promotion activities, i.e. 
exposure, as described in the findings. 

Additionally, the start-up got into partnerships with a mobile payment system provider and 
a server provider. Both acted as suppliers to the start-up. Whereas the role of the former is 
not clearly defined by Erik, hence, it cannot be connected to an open innovation practice, 
the latter helps them to deploy their service by providing necessary resources for free. The 
server company guaranteed stability, which helped the start-up to improve their service by 
keeping it online, thus, available all the time. According to Parida et al. (2012) this is an in-
dicator for vertical technology collaboration, due to the start-up’s acquisition of external 
sources to innovate their service. Furthermore, the server provider provided its servers for 
free, which suggests that they acted more as a collaborator rather than a usual supplier. The 
start-up did not have the necessary technical resources in-house to provide stability, but 
that can be seen as a prerequisite for the start-up to be able to scale their business. Moreo-
ver, the fact that those resources were free suggests that Erik and his co-founders also act-
ed out of financial reasons. 

The start-up saw a lot of competitors entering the market and they decided to collaborate 
with one of them in order to increase their market share. They provided their system to this 
competitor in order to commercialize, i.e. expand their market. These are attributes of a 
horizontal technology collaboration (Parida et al., 2012) that lets a company open up its 
boundaries. Besides expanding their market, the start-up saw this as an opportunity to gen-
erate more profit. Furthermore, the start-up was not content to invest money and resources 
in this expansion, which suggests that they could not afford it without getting into this col-
laboration.   

According to the findings, Erik mentions in the end that they hired two more employees in 
the process of their start-up development. However, further details are missing, thus this is 
disregarded in this analysis. 

5.2 Reasons to Adopt Open Innovation 
The prior analysis of each narrative of the empirical findings with the help of the theoreti-
cal framework is further analyzed in the following. The cognitions gained in each narrative 
are accumulated to detect patterns and milestones for the application of open innovation in 
the start-up development process.  

5.2.1 When Start-Ups Adopt Open Innovation  

The start-up development process model defined in the theoretical framework has two im-
portant milestones for start-ups when developing their company. The first is the official 
foundation of the company (Miettinen et al., 2010; Koivisto & Rönkkö, 2010) and the sec-
ond is the starting point for scaling the business (Miettinen et al., 2010; Koivisto & 
Rönkkö, 2010; Mueller et al., 2012). Figure 8 illustrates how many of the start-ups decide to 
apply open innovation practices in each of the start-up development process phases sepa-
rated by the two defined milestones. 
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Figure 8. Distribution of Start-Up Opening Up in the Start-Up Development Process 

Spontano, Responster and Kulipa decided to already open up their boundaries before they 
were officially founded. The rest of the start-ups, in addition to these three, decided at 
some point after their foundation, hence, in the start-up phase, to apply open innovation 
practices. During the start-up phase two of them, Salesbox CRM and Reve, opened up 
right after they were founded. The two remaining start-ups, Curator and Mentimeter, de-
cided to first open up after they were founded and launched their service, thus, acquired 
first customers and/or users. 

5.2.2 Fundamental Themes of Reasons 

According to the findings, there are three fundamental themes why the start-ups decided to 
adopt open innovation at a specific point in their start-up’s development process. The 
three start-ups that opened up before they were founded as well as the two start-ups that 
opened up right after their foundation, decided to do so, because they wanted to get to-
wards a first version of their service they could launch in order to acquire customers/users. 
After they launched their first version and had first customers/users, these five start-ups 
and the two remaining ones opened up in order to get towards a stage where they would be 
able to scale their business. Once this stage was reached all seven start-ups opened up in 
order to actually scale their business. Furthermore, there are no indicators in the findings, 
which suggest that the foundation of the start-up had an influence on the start-up’s deci-
sion to open up. 

5.2.3 Modification of the Start-Up Development Process Model 

Taking the found fundamental themes and insignificance of the foundation for a start-up’s 
decision to open up into account, the start-up development process as defined in the theo-
retical framework and its significance for the actual development of the company (Miet-
tinen et al., 2010; Koivisto & Rönkkö, 2010) is not applicable for the further detection of 
more detailed patterns of reasons for opening up. Hence, the existing process model needs 
to be modified according to the three fundamental themes in order to be able to incorpo-
rate the detailed patterns of reasons in these themes (see Figure 9).  

Figure 9. Open Innovation-Centered Start-Up Development Process Model 
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Although the fundamental themes are addressing specific milestones, which are already in-
cluded in the by theory defined process model, i.e. the first launch of the service (Miettinen 
et al., 2010; Koivisto & Rönkkö, 2010; Mueller et al., 2012; Blank, 2013) and the starting 
point for scaling the business (Miettinen et al., 2010; Koivisto & Rönkkö, 2010; Mueller et 
al., 2012), only the latter can be found as a transitioning milestone between two phases in 
that model. Therefore, the for the application of open innovation practices insignificant 
foundation is replaced as a transitioning milestone between the two phases, i.e. pre-start-up 
phase and start-up phase, with the first launch of the service. Consequential, these two 
phases are altered into a pre-launch phase and a post-launch phase. Additionally, the first launch 
of the service is defined as a public launch, which means that the start-up actually acquired 
customers and/or users after it.  

5.2.4 Patterns of Reasons 

The prior modified start-up development process is divided into three consecutive process 
phases. Figure 10 illustrates how many of the start-ups decided to open up their boundaries 
in each of these phases. Salesbox CRM, Spontano, Responster, Reve and Kulipa decided to 
apply open innovation practices before they launched a first version of their service and 
acquired customers and/or users. The other two start-ups, Mentimeter and Curator, first 
opened up after they launched a first version, while the five start-ups that opened up be-
fore stayed open. Additionally, all of them continued to apply open innovation practices af-
ter they decided to scale their business.  

 
Figure 10. Distribution of Start-Ups Opening Up in the Open Innovation-Centered Start-Up Development 

Process 

As described earlier, in each of the three phases the start-ups followed a certain goal. How-
ever, these goals are just the fundamental themes for why the start-ups decided to do what 
they did, regardless of whether they opened up or not. Thus, it does not involve the specif-
ic reasons why in the first phase only some of the seven start-ups actually decided to open 
up and why in the two following phases all of them opened up. There are several reasons 
discovered in each of the narratives in the empirical findings on why they opened up and 
with whom they did. 

These reasons are accumulated in order to detect patterns. Moreover, for each reason the 
involved external stakeholders are assembled to further specify the patterns in case of their 
relevance. These reasons and involved external stakeholders are clustered in the three phas-
es of the open innovation-centered start-up development process to incorporate all three 
dimensions important to address the second research question of this study, i.e. the reasons 
why they decide to open up with certain external stakeholders at a specific phase in the 
process of their start-up’s development. 

In the following, the reasons for a start-up to open up in each of the three phases are pre-
sented in a descending order according to their frequency in the findings, i.e. number of 
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start-ups. Furthermore, the involved external stakeholders for each of these reasons are 
presented in a descending order as well according to their frequency for a specific reason. 
The maximum number per reason is the number of start-ups that opened up in a specific 
phase and the maximum number of the involved external stakeholders is the number of 
start-ups for which the specific reason applied. 

The aim of this study is to detect patterns for reasons and stakeholders in the different 
phases. A pattern can be detected when the majority of the start-ups had the same reasons 
and involved the same stakeholders for a specific reason, while the rest of the start-ups had 
only little to no common reasons or involved stakeholders. Even though all reasons and 
stakeholders from the findings are incorporated in the tables for each phase in order to 
provide a comprehensive overview, only patterns are further discussed.  

5.2.4.1 Pre-Launch Phase 

Table 3. Reasons for Opening Up and Involved External Stakeholders in the Pre-Launch-Phase 

Reasons # External Stakeholders # 

Minimize personal financial risk 5/5 Potential customers & users 3/5 

Potential investors 1/5 

External R&D company 1/5 

Competition/award hosts 1/5 

Uncertainty about service (validation) 
 

4/5 Potential customers & users 4/4 

Potential investors 1/4 

University 1/4 

Lack of internal non-business exper-
tise  

4/5 Potential customers & users 2/4 

New employees 1/4 

External R&D company 1/4 

Potential investors 1/4 

Exploitation/commercialization 3/5 University 1/3 

Company in similar industry 1/3 

Competition/award hosts 1/3 

Lack of internal non-financial re-
sources 

2/5 External R&D company 1/2 

Incubator 1/2 

Lack of internal business expertise 1/5 University 1/1 

Incubator 1/1 

Uncertainty about scalability of ser-
vice 

1/5 International markets 1/1 
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As seen in table 3, the most common reason for the start-ups to apply open innovation 
practices in the pre-launch phase is that they wanted to minimize the personal financial risk they 
had on the way towards a first version of their service. This applied for all of the start-ups 
that opened up in this phase. However, not all of them opened up to the same external 
stakeholders in order to cope with their reason. The only notable stakeholders were potential 
customers and users, since they were chosen by three out of five start-ups. 

Two of the reasons presented in table 3 were discovered in four out of the five start-ups. 
Firstly, they dealt with an uncertainty about their service and wanted to get it validated to a cer-
tain level relevant to the start-up so they were comfortable enough to launch a first version 
of it. All of these four start-ups decided to deal with their uncertainty by involving potential 
customers and users. Secondly, they were lacking internal non-business related expertise in order to 
achieve the goal of this phase. However, there was no significant involvement of a specific 
stakeholder. 

As the least common of the notable reasons in this phase, three out of five start-ups want-
ed to get some exploitation of their service in order to acquire customers and/or users as soon 
as they launched their service. Nevertheless, also for this reason a significant involvement 
of a certain stakeholder could not be detected. 

5.2.4.2 Post-Launch Phase 

Table 4. Reasons for Opening Up and Involved External Stakeholders in the Post-Launch Phase 

 

Reasons # External Stakeholders # 

Uncertainty about service (validation) 
 

6/7 Customers & users 6/6 

Market (e.g. competitors) 2/6 

Ambassadors 1/6 

Lack of internal non-business exper-
tise 

3/7 Customers & users 2/3 

Consultancy 1/3 

Accelerator 1/3 

Ambassadors 1/3 

Lack of internal non-financial re-
sources  

2/7 New employees 1/2 

Accelerator 1/2 

New financial resources at hand 1/7 New employees 1/1 

Lack of financial resources 1/7 Accelerator 1/1 

Minimize personal financial risk 1/7 New employees 1/1 

Lack of internal business expertise 1/7 University 1/1 

Consultancy 1/1 
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In the post-launch phase only one notable reason can be detected from the findings, as 
seen in table 4. Six out of the seven start-ups that applied open innovation practices in this 
phase decided to do so, because they were uncertain about the scalability of their service and need-
ed to get it validated in order to get to a stage where they would be able to actually scale 
their business. As the preferred external stakeholder customers and users were chosen to be 
involved in this validation process by all of the start-ups that had this reason to open up. 

5.2.4.3 Growth Phase 

Table 5. Reasons for Opening Up and Involved External Stakeholders in the Growth Phase 

 

Table 5 shows three patterns of reasons why the seven start-ups opened up in this phase in 
order to be able to scale their business. All of the start-ups were lacking internal non-business 
related expertise and four of them decided to acquire missing expertise through bringing new 
employees into the company. 

Reasons # External Stakeholders # 

Lack of internal non-business exper-
tise 
 

7/7 New employees 4/7 

University 1/7 

Consultancy 1/7 

Customers & users 1/7 

Start-ups 1/7 

Suppliers 1/7 

Lack of internal non-financial re-
sources 

5/7 New employees 4/5 

Supplier 1/5 

Competitor 1/5 

Exploitation/commercialization 4/7 Cultural institution 1/4 

Reseller 1/4 

Market influencers 1/4 

Supplier 1/4 

Competitors 1/4 

New financial resources at hand 3/7 New employees 3/3 

Uncertainty about service (validity) 2/7 Customers & users 2/2 

Lack of internal financial resources 1/7 Competition/award hosts 1/1 

Financial benefits without having a 
lack of internal financial resources 

1/7 Supplier 1/1 

Competitor 1/1 
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Furthermore, five start-ups were lacking internal non-financial resources and in order to get nec-
essary resources into the company four of them involved new employees in the resource ac-
quisition. As a last pattern in this phase four start-ups used open innovation practices to get 
exploitation for their service, respectively to commercialize their service. Nevertheless, there was 
no notable specific external stakeholder involved. 

5.2.5 Reasons to Adopt Open Innovation & Involved Stakeholders in 
the Start-Up Development Process 

The detected patterns from the findings of the reasons for the application of open innova-
tion practices incorporating the involved external stakeholders in each of the three phases 
in the seven start-ups’ development process (see Figure 11) are the foundation for the for-
mulation of a hypothesis. 

 
Figure 11. Detected Patterns of Reasons for Open Innovation 

According to the findings, this hypothesis predicts that start-ups in the mobile service in-
dustry in Sweden decide to open up their innovation processes. In the time from their first 
idea until the launch of a first version of their service and the acquisition of custom-
ers/users they open up, because they want to minimize their personal financial risk that 
comes with starting a business and are uncertain about the validity of their service idea. 
They involve potential customers and users in their innovation process in order to cope 
with these reasons. Additionally, these start-ups open up at this stage, because they are 
lacking internal non-business related expertise and want to get commercial exploitation. Af-
ter the launch of a first version of their service and the acquisition of customers/users they 
open up, because they are uncertain about the scalability of their service. In order to get 
validation they involve customers and users. As a last phase in the start-up development 
process, they want to scale their business and open up, because they are lacking internal 
non-business related expertise and non-financial resources. Both are addressed by bringing 
new employees into the start-up. In addition, they open up in this phase, because they want 
commercial exploitation for their service.  
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6 Conclusion 
This chapter focuses on reflecting back on the purpose of the research and concluding the most relevant find-
ings of the analysis.  

The purpose of this study was to explore if start-ups in the mobile service industry in Swe-
den open up their innovation processes. In addition, it was to discover the reasons for 
opening up, in case they do so, in regard to when they open up in their start-up develop-
ment process and with whom they decide to open up. The existing literature on open inno-
vation and the start-up development process enabled the preparation of in-depth inter-
views that resulted in narratives or more specifically stories about the start-ups develop-
ment from the first day of an idea to a scalable business and the role of open innovation in 
it. Through these stories and open innovation practices from theory it was able to detect 
the application of these practices and patterns for its associated reasons at a specific point 
in time with certain external stakeholders.  

The most reasonable interpretation of this research is that start-ups in the mobile services 
industry in Sweden decide to open up their innovation processes. This is done in order to 
reach specific milestones in the development of their company. These milestones are the 
first launch of their mobile service and acquiring customers/users, and getting to a stage 
with their service so they can scale their business. Afterwards they open up to actually scale 
their business. Furthermore, it shows that there are different reasons why these start-ups 
decide to open up while they are trying to reach these milestones and whom they think can 
provide the best support. 

In conclusion, this study exposes that start-ups in the mobile service industry in Sweden 
recognize the benefits of open innovation for their business and especially for the devel-
opment of their company already from the first day. The majority of the start-ups involved 
in this study opened up their firm boundaries before the launch of a first version and the 
acquisition of customers/users, and all of them opened up afterwards, which made it pos-
sible to predict a hypothesis at the end of the analysis. 
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7 Discussion 
In this final chapter, the theoretical, practical, and managerial contributions will be expressed. Furthermore, 
suggestions for further research and implications will be delivered.  

Even though previous knowledge from literature suggested that start-ups fall into secrecy 
about their idea and their business development, the results of this study show that start-
ups in the mobile services industry in Sweden open up their innovation processes already at 
an early stage. Through the identification of reasons for this behavior this thesis intended 
to fill the gap of knowledge in the area of open innovation in start-ups that has been identi-
fied by a thorough exploration of existing academic literature. While benefits of open inno-
vations have been widely discussed, it has not been given much attention to start-ups’ per-
ception of these potential benefits when deciding whether they should open up their firm 
boundaries or not. As seen in this study, start-ups have many different reasons that let 
them think that opening up will bring them benefits and support them. Nevertheless, this 
evaluation is based on two additional dimensions, namely the involved stakeholders and the 
phases in a start-up’s development process. The in the findings of this study detected pat-
terns of reasons and the additional two dimensions that let start-ups perceive open innova-
tion as beneficial, so they decided to apply it, are presented in a hypothesis, which can serve 
as a guideline for researchers when discussing open innovation benefits for start-ups.  

Moreover, when looking at the reasons why start-ups decide to apply open innovation 
practices it needs to be clear what short or long-term goals start-ups try to achieve in order 
to understand the reasons in the most comprehensive way. Some milestones in the devel-
opment of a start-up are more important to the decision process as others. This study sug-
gests that while the foundation of a start-up has been recognized as is an important mile-
stone in their development process in theory, it is trivial in the decision making process 
that lies behind the opening up of innovation processes. Considerably more important are 
the milestones that are considering the actual development of the product or service on the 
way towards a scalable business, and the scaling of the business itself. These have been in-
corporated in a modified start-up development process model, which can serve as a 
framework for research on open innovation in start-ups.  

In addition, the detected patterns in the findings carried together in the formulated hypoth-
esis have practical implications as well as managerial implications. They predict concrete 
challenges and opportunities that start-ups address with open innovation practices and cer-
tain stakeholders. Thus, these challenges and opportunities serve as guidance for the practi-
cal application of open innovation in start-ups. Furthermore, the detected patterns predict 
that the application of open innovation practices with certain stakeholders supported start-
ups when facing concrete challenges and opportunities in different phases of their devel-
opment. Hence, these patterns serve as a decision support for entrepreneurs and managers 
of start-ups that face the same challenges or opportunities. 

As the methodological strategy for this study a narrative inquiry was chosen. This has been 
proven as the most fitting choice for the purpose of this study, since it aided the collection 
of the results as complete stories of a start-up’s development from the first idea until the 
time of the interview. Through that, the for the application of open innovation practices 
important decision processes and their fundamental as well as underlying reasons could be 
analyzed in the most comprehensible way. The start-ups’ perception of the benefits of 
open innovation could be unveiled by letting them tell their story while taking account of 
open innovation related topics. Although it was not able through this to ensure that these 



 

 
56 

stories were actually true in regards to specific actions undertaken by the start-ups, it did 
not change the credibility of the study, since a start-up’s perception of specific situations 
can only be given first-hand. Thus, the truthfulness of specific facts was assessed as not in-
fluential to the validity of the outcomes of this study. Nevertheless, this study is limited 
when it comes to revealing the underlying meanings of events by the interviewees, due to 
the fact that the interviews were held in English even though it is not the native language 
of the interviewer or the interviewees. 

Furthermore, the start-ups that have been part of this study all have been going through 
the start-up development process that has been identified in existing theory and they do 
not show out of the ordinary characteristics that would not qualify them as start-ups in the 
sense of the definition of start-ups given in literature. These two virtualities are nonspecific 
for the mobile services industry. Thus, the results of this study are assumed to be general-
izable for other start-ups in other industries in Sweden. However, since the start-up devel-
opment process has no declared endpoint the results for the last phase are assumed to only 
be generalizable for start-ups that are still in the phase of scaling their business. Thus, they 
cannot be generalized for start-ups who are still in one of the first two phases or exited the 
start-up process by becoming a company that does not fulfill the definition of a start-up 
anymore. 

This study intended to contribute to theory on open innovation in start-ups. Nevertheless, 
not least the qualitative and inductive design of this study suggests that future research 
needs to be done in this field of study. First of all, this study focuses on the reasons why 
start-ups decide to apply open innovation practices. There are many different practices in 
theory, which can be applied by start-ups. Thus, future research could focus on how start-
ups actually apply open innovation in the course of their development.  

Additionally, this study aims at the exploration if start-ups open up their innovation pro-
cesses in general, but not how much they open up and how much they keep closed down. 
Thus, further research could focus on the degree of openness of start-ups and how it 
changes of over time the more they grow as a company. In connection to that, the results 
of this thesis show that some start-ups decide to close down their innovation processes alt-
hough only for a certain part of their start-up’s development process. Nevertheless, this 
study focuses on the reasons why they open up. Future research could also focus on the 
reasons why they decide to close down their innovation processes. 

As mentioned before, it is assumed that the results are generalizable for a different context. 
However, future research is needed to either validate or reject this assumption. Therefore, 
the findings of this study could be used to conduct a quantitative study with a larger sample 
of start-ups in the mobile services industry in Sweden in order to test these. Besides that, 
future research could also take a qualitative approach with a larger sample to create new 
theories that have not been explored with the sample chosen in this study. 

Furthermore, this thesis had a few delimitations, which suggest further research. The focus 
has been on start-ups in a specific industry and country of origin. Thus, future quantitative 
or qualitative research could focus on start-ups in other industries as well as other countries 
of origin. Additionally, only start-ups that are still in business and are scaling it have been 
part of this study. It might be interesting to see what reasons start-ups have to apply open 
innovation that have not yet created a business and what reasons start-ups had that are al-
ready out of business or have grown to become a company that does not fulfill the charac-
teristics of a start-up anymore. 
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