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Abstract 
 
This thesis explores the world of US tech start-ups mainly situated in Silicon 
Valley, CA. The focus of the paper is on resource allocation within branding, 
marketing, and product development. It reviews literature within each of these 
three fields in order to discover an optimal way of conducting branding, 
marketing, and product development within American tech start-ups with 
scarce and limited resources. 
 
There are a total of six case companies, which were interviewed for this thesis 
in the data collection phase. One company is located in New York City and 
the five other start-ups are situated in Silicon Valley, CA. From the interviews 
with said companies the data was analyzed and compared to the theory on all 
three areas of interest in order to discover what the general trend among US 
tech start-ups are, which areas could be optimized, and which aspects are 
currently the way their should be. 
 
In most cases product development is paramount. Building a great product is 
the main focus of every business interviewed. Branding and marketing on the 
other hand is not generally of a particular importance to the start-ups used in 
this thesis. Marketing does have some leeway, however, money is not spent 
of marketing in any of the cases in the paper. Branding is an aspect, which 
does not receive any credit within the tech start-ups interviewed. Every 
company believes branding does not concern them on a count of their lack of 
resources. However, with both the areas of marketing and branding each 
company does market and brand the company in question, it is simply not a 
conscious effort. 
 
On the basis of the findings from the data collection a new framework has 
been developed called The Startup Universe. This framework is the product of 
what theory regarding branding, marketing, and product development tells us 
is the correct way of doing those areas combined with the findings of the 
primary research conducted for this thesis. It is a framework, which can be 
used by not only US tech start-ups but any start-up for that matter in order to 
optimize their workflow, create more successful products, and generally help 
them better their chances of survival in a much fierce marketplace. It is 
specifically developed with the fact in mind that anyone would be able to apply 
it to his or her business; i.e. one does not need an advanced degree in order 
to understand or to apply it to the ‘real’ world.  
 
On the basis of the findings and the developed framework The Startup 
Universe the conclusion of the thesis is that US tech start-ups can without 
spending monetary resources better their chances of success a great deal by 
applying simple aspects into their business in the fields of branding, 
marketing, and product development. The aspects, which should be put in 
place, is described in detail in The Startup Universe framework. 
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Introduction 
 
Never has it been so easy to start a technology company as it is right now. 
Especially when we are talking about software companies, which is the focus 
of this paper. By a push of a button the product in question can be scaled 
without it costing an extra cent. This is truly remarkable, but of course being a 
software company does also come with its downsides. It has also never been 
this easy to copy your competitors’ product, or have your product copied by 
others for that matter.  
  
In this day and age technology companies, and especially technology start-
ups (which will from now on be referred to as “tech start-ups”), have to focus 
on multiple aspects all the time in order to succeed in today’s business world. 
Having a great idea, or a great product is no longer enough if you want to 
“make it”. The tech start-up scene is getting more and more saturated with 
new businesses coming along every day. This makes it increasingly tougher if 
you want to succeed. Not only are there more and more tech start-ups, but the 
chances of you having a unique product is fairly small, i.e. it is likely that what 
you do is also being done by multiple other companies at the same time. E.g. 
how many social photo-sharing apps exist? Why is it that some succeed and 
others do not? Why did Facebook buy “Instagram” for $1 billion and not some 
other random photo app? (New York Times, 2013) 
  
A tech start-up therefore needs to focus not only on building a great product 
that its customers, or potential customers, want to use, but also on “getting 
the word out”, i.e. if you have a truly great product but no one knows about it 
then what is the point? You need to be able to gain users, spread the word, 
and get people excited about your product. It is very likely that there already 
exists one of multiple other companies doing exactly what you are doing, so 
you have to give users a reason to choose you.  
  
So, it is commonly known that not even a great product, nor a great marketing 
team, will make or break your company. You have to be great in all aspects of 
your business. But, in a tech start-up the funds are in most cases limited and 
scarce. Both in monetary – and human capital terms. You will probably not be 
able to hire the best computer programmers/engineers because of financial 
constraints, and the marketing department might just consist of one person, 
so how do you not only build a great product but also make sure you are 
ahead of your competition in branding and marketing with the limited 
options/possibilities you have available? 
  
When the funds are fairly limited in the start-up phase every last cent should 
be spent carefully seen as the competition is assumed to be extremely fierce. 
E.g. three out of four start-ups fail (WSJ, 2012), so what makes one company 
succeed and another one fail if the products are more or less the same? E.g. 
why did Foursquare succeed and Gowalla fail (Techcrunch, 2011)?  
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The Silicon Valley tech start-up scene has many examples like the one just 
mentioned and the trend is going global, which is why this topic needs to be 
examined further. The need for a viable set of guidelines is very much real 
and needed more than ever. So, this thesis is expected to be very relevant 
right now but also in the coming years.  
 
It is not assumed that every company is the same, nor that there is a “one 
size fits all” solution to succeed in the tech scene, but a general set of 
guidelines, which all companies should be able to benefit from, is to be 
expected as an outcome of the paper. Most problems that tech start-up 
companies face are assumed to be universal, which would make the solutions 
that apply more or less the same. Of course, depending on where in the world 
your business is situated certain options or conditions might vary, or not be 
available at all. Political conditions certainly vary from country to country, but 
certainly also from state to state (if you are located in the US).  
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Problem Statement 
 
The tech start-up scene of today is very much saturated and therefore difficult 
to succeed in. This thesis wishes to explore and discover what US start-ups 
are doing right and what they are doing wrong with regards to resources 
allocation focusing on branding, marketing, and product development. The 
research questions are therefore: 
 

1. What are US tech start-ups doing in order to brand themselves? 
2. What are US tech start-ups doing in order to market themselves? 
3. How are US tech start-ups doing product development? 

 
Furthermore, this thesis is going to explore what theory relating to those three 
key subjects say and compare it to the practices of ‘real’ life tech start-ups 
mainly situated in Silicon Valley.  
 
Lastly, this thesis wishes to develop a new framework, which is able to help 
tech start-ups navigate the uncertainty that surrounds a newly founded 
venture by providing a guide to how one should allocate the scarce and 
limited resources that inevitably go hand-in-hand with start-ups.  
 
With limited and scarce resources, are there some key differences, or more 
importantly significant differences, between those who “make it” and those 
who do not with regards to resource allocation? What are the “winners” doing 
differently from others? E.g. how should product development be done? Is 
there a “one size fits all” when it comes to tech start-ups? Should it be based 
on a case-by-case basis? When two businesses, which both make a more or 
less similar product, go up against each other in the marketplace, is there a 
key difference between how they manage these three distinct areas?  
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Research Methodology 
 

Research Design 
The data collection of this thesis is based upon the hermeneutic approach 
because it opens up for interpretation, which has been deemed quite 
important in this study (Hackley, 2003). With the opportunity for interpretation 
the data sample becomes a great deal more valid, however, one has to be 
careful when interpreting the data collection and remain objective and 
unbiased. This is also one of the strongest points of critique of the 
hermeneutic approach to conducting research.  
The more detailed description of the research design is as follows. The data 
was collected using explorative qualitative interviews (Kvale & Brikmann, 
2008). Because there was a need for being able to follow up on certain 
questions and answers it was not viable to use a quantitative approach, and 
because certain instances called for interpretation of the data in order to 
convert it into viable information the interpretative hermeneutic approach was 
the only valid approach (Hackley, 2003).  
 

Sample Selection 
The data sample used for this thesis was selected on the basis of various 
factors. The requirements for the companies selected were for them to be a 
tech start-up situated in the US and preferably in Silicon Valley. In order to be 
eligible for selection a company had to not be older than five years and they 
had to already have launched their initial product into the marketplace. 
Several start-ups were approached on the basis of them being mentioned on 
tech blogs (such as Mashable.com, techcrunch.com, etc.), and out of all the 
companies that were approach the final selection was made on the basis of 
what was deemed relevant for this thesis.  
 

Interviews 
The data collection for this thesis was done through explorative interviews 
(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008), which was previously mentioned. The interviews 
were conducted three different ways. Those three ways were in person 
interviews, Skype interviews, and phone interviews. The preferred interview 
method was in-person interviews, which also was the predominate one (only 
two interviews was not conducted this way). I.e. besides one skype interview 
with ’99 Dresses’ in New York City and one phone interview with ‘Cooliris’, all 
interviews were conducted in-person in Silicon Valley during the period of 
September 6-11, 2013. All interviews were recorded using an audio recorder 
in order be able to accurately recall the data at a later time. The recordings of 
the interviews are to be found on the CD, which is attached to this thesis. The 
interviews were based off of general questions regarding branding, marketing, 
and product development. Each case company was different, which is why 
the strategy to base the interviews of general question instead of specific 
questions was used. In each case the company being interviewed was asked 
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to start by briefly talking about the company in order to get the back story and 
get the actual person being interviewed to relax somewhat, thereby, creating a 
more friendly and less formal setting for the interview. This can help the 
subject to become more open towards the interviewer thereby creating more 
valid data for the thesis (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008). 
 

Research Limitations 
The research conducted for this thesis has its limitations like all research has 
its limitations. One of the major elements is the scale of the research. The 
area of the research can and should be explored further in order to test the 
findings of this thesis and to test the newly developed framework (The Startup 
Universe), which is a product of the research conducted in this particular 
paper. Data from six different tech start-ups does not make a conclusive 
research study, which is why further investigation into tech start-ups is 
encouraged.   
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Literature Review 
 
The next sections will review literature within the fields of branding, marketing, 
and product development. The literature chosen for this thesis is selected on 
the basis of what can be applied to tech start-ups.  
 
Within the field of branding literature regarding different approaches will be 
discussed; specifically the Identity Approach (Heding et al., 2009). The 
Corporate Brand Toolkit (Heding et al., 2009) within branding will be 
discussed, and the differences in branding within an established company 
versus a start-up are discussed.  
 
Within marketing several strategies are discussed. Specifically literature 
pertaining to the 4P’s (McCarthy, 1964), the 4E’s of Entrepreneurial Marketing 
(Osiri, 2013), Millennial Marketing (Lingelbach et al., 2012) and the concept of 
Content Marketing (Harad, 2013).  
 
Regarding product development the areas of the linear approach (Keller, 
1993), the gate approach (Christiansen & Varnes, 2005), the Network 
Process Perspective (Christiansen & Varnes, 2005), and the lean startup 
(Ries, 2011) is discussed.   
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Branding Tech Start-ups 
 

Introduction 
In today’s world branding is an essential part of every business. Especially, 
when we are talking about the tech industry, where products are so easy to 
copy, being able to brand your business in the right way is crucial for survival. 
If you want your business to make it past the 2-year mark, you have to be 
able to distinguish yourself, your product, and your business from the 
competition. In the world of tech and software development, copying a 
concept, or business idea, is very straight forward, easy, and going on every 
day. E.g. the concept of ‘checking in’, which Foursquare and Gowalla debuted 
a couple of years ago, were probably the inspiration for Facebook’s check-ins. 
So, being able to retain users/customers, becomes more a question of 
branding than a question of the product itself. Even between tech start-ups 
branding becomes an essential part. It is pretty clear that Foursquare won the 
battle over Gowalla, and since their products were very similar, the branding 
aspect naturally comes to mind when trying to figure out why Foursquare won 
the check-in war between the two.  
 Everyday we see more and more examples of companies (tech start-
ups), which are developing the more or less same idea/product. This means 
that being able to stand out and keep the attention of the public becomes 
harder and harder. Being able to retain old users and gain new ones in order 
to hit a critical mass could mean the difference between the 75 percent of 
start-ups who ‘do not make it’ (WSJ, 2012) and those very few who do. 
Branding your company is an essential part of doing business today, and an 
essential part of starting a company. When we are talking about tech start-ups 
the need for exceptional branding is even more crucial. When you do not have 
a physical product copying said product becomes very easy, i.e. branding 
becomes even more important. The combination of other companies being 
able to copy your product very easily, and the lines of ‘who has the rights to 
what’ becoming more and more blurry, means that companies, and start-ups 
especially since they have very scarce resources, have to be on their toes in 
order to make their business succeed. Branding the start-up correctly, and 
sufficiently, could mean the difference between ‘life or death’ for the company. 
A start-up that does not focus on branding in today’s world essentially does 
not stand much of a chance. The market space for tech companies/start-ups 
is getting very crowded, not to mention very noisy. Therefore, being able to 
stand out and make people excited about your brand/company is a very 
essential part of starting a tech company nowadays. The tech industry is also 
one of the most fast-paced industries today, which means that products need 
to constantly evolve in order to stay relevant and up-to-date. So, in a world 
where ones product could be radically different six months down the road, 
ones brand becomes very important in the aspect of retaining 
users/customers. Any company becomes the perception and brand image the 
public holds of it. Branding a tech start-up the right way is not just important 
now, it will be more and more important and essential to survival as the 
market space day-by-day becomes more and more noisy.  
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One of the most crowded spaces for tech companies today is probably the 
iPhone photo app market space. Having a market with so many almost 
identical products and only one place to sell them (the Apple App Store), the 
branding aspect does not only become important, it becomes everything. 
Even if you were to build a great product, you are competing with several 
hundreds of other great products, which probably would do the same as 
yours. How would you then gain users? How would you stand out to potential 
customers? People will probably not discover your product/app unless you are 
lucky enough to either, be featured on Apple’s list of new and noteworthy 
apps, or be popular enough for your app to show up between the 50 most 
downloaded apps. Branding therefore becomes everything. You need to not 
only get people to discover your app and be interested in downloading it. You 
also need to be so good that you can get people to show it to their friends, 
and get their friends to download it if you want to reach that critical mass. You 
need to brand your app/product in a way which stands out in the very over 
saturated market space of photo apps for the iPhone. Apps like ‘Over’1 and 
‘Snapseed’2 have done it, and once in awhile a new photo app will break 
through the crowd, but for every successful photo app there are several 
hundred, which are not (WSJ, 2013).  
 In the next section branding theory in general will be described in 
detail, which branding aspects pertains to tech companies specifically, and 
finally, how branding start-ups differs from already established companies. In 
conclusion of this branding section of the thesis all theory regarding the 
different aspects will be unified into a new framework (The Startup Universe), 
which should help tech start-ups stand out and give them a better chance at 
gaining the critical mass of users needed to survive. Of course, the model will 
not be ‘a magic pill’, no one model will be able to make a company a succeed 
over night, but it will shine a light on which aspects of ‘branding’ fits tech start-
ups more than others, and of course, which do not.  
  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  ‘Over’	  is	  a	  photo	  app	  for	  the	  iPhone.	  http://madewithover.com/	  
2	  ’Snapseed’	  is	  a	  photo	  app	  for	  iPhone	  and	  Android.	  
https://itunes.apple.com/EN/app/snapseed/id439438619?mt=8	  
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Branding Theory 
 

Different Approaches 
Branding is not just branding. There are very different approaches one could 
take when branding a company in today’s world. We will only be going 
through one ‘main’ approach in this thesis, as the other approaches are 
deemed irrelevant. This is because not all approaches are viewed as 
beneficiary to a tech start-up. They will, however, be mentioned briefly along 
with the reason for not choosing said branding approaches.  
 
According to Heding et al. (2009), there are seven different approaches a 
company, or corporation, can take to brand management. All seven 
approaches are very valid, and can be used in real life though depending on 
the type of business in question. There will also, as time passes, be more 
than the seven approaches mentioned in the book by Heding et al.(2009), but 
for now it is regarded as very up-to-date.  
 
To separate the seven approaches might be hard for some corporations, i.e. 
some companies might employ more than one approach to their business and 
some might mix some of the approaches into one, which consists of multiple 
aspects of several different approaches in order to construct something that is 
a better fit for their business.  
 
Here is an outline of the seven approaches to brand management: 
 

The Economic Approach: 
Here, branding is still included in the marketing aspect of the business. It is 
based upon the theory of the ‘economic man’, i.e. consumers base their 
buying decisions on pure rational thought (Borden, 1964). Consumers are 
always thought to ‘receive’ and understand the message ‘sent’ by the 
marketers (Heding et al., 2009). 
 

The Identity Approach: 
In this approach branding, and brand management, is linked to corporate 
culture and identity (Hatch & Schultz, 1997). Even though it is the second 
oldest of the seven approaches, it is still very much alive today. It is an 
approach where the corporation is dictating how they want their image to be 
like. It is, however, not just the perceived image, which to consumer sees, but 
also the internal corporate image, which we are talking about (Heding et al., 
2009). The very famous example of this approach is Apple (footnote). Still 
today, they employ this notion of a very tightly controlled corporate brand 
image, they impose a very defined and strong corporate culture.  
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This is also the branding approach, which will be used in this thesis. 
Therefore, a more in-depth look/description of this particular approach will be 
outlined later on.  
 

The consumer-based Approach: 
Here, the consumer ‘owns’ the brand, not the company or corporation in 
question. Although, it is still believed that the communication between the 
corporation and the consumer is linear, i.e. it is the business, which sends out 
information to the consumer; no information goes the other way (Keller, 1993). 
Today, this is one of the most used approaches to brand management 
(Heding et al., 2009).  
 

The Personality Approach: 
In this perspective of brand management the consumer regards the brand as 
a ‘person’, i.e. the company in question takes on a personality of its own with 
a human like character (Aaker, 1997). The consumer is therefore able to have 
a dialogue relationship with the brand/corporation (Heding et al., 2009).  
 

The Relational Approach: 
This approach builds on top of the ‘personality approach’. It is a natural 
extension, which means that the consumer is able to have not only a 
dialogue-based relationship with the brand/corporation, but consumers are 
able to take it a step further (Fournier, 1998). The relational approach builds 
on “The notion of the brand being a viable relationship partner…” (Heding et 
al., 2009, p.24). 
 

The Community Approach: 
In this approach, it is the community around the brand, which has the power 
to influence the brand image of the corporation and possibly ‘overtake’ the 
brand (Muñiz & O’Guinn, 2001). This approach especially gained a lot of 
headway since the invention and widespread of the Internet. The community 
approach builds around the idea of the brand as part of a social context. The 
old days of linear communication from the corporation to consumers are a 
long way from this approach to brand management (Heding et al., 2009).  
 

The Cultural Approach: 
In the last of the seven approaches to brand management is the ‘cultural’ 
approach. Here, like the ‘community’ approach, the communication between 
the marketer and consumer is not linear. The brand is lifted up on a macro 
level, which means that the brand becomes embedded in the cultural context 
in which it resides (Holt, 2002). It is therefore possible to establish an iconic 
brand through this approach, which means that the brand becomes larger 
than itself (Heding et al., 2009).  
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Using a mix of all seven approaches 
During this thesis some approaches to brand management will be more 
obvious than others, or more prominent if you will, but when we get to the 
empirical part of the thesis, it will be clear that building a tech start-up today 
means using a mixture of all seven approaches. Trying simply to discard, or 
exclude some approaches completely would be a mistake. Of course, 
depending on the business/start-up in question, some approach(s) will be 
more obvious to use in building the business. It will be very exciting to find out 
which approach(s) are dominant in tech start-ups in today’s Silicon Valley, if 
there are any which are used more, or if they are all used to the same extent. 
It is, like previously mentioned, expected that each start-up will have a part of 
all seven approaches (Heding et al., 2009).  
 Whether the start-ups are using an approach, or multiple approaches, 
consciously is, however, not important. This thesis sets out to discover, which 
approach(s) work in today’s tech start-up scene regardless of them being 
used on a conscious level or not.  
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The Identity Approach 
 

History of the identity approach 
The identity approach of brand management stems from a long time of 
‘doing’. It is not, like many of the other brand management approaches, the 
result of one large academic study, but rather, it comes from ‘real’ life (Hatch 
& Schultz, 1997). The concept of the identity approach comes from the field of 
marketing. And more precisely, it comes from two different sides of marketing. 
A visual side, and a behavioral side. (Heding et al., 2009). The combination of 
the two is what was the start of the identity approach.  
 

Visual concept 
The idea of visual branding as a concept is described by Wally Olins in his 
publication from 1978, “The Corporate Personality…” (Heding et al., 2009: 
50). According to him, corporations should have a visual brand in order to 
communicate in a coherent way with the consumers and to create an identity, 
which is always recognized by the public (Heding et al., 2009).  
 

Behavioral concept   
The idea of a company being ‘judged’ by the consumers on the entire 
experience they get from interacting with said corporation/company stems 
from the late 1970’s. Now, it was not just believed that consumers based they 
identity of a company solely of the “…rational evaluation of attribute 
functionality.” (Heding et al., 2009: 50). The behavior of the entire company, 
i.e. from sales people to CEO, had an effect of the perception and identity of 
the corporation (Heding et al., 2009).  
 

Moving from micro to macro 
The identity approach makes it also very clear that the branding aspect should 
not just consist on a micro level, e.g. each product should not be branded 
individually, but instead the branding aspect should come from the corporate 
side of the business. A company should have a unified brand, which seeds 
through the entire organization instead of each product being branded 
individually. This will give the company a much stronger identity compared to 
doing business the other way around (Heding et al., 2009).  

Another way to look at it, is to view product branding as a short-term 
goal, i.e. ads for individual products are of course needed in order to push 
certain products, but if you wish to create a more powerful corporate identity 
and brand, the long-term notion of corporate branding should be taken into 
consideration. “Corporate branding involves the whole organization and 
emphasizes the pivotal role employees play if the are to succeed in the 
creation of a strong corporate brand.” (Heding et al., 2009: 51). 

Creating a corporate brand can be a very powerful thing, which links all 
aspects of a business together, internal as well as external. E.g. 
management, employees, customers, etc. (Schultz et al., 2005). 
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The identity approach and tech start-ups 
 
“The identity approach assumes that a strong and coherent brand identity is 
pivotal for band value creation. The brand must focus on finding out ‘who we 
are’ as an organization in order to facilitate expressing one coherent identity 
to all stakeholders.” (Heding et al., 2009: 54) 
 
In the case of this thesis, the exciting thing will be to find out if tech start-ups 
have to resources to fully take advantage of the identity approach, i.e. in the 
heat of the battle, which a tech start-up faces everyday, will there be enough 
manpower, or money, to use the identity approach in a way which fully is able 
to brand the company in the early phase. Resources are generally scarce in 
the start-up phase, both with regards to being able to attract and hire the best 
people for the job, but also with regards to finances. A newly started company 
will usually not have to funds to hire whom they like, even if they were able to 
hire some of the best in their field.  
 

Four main concepts of the identity approach 
As Heding et al. (2009) writes: “The core theme of the identity approach is 
brand identity.” (Heding et al., 2009: 55). Brand identity is divided into four 
main parts: 
 

- Organizational identity 
- Corporate identity 
- Corporate Image 
- Corporate Reputation 

 
The first two (Organizational identity and Corporate identity) is to help the 
company, or corporation, build their brand identity from an internally point-of-
view. They do not focus on external factors such as customers, investors, or 
other stakeholders.  

On the other hand, we have ‘Image’ and ‘Reputation’, which only 
focuses on external factors. The four parts, which together make up the entire 
brand identity of the identity approach are described in detail in the next 
section.  
 

Corporate Identity  
This concept is made up of two main schools of thought, which need to be 
present in order for a company to have successful corporate identity. The two 
are: 
 

- A visual perspective 
- A strategic perspective 
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It is a combination of the two, which make up the corporate identity of an 
organization, so both need to not only be present in any giving company, but 
both also need to be managed sufficiently and properly in order for the 
corporate identity to be as strong as possible.  
 

The visual perspective 
The visual perspective consists of items like company logo, signs, symbols, 
etc. It has its root in graphic design, which helps the company become more 
streamlined in its visual/physical expression (Heding et al., 2009).  
 
“The visual school focuses on tangible visual manifestations of corporate 
identity and on how these manifestations can affect leadership behaviour and 
company structure and vice versa.” (Heding et al., 2009: 56) 
 

The Strategic Perspective 
This part of corporate identity focuses on the over-all ideas of the company. It 
is here you answer some of the big questions, which help guide you in the 
right direction. E.g. Who are we? What are our core competencies? Etc. 
Within the strategic perspective the corporation at hand needs to deal with the 
“central ideas of the organization” (Heding et al., 200): 57) like the mission 
statement of the company, what the vision should be, and general philosophy 
of the corporation (Heding et al., 2009).  
 

Organizational Identity 
The internal identity of any giving corporation or company is made up of 
mainly two aspects. 
 

- The behavioral aspect 
- The cultural aspect 

 
A combination of the two affects how employees act in the organization, how 
they feel about their company, and what they believe the organization stands 
for. Organizational identity can affect how consumers see the company even 
though it is a focus inward towards internal practices, cultural aspects, and 
general behavioral patterns of the company.  
 
“Organizational culture is closely linked to employee commitment and 
performance, which is why organizational identity is so pivotal for consumers’ 
evaluation of brand identity.” (Heding et al., 2009: 57) 
 

Corporate Image 
Consistency is key. The idea behind having a corporate image, i.e. a good 
positive corporate image, is to have a consistent image across all aspects of 
the company. Building a good, or great, corporate image means to have a 
consistent outward image. Every aspect of the business needs to be aligned 
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with each other and be in perfect sync. Of course, in reality this is rarely the 
case, but in a perfect world, this would be the case.  
 Nowadays, however, corporate image is very hard for a company or 
corporation to control. It is an external factor, i.e. the image, or perception, or 
a company is not solely in the hands of the business in question. What makes 
up a corporate image is a combination of multiple aspects. In the day and age 
of the Internet, the consumer has gained a great deal of power of brands, 
companies, and corporations. Some might even go so far as to say that 
consumers, in most cases, ‘own’ the brand. They certainly have a great 
amount of power over brands with sites like ‘Yelp’ (Nielsen, 2013). But, 
corporate image is, of course, not only the result of consumers’ own feelings 
toward a brand, or the brand’s own efforts to sway the consumers’ opinions. 
Factors like other corporations, governments, etc. do also have the ability to 
affect the corporate image of any giving business (Heding et al., 2009).  
 
“The corporate image is hence not what the company believes it to be, but 
excists in the mind of the audience.” (Heding et al., 2009: 59) 
 

Corporate Reputation 
Unlike ‘corporate image’, which focuses on the short-term, ‘corporate 
reputation’ is based on long-term actions. A reputation takes a long time to 
build and is the result of PR, corporate social responsibility (CSR), and 
multiple other factors.  

‘Corporate reputation’ is used mainly to measure and evaluate how 
consumers feel about a company’s brand identity externally, but can “…also 
be used internally to guide employee behaviour” (Heding et al., 2009: 59). 
Many do believe that ‘corporate reputation’ is the same, or an extension, of 
‘corporate image’, but according to Heding et al (2009), the two are not the 
same “…because the mechanisms applying to this field are quite different 
from the mechanisms that apply to the concept of image.” (Heding et al., 
2009: 59). 
 

Creating a Strong and Successful Brand Identity 
Heding et al. (2009) have chosen to include two different theoretical 
frameworks, which deal with creating a strong and successful brand identity. 
They are: 
 

- The Corporate Brand Toolkit 
- AC2ID 

 
For reasons explained later on, only the corporate brand toolkit will be used in 
this thesis.  
 

The Corporate Brand Toolkit 
Similar to the general assumptions of the Identity Approach, the corporate 
brand toolkit deals with internal and external factors, which help determine 
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whether a company has a strong and success brand identity. It looks at 
different elements, which help managers evaluate the business in question 
and gives guidelines on how to better align certain aspects if not in sync.  

Although, the corporate brand toolkit looks very similar to the four 
aspects of the identity approach, one of the major differences is that there are 
only three aspects to this theoretical framework. These three are: 

 
- Strategic Vision 
- Organizational Culture 
- Stakeholders’ Image 

 

Strategic Vision: 
 
Here, the company in question decides what the general concept of the 
business should be, what the entire company should aspire to, and what the 
overall goal of the start-up is. 
 
“…central idea behind what the company does. The strategic vision 
expresses future management aspirations.” (Heding et al., 2009: 61) 
 

Organizational Culture: 
 
How the different entitees of the company act toward each other. E.g. how 
employees act toward each other, management, and customers.   
 
“…internal values and beliefs. Basic assumptions that embody the heritage of 
the company, manifested in the ways employees feel about the company 
across rank, reflected in behaviour.” (Heding et al., 2009: 61) 
 

Stakeholders’ Image: 
 
“…how external stakeholders perceive the company, in other words, it is the 
outside world’s overall impression of the company.” (Heding et al., 2009: 61) 
 
The general idea behind the corporate brand toolkit is to align these three 
elements with in the company. A simultaneous alignment creates a strong a 
successful brand identity according to its’ creators Hatch and Schultz (1997). 
It fits very well with the general idea of the identity approach despite the fact 
that Hatch and Schultz only have three elements compared to the four of the 
identity approach. However, the 
“…strategic vision equals corporate identity, organizational culture and 
organizational identity share common perspective, and stakeholder images 
are equivalent to the two external supporting themes, image and reputation.” 
(Heding et al., 2009: 61) 
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All three aspects need to be aligned at the same time in order for a company 
to succeed. Hatch and Schultz have composed a series of questions, which 
can be used to detect whether some of the elements are not aligned with each 
other and thereby help fix the issue(s) at hand.  
 The framework can also be used to see if some of the elements need 
to be adjusted within the corporation. E.g. the ambition of management should 
be aligned with the work and skills of the employees, but if they are not, one 
of the elements in question needs to be adjusted correctly in order for the 
company to obtain a proper brand identity. So, if misalignment is found within 
any of the elements of the corporate brand toolkit an action plan needs to be 
formed in order to re-align them. Only when all three elements are aligned 
correctly can the equilibrium of the framework be achieved, which should be 
the goal for any corporation (Heding et al., 2009).  
 

Why ‘The Corporate Brand Toolkit’ 
The framework of the corporate brand toolkit is chosen for this thesis on the 
basis of simplicity. This particular framework consists of three elements, which 
makes it very straightforward and easy to use in practice. The AC2ID, which 
consists of five elements, is discarded because the framework chosen is 
supposed to be used in, or in relation, to tech start-up companies. Giving the 
assumption that tech start-ups do have a very limited amount of resourced the 
most easy-to-implement framework “wins”. The goal is not to make the 
everyday life of tech start-ups more difficult, or burden them with excessive 
workloads, but try to make the everyday hassle of starting a business easier. 
This is why The Corporate Brand Toolkit is going to be the basis of brand 
identity within this thesis. The exciting part will be to see if ‘real life’ tech start-
ups do use this framework, even though they might not realize it. The 
assumption is that most companies do not on a conscious level use this 
framework, but some might be using it on a subconscious level without having 
realized it, or actually be familiar with the theory and research behind the 
framework.  
 

Managerial Implications 
Creating a strong a viable brand identity is a difficult task. It does take a great 
deal of insight, or research if you will, and a great deal of skill on the part of 
the managers of the corporation. Another aspect is not only to be able to 
create a strong sense of brand identity, being able to maintain it also requires 
a substantial amount of work and effort. Managers need have the right set of 
skills in order for it to succeed, not to mention that the employees need to be 
educated in the field of brand identity too, if the company in question wants to 
uphold a strong a successful brand identity (Heding et al., 2009).  
 Of course, creating and maintaining a brand identity within an already 
established and possibly successful corporation is one thing, it is a completely 
different thing trying to build, or maintain, a strong brand identity as a start-up 
company, let alone a tech start-up where the industry is ever-changing, and at 
very high speeds compared to the surrounding world (Bresciani & Eppler, 
2010).  
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Aligning The Different Components of Brand Identity 
According to Heding et al. (2009), what creates a strong brand identity is not 
necessarily an ambitious management, over-committed employees, or 
engaged consumers. What creates a good and strong brand identity is the 
alignment of the three components from the framework by Hatch and Schultz 
(2001). The goal is therefore to have all three elements be in sync. A 
misalignment, or the wrong way of doing it, would be to have an 
overambitious management compared to the engagement of the employees. 
If both parties are not ‘on the same page’, so to speak, the company cannot 
create, or maintain, a strong brand identity. The same thing is true if, e.g. 
consumers do not view the company the way management is trying to make it 
look, or feel. Launching a marketing campaign, which does not reflect the 
image consumers have of the company could end up hurting the corporation a 
great deal. Managers need to learn that the different aspects of what makes 
up a strong brand identity have different drivers.  
 

The Vision: 
The vision of the company, or corporation, is created and developed by 
management. They control which goals are set for the company and pass 
those goals onto the employees. 
 

The Culture: 
The culture of the corporation is largely controlled by the employees. How 
they feel about the company affects in large part how the company culture is 
alongside how they act, i.e. their behavior (Moodian, 2009).  
 

The Image: 
The image of the company is controlled by the stakeholders of the company. 
E.g. consumers, shareholders, etc. Management, to a large extent, do not 
have the ability, or power, to influence how for instance consumers view the 
company, or the brand identity of the company. 
 

Alignment 
All three aspects, or elements, need to be aligned in order for a company to 
have a strong brand identity. It is important to emphasize that there is not a 
certain formula one can follow in order to create a perfect and strong brand 
identity. There are not certain aspects, which need to be present with either 
category. There is not a ‘magic bullet’ solution to creating a strong brand 
identity. The vision, culture, or image of a company does not have to be in a 
certain way. It is the alignment of the three that matters, not how they are on 
an individual level.  
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The Identity Approach Conclusion 
When building any company the aspect of brand identity is important as it is to 
tech start-ups. One of the difficult things for a start-up can be to identify which 
approach to take when trying to build a solid and strong brand from the 
ground up. The Identity Approach is a solid way to go. It helps formulate the 
basic ideals of the company not only to customers but also employees. 
Through the four aspects of the Identity approach (Heding et al., 2009) and 
the three elements of the brand identity framework (Hatch and Schultz, 2001), 
any company should be well on its way to creating a strong and valid brand 
identity if implemented correctly. The challenge for tech start-ups, or any start-
up for that matter, is to incorporate these aspects into the everyday routine of 
the business. Start-ups do in most cases not consist of more than the 
founders in the start-up phase, which means it could be a big challenge. The 
founders in question might not have the necessary skills or resources to 
implement such measures right away. It will therefore be very interesting to 
see how ‘real life’ tech start-ups handle the aspect of brand identity on a day-
to-day basis.  
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How To Brand A Start-up 
Traditional branding literature does not mention a great deal about start-ups, 
let alone tech start-ups. This section of the thesis will focus on branding a 
start-up compared to “regular” companies, who have been around for more 
than a couple of years, and who have the resources to implement certain 
business practices, which start-ups do not have. There has not been a great 
deal of empirical research on this topic in general. Most branding studies have 
been conducted on already well-established corporations. A few have been 
made, which will also be mentioned later, however, this is also one of the 
reasons why this thesis sets out to test the findings of those few studies on 
branding within start-ups. The research on tech start-ups seems to lack in 
particular although it is a field, which is highly relevant in today’s world.  
 

Start-ups Vs. Already Established Companies 
In a comparison of start-ups and already established corporations, start-ups 
seem to lack certain qualities in general. According to Lechner (2002) and 
Drumm (2002) start-ups lack certain organizational abilities, or structures, 
which could prove essential in the business market. The informal way of doing 
business internally in the start-up, as well, as the informal way of 
communicating within the business has its advantages, but could in the end 
also be one of the reasons why some start-ups ‘make it’ and others do not.  
 
 
“While a start-up owns its statute, resources and decisional processes, it 
shows a lack of structure and history, as well as an absence of organizational 
and human resource processes. Furthermore, the start-up is characterized by 
an unstructured communication infrastructure, a small business network and a 
strong personal influence of the founder himself.” (Rode & Vallaster, 2005: 
124) 
 
One of the major challenges a start-up has, or one of the challenges for the 
founder(s) is brand identity. Similar to the literature of traditional branding 
theory, branding identity is a huge undertaking for any corporation as it is for 
any start-up. It is, however, even more of a challenge for start-ups seeing as 
there usually are not the right measures in place within the company to 
handle, or guide, the business in the right direction. A start-up, as previously 
stated, lacks history, which means that the company might not have a clear 
identity formed yet. The responsibility of ‘guiding’ the company in the right 
direction therefore lies with the founder(s). It is his or her job to create, form, 
and mold the identity of the company so it fits within the frame of the brand.  
 
“The challenge lies in the consistency of the founder’s decisions and his or 
her ability to act within the ‘big picture’ of corporate identity.” (Rode & 
Vallaster, 2005: 124) 
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What Start-ups Lack 
In building a corporate brand identity, corporate behavior is a large part, which 
can and should not be taken lightly. But, according to the research of Rode & 
Vallaster (2005), most start-ups are far from equipped to handle to tasks that 
go along with creating a strong a successful corporate behavior. This again 
leads back to the fact that in most cases it is the founder(s), who are lacking 
the ability and skills to do what is needed. E.g. in the study conducted by 
Rode & Vallaster (2005), most founders did not have the necessary skills 
needed within ‘human resources management’ in order to hire the right people 
for the jobs they needed filled.  
 
“Most of the start-up founders lacked the experience of successfully selecting 
new employees and to train and to lead them.” (Rode & Vallaster, 2005: 128) 
 
Other aspects, which was not giving much thought by the founders was e.g. 
salary structures and internal communication structures. Most start-ups did 
not have the necessary skills or resources to implement the needed aspects 
into the business. 
 
“A lack of experience and time required to implement the necessary changes 
seemed to be the major problem in designing an adequate salary system.” 
(Rode & Vallaster, 2005: 128) 
 
“The determination of the optimum degree of information sharing and the way 
in which information was shared however, proved to be major challenges for 
the founder(s).” (Rode & Vallaster, 2005: 128) 
 
In comparison to well-established corporations and companies, start-ups in 
many cases have a long way to go. They certainly have a great deal of areas 
where there is room for improvement. As stated earlier, it is mostly because 
the founder(s) lack the necessary skills or abilities needed. Seen as most 
start-ups revolve around the founder(s) it very easily falls back to what 
strengths and weaknesses he or she possesses. (Rode & Vallaster, 2005) 
 

How Should Start-ups Create a Strong Brand Identity 
Rode & Vallaster (2005) have on the basis of their study on start-ups 
compiled a list of ‘items’, which should be present in a start-up in order for it to 
be successful. These ‘items’ come from their research and interviews with 
various start-up companies. Some of the ‘items’ are, however, not unique to 
start-ups companies. Some of the ‘items’ can also be found in the literature by 
Heding et al. (2009), which simply writes about branding in general.  
 
The list of ‘items’, which should be present in successful start-ups are: 
 

- A clearly defined business concept, values and philosophy: In order to 
have a strong brand identity it is very important to have a consistent 
image toward ones customers, not to mention ones employees, who 
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can be de-motivated if e.g. the concept changes too much. Of course, 
in a start-up the concept can be altered somewhat since the company 
has to adapt to its surroundings in order to survive, but it should not be 
changed up too much. (Rode & Vallaster, 2005) 

- Live up to what business concept, values and philosophy should 
reflect: This is very much focused on the founder. He or she must live 
up what the business stands for, i.e. he or she should not only deliver 
on promises on behalf of the company, but the founder must also ‘live’ 
the brand itself in order to inspire employees of the company. “It is the 
entrepreneur who must live the corporate identity in order to encourage 
the development of respect and trust among employees…” (Rode & 
Vallaster, 2005: 131) 

- Develop the right team that is able to transfer the start-up’s identity: 
According to Rode & Vallaster (2005), most founders had no, or little 
experience in human resources development, which meant they made 
more mistakes than should be made with regards to hiring new staff 
and the development of existing personnel. “Most entrepreneurs not 
only lacked experience, but also tended to underestimate the 
difficulties in selecting new personnel…or…leading employees” (Rode 
& Vallaster, 2005: 131). 

 
These are all concepts, which according to Rode & Vallaster (2005) helps 
start-ups create a better brand identity. Of course, as they themselves 
writes at the end of their article, further research into the field of brand 
identity within start-ups need to be conducted as there simply is not 
sufficient data on the subject. This thesis will collect data on branding in 
start-ups, and more specifically on tech start-ups, which is a field that 
really lacks empirical research data. A combination of the theory behind 
writings of Heding et al. (2009) and the work of Rode & Vallaster (2005) 
will function as a starting point when collecting the data on tech start-ups. 
However, it is expected that a new framework will be formed from the 
research, which is specific to tech start-ups seen as the field presently 
lacks this.  
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Marketing Tech Start-ups 
 

Introduction 
The field of marketing is a fairly huge and quite overwhelming area to cover, 
which is also why we are not going to be describing what general marketing 
theory says due to the fact that we are constrained with regard to pages 
available in this thesis. It is also assumed that people reading this thesis do 
have a basis of knowledge within the field of basic marketing. Therefore, this 
thesis will just focus on marketing in regards to tech start-ups. Of course, 
many aspects of general marketing might still apply to these types of 
companies.  
The marketing theory, which relates to tech start-ups, of course, builds on top 
of ‘old-school’ marketing like the 4P’s (McCarthy, 1964), but it is also 
expected that a paradigm shift is needed in order to understand how one 
should market tech start-up companies compared to regular businesses, 
which are no longer considered in their start-up phase. The technology of 
today, i.e. the Internet in particular, differs quite considerably from the 
technology used to market products and companies just 10 years ago. 
Therefore, it is assumed that the ‘old’ technology and theory of marketing is 
somewhat insufficient or at least, do not apply to tech start-ups of today’s 
world in a correct fashion.  
 
 

Traditional Marketing Theory (The 4Ps) 
Brief Overview of the 4Ps 
The ‘4Ps’ is one of the most used and basic frameworks within the field of 
marketing. It has been very popular almost since it was introduced back in the 
mid 1960’s. The 4Ps are also referred to as the ‘marketing mix’ because it 
enables the marketing manager to mix the ‘ingredients’ of the framework, or 
allocate the available resources of the marketing department like he or she 
decides. The analogy refers back to a baker who mixes the ingredients based 
upon what he or she is making. (Goi, 2009) 
 The marketing mix, or 4Ps, is not a scientific theory, but one of the 
reasons is has gained a huge amount of popularity is the fact that it is very 
easily used and applied in ‘real’ life.  

“First, it is an important tool used to enable one to see that the marketing 
manager’s job is, in a large part, a matter of trading off the benefits of one’s 
competitive strengths in the marketing mix against the benefits of others. The 
second benefit of the marketing mix is that it helps to reveal another 
dimension of the marketing manager’s job. All managers have to allocate 
available resources among various demands, and the marketing manager will 
in turn allocate these available resources among the various competitive 
devices of the marketing mix.”(Goi, 2009: 2) 
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Also, it can be used both in the short-term as well as to do long-term planning 
within the marketing field of a company. It can be altered to suit different types 
of businesses or different types of products within a business. The marketing 
mix has many forms of applications and at the same time it is very easily 
applicable. It is therefore not difficult to see why this particular framework has 
gained a great deal of popularity over the years. (Goi, 2009) 
 
The marketing mix, or the 4Ps, has also been criticized a great deal over the 
years. It has been altered, more Ps has been added to include more aspects 
thought to be missing in the original framework. Many feel that the 7P 
framework (Booms & Bitner, 1981) should be used as the standard instead of 
the 4Ps. The original product, price, promotion, and place does simply not 
suffice in today’s world. Many believe that the works of McCarthy (1964) is 
outdated. It belongs in a different time. It has e.g. been criticized for being 
production oriented and not customer oriented (Popovic, 2006). Some of the 
main points of critique mentioned in the article by Goi (2009) are as follows: 
 

- The 4Ps regards the customers as passive, which means that there is 
not a room for creating relationships between the corporation and its 
customers 

- The 4Ps sees the aspect of product in a very simplistic fashion. There 
is no consideration for a company, which has more than one product in 
its lineup. In the eye of the consumer, all products coming from the 
same corporation are intertwined, but the traditional marketing mix 
does not consider this aspect 

- The 4Ps does not consider the experience of buying, i.e. many 
consumers today buy certain products simply because of the buying 
experience, which is not considered in the marketing mix 

 

Use for the 4Ps in Tech Start-ups 
As mentioned earlier, the traditional marketing mix (McCarthy, 1964) seems to 
be somewhat outdate in today’s business world. Many aspects of doing 
business today are simply not included into the framework. It is also viewed 
as being too simplistic, i.e. its tie to the ‘real’ world seems a bit vague. When 
we then discuss whether it should, or could, be used in the context of tech 
start-ups, one could say ‘yes’ simply because it is very easy to use. But, to do 
so could prove to be a fatal mistake.  

“…in the post dot-com boom, marketing managers are learning to cope with a 
whole host of new marketing elements that have emerged from the online 
world of the Internet.” (Goi, 2009: 4)  

Although, many have criticized the use of the 4P marketing mix in modern 
businesses, and especially in technology companies it still has its benefits. 
Using the 4Ps can actually have a positive effect on a start-up is doing in the 
market. According to a recent study (Aremu & Bamiduro, 2012) argues that 
start-ups who use the marketing mix compared to start-ups who do not 
perform better in the market place.   
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Relying on a framework, which is more that 50-years-old could however be 
somewhat of a gamble. In the new age of the Internet and the fast-paced 
world of technology many argue that a new approach is needed, which will be 
discussed in the next section. 

 

Entrepreneurial Marketing 
When dealing with tech start-ups using a traditional marketing mix is no longer 
viable. Entrepreneurial marketing could therefore be the new standard when 
talking about the companies and especially tech start-ups. Entrepreneurial 
marketing uses a mix of traditional marketing, entrepreneurship, and 
innovation in order to find the best solution for how to market a certain 
business. This way of thinking is quite new, but it is starting to catch on 
among researchers. (Jones et al., 2012) 
 
However, one of the critique points of entrepreneurial marketing is that it 
further blurs the line surrounding the field of marketing. It makes marketing not 
just a marketing issue. One now has to consider the part of innovation and 
entrepreneurship simultaneously. E.g., Jones et al. (2012) highlights that one 
could use the ‘EMICO’ framework when working with, or using, 
entrepreneurial marketing instead of the traditional marketing mix. However, 
compared to the ‘old-school’ way of using the 4Ps entrepreneurial marketing 
becomes quite complex.  
  
This aspect of marketing is specific to start-up companies and entrepreneurial 
endeavors, which is why this thesis builds its marketing somewhat upon it. 
Just using the classic 4Ps of marketing is not considered sufficient when 
talking about tech start-ups. But, entrepreneurial marketing can however build 
on top of, and use, the 4Ps of classic marketing theory. As mentioned earlier, 
we will not be describing or discussing the 4Ps in this thesis as it is assumed 
to be more or less common knowledge at this level of academia. (Osiri, 2013) 
 

The Four E’s of Entrepreneurial Marketing 
On the basis of, or within, each of the 4Ps of traditional marketing we find the 
4Es. Each of the 4Es helps the start-up to discover the opportunities, which 
are to be found within the business. Using the 4Es can therefore help 
entrepreneurs identify and take advantage of the opportunities, which are 
already present within his or her business (Osiri, 2013).  
 
The 4Es are as follows: 
 

- Exploration: In this stage, the start-up should essentially be collecting 
feedback from potential customers, i.e. they should be “pitching” their 
product idea in order to get valuable feedback before the product is 
actually launched. It is essential for a start-up to actually solve a 
problem, or provide potential customers with a solution to a giving 
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problem there are having. This stage is a very crucial part of marketing 
a start-up, although, it might not initially seem like a part of the 
marketing aspect.  

- Examination: Here, possible prototypes are sold/tested among early 
adopters and feedback should be taken from the usage of those early 
customers. It is typically in this stage a beta testing (Osiri, 2013) e.g. 
would be made. If the product is “free” (i.e. the product does not 
actually cost anything, but might have advertising as a way of 
generating revenue), the same measures should be used. 

- Exploitation: In this stage of the process, the product or service 
produced should be released to the general public, making it available 
to everyone in the market. If the previous stages are done correctly, 
customers, who are not considered early adopters, will start to 
purchase/use the product. 

- Expansion: In the final stage of the 4Es, the company should expand 
its user base by promoting its product service. In reality, stage three 
and four are intertwined, which means that the process of exploiting the 
market and expanding can happen simultaneously, or the process 
could keep going back and forth between the two for some time.  

 
Each of the 4Es are steps, which should be used within each of the 4Ps of 
traditional marketing theory. It is the addition of the 4Es, which make the 
difference between it being a part of regular marketing strategies and 
something that can be applied to start-up companies (Osiri, 2013).  

 

Start-ups Vs. Established Corporations 
It is important and possible essential that tech start-ups do not try to market 
their products in a similar fashion as already established companies. Doing so 
will likely result in failure. Large corporations and companies, which are no 
longer considered start-ups, is not the same as start-ups in many ways, which 
this thesis will not go in detail with, however, this does also mean that the 
marketing strategy of a start-up should differ somewhat significantly from that 
of an already established business (Grannell, 2013).  
 
“Copying big firms leads startup managers to make wholly inappropriate 
assertions, such as ‘get it right before we ship’, ‘make sure it looks the part’, 
and ‘build awareness to support the sales process’. Big company thinking 
seems right, looks good and feels grown up. But – stop and think for a 
moment – once established, big companies need strategies relating to market 
dominance, consumer confidence, mass market education, power over 
channels and building differentiation. Few of these concepts are relevant to 
new products in new markets.” (Grannell, 2013: 20) 

There is plenty of research and evidence, which tells us that marketing a start-
up should not be done in a similar fashion as marketing an already 
established corporation, however, it seems that managers in start-ups do not 
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possess this piece of important knowledge. Evidence suggests that managers 
in start-up companies keep making the same mistakes on a daily basis. Either 
they do not have the skills/knowledge necessary to market a start-up 
company, or they do simply forget. Either possibility could be fatal to the 
business. Acting like the start-up they are working for is a big corporation is 
not a good idea when it comes to the marketing aspect (Osiri, 2013). Instead, 
they  

“…should be asking more fundamental questions: what features should the 
product include? How will it be priced? How will we get it to customers? How 
will they buy it? And they should ask these questions of the very consumers 
they hope to sell to.” (Grannell, 2013: 21) 
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Millennial Entrepreneurial Marketing 
Seen as most entrepreneurs in today’s tech start-up scene can be categorized 
as ‘millennial’ it is an important aspect of how tech start-ups choose to market 
themselves. This is because, compared to previous generations people who 
belong to the millennial generation have in general very different ways of not 
only doing marketing, but an overall different approach to running a business. 
In comparison, entrepreneurs of the millennial generation do not rely on 
market research as heavily as seasoned managers, they think more 
holistically about their business, and use more direct marketing (Read et al., 
2009). They also “…draw more on prior experience, focus to a greater degree 
on affordable losses,…are more likely to identify or create new markets,…co-
creation with distribution partners, and focus on narrow segments” 
(Lingelbach et al., 2012: 137) 

Marketing tech start-ups is not the same a marketing already established 
corporations, there are not run in a similar fashion, and the lines between the 
different departments are getting more and more blurred, e.g. the line 
between marketing and entrepreneurship in this case (Lingelbach et al., 
2012). According to Salkowitz (2010) some of the reasons why could be 
contributed to the research of millennial entrepreneurs. E.g. he believes that 
millennial entrepreneurs blend social and commercial purposes, they are 
leveraging communities and collaboration to their advantage, and embracing 
knowledge globalization. When the areas in general get more blended, or 
blurred, it is no wonder that the aspect of marketing should be left out 
(Lingelbach et al., 2012).  

Marketing In A New Context 
Marketing of tech start-ups, which are founded by millennials should be 
viewed in a different context, or through a different set of ‘glasses’ than 
traditional or more established firms. According to Gruber (2004) some of the 
key differences between the two types of businesses are “newness, 
smallness, uncertainty and turbulence” (Lingelbach et al., 2012: 137). He also 
feels that the ‘key to marketing’ in small start-ups are those four aspects.  

Newness 
A start-up does suffer somewhat from its ‘newness’ when having to market 
itself. A newly founded business lacks the customer relationships of long-term 
businesses, they on the same account lack the trust from potential customers, 
and also, they presumably lack the experience and expertise of seasoned 
marketing managers (Lingelbach et al., 2012).  

Smallness 
On the account that most start-ups are fairly small most newly started 
companies also suffer from not having the necessary budget needed to 
execute the proper marketing strategy. Again, they might not have the skills 
needed because of the company’s size (smallness), and because of the often 
limited budget any campaign they launch demands very high rates of 
effectiveness (Lingelbach et al., 2012).  
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Uncertainty 
A new venture, especially in the tech industry, faces high uncertainty because 
it is limited in the ways it can use existing market data. A start-up in most 
cases is introducing a new product or entering a new market, which makes 
the available data not suited for use (Lingelbach et al., 2012) 

Turbulence 
Because start-ups are launching new products, or enter new markets, the 
‘ride’ can often become quite turbulent because it forces the company to keep 
its options open with regards to the strategic aspect of the business 
(Lingelbach et al., 2012).  

 

How To Respond? 
According to Lingelbach et al. (2012) start-ups tend to deal with these four 
elements in different ways. They describe two main ways, which are the 
‘entrepreneurial marketing approach’ and the ‘effectuation approach’.  
 

The Entrepreneurial Marketing Approach 
This approach is base upon marketing tactics such as “…guerilla…, 
expeditionary…, environmental management…, radical…, subversive…, and 
proactive elements….” (Lingelbach et al., 2012: 137) 

This approach works well in circumstances with great uncertainty, in complex 
situations, and a great deal of turbulence, which is why it is very suitable for 
tech start-ups. The ‘official’ definition of entrepreneurial marketing is therefore  

“a proactive, innovative, risk-taking approach to the identification and 
exploitation of opportunities for attracting and retaining profitable customers” 
(Morris et al., 2002: 1) 

 

The Effectuation Approach 
This approach is made up of elements, which are completely different from 
those followed by conventional marketing managers. It relies on the expertise 
of the entrepreneur and is based on the following (Read et al., 2009): 
 
“skepticism about market research; analogical reasoning based on prior 
experience; focus on existing financial resources, marketing costs, and what 
the startup can afford to lose; explicit visualization of the whole business while 
making marketing decisions; flexibility in considering more alternative 
markets, even at the cost of product or strategy change; higher pricing to 
capitalize on value identified in specific customers; and focused channel 
strategies around partnerships to serve narrow customer groups…” 
(Lingelbach et al., 2012: 138) 
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However, one of the points of critique of this particular approach is that the 
research is based upon people how have had at least ten years of experience 
in the business of entrepreneurship (aged 40 to 82), which is why it can be 
hard to apply to the group of millennial entrepreneurs, or at least justify its use 
with this particular group (Lingelbach et al., 2012). 
 

Marketing Is Not Just Marketing Anymore 
When we are discussing tech start-ups and the millennial generation of 
entrepreneurs the area of marketing is not just marketing anymore. One 
reason why is simply that most start-ups “suffer” from resource scarcity, which 
means that most companies in the start-up phase simply do not have the 
resources to have a marketing department. More often than not, the founders 
themselves, whom may not have the right expertise, are required to do all the 
marketing themselves (Osiri, 2013).  
Because founders do their own marketing and because of a general lack of 
resources within the business, the marketing aspect have been integrated into 
the general everyday routine of the business. In other words, because the 
founders have to do everything themselves, the lines between different 
aspects of running and building a business have been blurred quite 
considerably. The marketing has, e.g. been blended with the aspect of 
business development, product development, and customer relations 
(Lingelbach et al., 2012). Marketing within start-ups, and especially tech start-
ups, is bonding with customers via social networks, co-creating with early 
adopters, or, any giving aspect that in the “old days” would not be considered 
marketing at all. Because of the resources scarcity of start-ups almost every 
aspect of starting a business has been intertwined. Founders have to not just 
do it all themselves, but they have to do it all at once. It is therefore not 
surprising that all the different elements have been mixed together 
(Lingelbach et al., 2012). 
 

Model Of Millennial Marketing 
This model is a construct of three ways of thinking,  

“…effectuation theory…, generational analysis, and a stage theory of 
organizational speciation…” (Lingelbach et al., 2012: 141) 

Lingelbach et al. (2012) believes that some of the attributes of the millennial 
entrepreneur can be linked back the generation of which the entrepreneurs 
are a part of. What makes the current generation of entrepreneurs special 
could therefore be attributed to the simple fact of when they were born. E.g. it 
is mentioned that certain historical events like 9/11, hurricane Katrina, etc. 
helps define this generation of entrepreneurs as a ‘heroic’ generation, which 
makes them very suitable as business founders (Lingelbach et al., 2012).  

The final aspect of organizational speciation also helps the entrepreneur 
shape the way marketing works in this new era of start-ups. How the business 
is put together and how it works on the organizational level is very much 
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shaping the marketing of start-ups (Lingelbach et al., 2012). These three 
aspects can then be made into four very specific steps businesses can take in 
order to market themselves making it very concrete how start-ups should 
conduct business if they want to thrive.  

Accoding the Lingelbach et al. (2012) there are four main steps within the field 
of marketing when you are talking about start-ups based upon the millennial 
group of founders. These are: 
 

- New product development 
- Bonding with key stakeholders 
- Diffusing new products 
- Replicating new product acceptance 

 
Figure 1 (Lingelbach et al., 2012: 141) 
 
The first step of new product development does not on the surface have much 
to do with marketing, but as mentioned earlier, marketing in intertwined into 
every aspect when discussing start-ups in today’s world. Another aspect of 
the model is also that the steps do not have to be carried out separately. 
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Bonding with key stakeholders, which is step two, can occur simultaneously 
as step one. Therefore, bonding with possible customers can be a step in 
product development phase as well as a way of marketing the 
business/product (Lingelbach et al., 2012). The same can be said for the 
remaining two steps of the model. Marketing is mixed into the process, which 
is contradictory to regular marketing theory. The rest of the steps involved in 
the millennial marketing model will not be discussed here, as it not particular 
relevant to the thesis. It is the concept of the marketing aspect being used in 
every step of starting a business, which is important.  

Some of the critique of the entire millennial marketing aspect is 
therefore also that the area lacks research. Seen, as the concept of the 
millennial entrepreneur has not been around for very long, further research 
needs to be conducted. According to Lingelbach et al. (2012), another 
questionable aspect of the concept is that is it fairly unknown if this generation 
of entrepreneurs are “special”, i.e. it is unknown if the processes of doing 
business will change over time as the founders grow old. The research lacks 
evidence, which can tell if the way of marketing within start-ups are linked to 
the relative youth of the founders, or you can attribute it to a generational 
aspect.  

This thesis cannot, obviously, do research into whether millennial 
marketing is an aspect of youth or the specific generation of the founders 
because that would require research being done over a greater period of time 
than is available. It is, however, expected that most tech start-ups will be 
using a marketing practice, which is the same, close, or very similar to the 
concept of millennial marketing.  
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Content Marketing 
 

Introduction 
Content marketing has gaining way in start-ups, and especially in tech start-
ups. Compared to the old theory of the 4P’s of marketing, or the marketing 
mix, content marketing provides businesses with concrete ways of how to 
market their company or product. However, even though it is a great way for 
tech start-ups to market themselves, content marketing can also be used to 
market physical products, in fact, no matter what a business is trying to 
market, content marketing can be a viable strategy (Harad, 2013).  
 

Pragmatic Strategies 
There are many ways one can do content marketing. The essence of it is to 
provide customers, potential customers, and the general public with free 
valuable content, which they actually would have been happy to pay for 
(Harad, 2013). By providing free valuable content the idea is to attract people 
back to your business (which could be your website, blog, etc.) in order to try 
and convert them into paying customers. The most important aspect of 
content marketing is that the content is of a certain quality and gives the user 
a great amount of value (Patel, 2013). 
 
Actual ways of doing content marketing can include (without being confined 
to): 
 

- Making how-to guides (YouTube videos, blog posts, etc.) 
- General educational content (Neil Patel and KISSmetrics have been 

very successful with creating ‘infographics’) 
- Making entertaining content (which could also be blog posts, YouTube 

videos, etc.) 
- Creating editorial content (stating your opinion in order to resonate with 

your target audience) 
 
Without a doubt there are many ways of creating content, which will provide 
value to users, i.e. the platforms used (YouTube, Twitter, Facebook, etc.) 
change on a constant basis and more enter the market space everyday, 
however, the concept of creating content as a way of marketing your start-up, 
or businesses on any scale for that matter, still works (Harad, 2013). The 
aspect, which cannot be answered or described here, is what the content 
should actually contain. It all depends on multiple factors such as, which 
industry you are in, how you choose to brand your business, and who your 
target audience is. E.g. Neil Patel and KISSmetrics found out that their target 
audience was marketers, therefore, they created their content with this in 
mind making infographics tailored to that specific segment (Patel, 2013).  
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Product Development 
 
The process of product development in tech start-ups is very important, some 
might say crucial, to the survival of the company, which is why it is included 
into this thesis. Without great and continued product development in start-ups, 
during all stages (both pre – and post launch), one is facing an up hill battle 
(Ries, 2011) Especially, since we are dealing with tech products, or services, 
the development has to be almost constant and headed in the right direction 
in order for the company to stay relevant to its customers/users. Also, 
competing companies could easily catch up to the company in question, 
which is another reason continued product development is so important. If you 
do not constantly continue the development of your product, you might 
become outdated, or out-performed by the competition. For tech start-ups it is 
therefore essential that they stay on top of the game by constantly trying to 
better themselves, however, it is in most cases easier said than done. At least 
when you take a look at the statistics (WSJ, 2012) where three companies out 
of four fail. This might of course also be a combination of multiple aspects 
within the business (not to mention outside factors, which might play a crucial 
role as well), such as the branding and marketing aspects, which we have 
previously looked at. Being a tech start-up, which in most cases do not have 
the optimal resources at its disposal, or that do not have the right skills, doing 
just one of those aspects (product development, branding, and marketing) 
would be a large task in it self, but trying to do all of them, and do them 
simultaneously, is a huge undertaking, which would not by any standards be 
easy for any company.   
 
We will be taking a look into three different approaches regarding product 
development. The linear perspective, the network process perspective (NPP), 
and product development ideas retaining to the lean start-up.  
 
The linear perspective is chosen because it represents the “old” or classical 
way of doing product development within a company, which lays the 
foundation of other approaches. It is chosen because it helps us understand 
the basic underlying thoughts of the other approaches in greater detail. It also 
gives us an understanding of how product development in most large 
corporations is carried out. This could be valuable information for any tech 
start-up, seen as some will be competing with larger corporations and not just 
other small firms.  
 
 

The Linear Perspective 
Brief Historical Oversight  
The first examples of the linear perspective originate from the late 1950’s and 
early 1960’s. Corporations sought after a way to develop new products in the 
most efficient way possible. Being able to control the entire process from start 
to finish, i.e. from the inception of the initial idea to the finish product was 
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launched, was regarded as very valuable. Being able to have a continuous 
flow of new products was viewed as the way to keep being relevant as a 
company in the market space. Therefore, companies set up a model (a 
simplistic form of the gate approach) in order to be able to have a steady flow 
of ideas, the development of those ideas, and finally the launch of those 
ideas. Alternatively, the company in question could terminate any giving idea, 
or project, anywhere within the process in order to stop a potential “bad” 
product, or idea, keeping the company from investing more money into a 
failing project (Christiansen & Varnes, 2008).  
In the 1960’s NASA (National Aeronautics and Space Agency) developed 
what we today know as the gate approach, or what would be the founding 
concept of the gate approach. NASA needed a way of controlling the different 
processes when developing new “products”, i.e. they developed an approach 
where they would be able to manage the entire process of a giving project 
with regards to time management, dealing with contractors and suppliers, and 
to ensure the highest possible standards were kept during the entire process. 
However, the approach NASA developed is not what is used today in most 
corporations across the world because it is too simplistic. Their approach was 
only focused on psychical objects and projects. They did not take into account 
the business side when developing products, i.e. they did not add in the 
aspects of marketing, customer needs, etc. into the equation. However, today 
the gate approach is used in product development as a standard tool because 
those aspects have been incorporated. Marketing, innovation, and the general 
strategy of a giving company is now a part of the approach on the same level 
as the development of the actual product, which gives it a much broader use 
scenario in today’s business world (Christiansen & Varnes, 2008).  
 

How To Use The Gate Approach 
This approach is put in place to insure that a project, or product, is developed 
in the right fashion, i.e. decision makers constantly have the ability to discard, 
terminate, or make the product team start over in order to make the giving 
project a better chance of succeeding. The elements of the gate approach (in 
a generic form) is listed here: 
 

- Idea Genration 
o Idea Screen 

- Preliminary Concept 
o Concept Screen 

- Business Case 
o Case Screen 

- Design & Development 
o Design Screen 

- Launch Activities 
o Post-launch Evaluation 

(Christiansen & Varnes, 2008: 76) 
It has to be stated that according to Christiansen & Varnes (2008), the idea 
generation phase and the post-launch evaluation are in most cases not part of 
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the gate approach and in many instances the approach is customized to the 
company or situation in question, i.e. it can in some cases have more, or less, 
stages that is described here. In companies, which have hugely complex 
projects, or products, that need to be tested an approach of more stages, e.g. 
10 phases, can be used. And in less complicated situations a simpler 
approach can be taken, e.g. just using 3 phases (Christiansen & Varnes, 
2008).  
 
A detailed description of each step in the gate approach will not be made, as it 
is not seen as relevant to do so. It is simply the overall understanding of how 
this approach is used in practice, which is important, not the specifics of it.  
 
The general notion behind this approach is to be able for managers to control 
every aspect of the product development process. At every step of the way a 
screen is set up, which enables managers to kill the project if it is seen as not 
profitable, they can stop the project from going on to the next phase if 
something needs to be re-worked, or they can allow it to pass on through the 
screen if everything seems to be in order (Christiansen & Varnes, 2008). 
Using the gate approach ensures companies that the product development 
process is controlled down to the smallest detail. Every step of the process 
has to be formally approved by management, which helps corporations avoid 
grave mistakes, which could cost the company a great deal of money in the 
end. This is probably also why a great deal of companies all over the world 
has adopted this approach when developing new products. According to 
Christiansen & Varnes (2008) 56 percent of European companies, 59 percent 
of Japanese firms, and an astonishing 74 percent of North American 
corporations use this approach when dealing with innovation and the 
development of their products. 
 
“These results have been confirmed in the 2004 survey by the Product 
Development Management Association (Adams, 2004) which reports the 
widespread use of linear structured approaches across industries in the 
United States, and also claims that the more successful companies have 
more developed approaches than those that do not perform so well.” 
(Christiansen & Varnes, 2008: 79) 
 

Critique Of The Gate Approach 
As mentioned earlier, when using this approach every step of the process 
depends on formal approval by management before a project can move on to 
the next phase. This can be a strength of the approach, but it can also be a 
disadvantage. If every step of the process has to wait for formal approval a 
great deal of agility is lost in the process. Valuable time might be lost and 
money wasted. Employees might find themselves not doing anything simply 
because they are waiting for management to approve a certain step of the 
process. According to Chrstiansen & Varnes (2008), one way to combat this 
problem could be to have overlapping phase, which then ensures the process 
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will not come to a complete halt when one phase needs to be approved by 
management. 
 

Tech Start-ups And The Gate Approach 
Using the gate approach within a tech start-up can also be a problem for 
several reasons.  
First of all, many start-ups might not consist of more people than the founders 
themselves, i.e. those who would have to approve the work in each phase are 
the same people who are conducting the work. In this instance, it is very hard, 
not to say impossible, to remain unbiased when reviewing ones own work.  
Second of all, if the company is in fact large enough to implement the gate 
approach in the proper fashion it might slow down the start-up too much, 
which will make the company insufficient and not able to compete at the level 
needed in the market space.  
Thirdly, tech start-ups will likely be working on their first product/project. The 
founders might have bet everything they have got on their business, which 
means starting over or terminating their product might not be an option. They 
will likely be in an ‘all of nothing’ situation where the only real option is to 
move forward with the idea they already have (Patel, 2013). Using the gate 
approach is therefore more ideal in larger and more established companies, 
which already have a portfolio of successful products or services that wish to 
develop new ones. It is not ideal for companies just starting out. Especially not 
in the tech industry where start-ups need to be as flexible and agile as 
possible in order to adjust to the fast-paced and ever-changing environment 
surrounding them (Patel, 2013). However, knowing how larger corporations do 
product development can be very helpful for tech start-ups. Knowing how 
ones competition is going about doing innovation can never be hurtful or a 
waste of time. Also, when a start-up reaches a size large enough to be able to 
implement the gate approach it would be wise to do so. As previously 
mentioned, companies who implement this approach will in most cases 
outperform those companies who do not (Christiansen & Varnes, 2008).  
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The Network Process Perspective (NPP) 
The network process perspective, which will henceforth be referred to as the 
NPP, is a way of looking at innovation and product development very 
differently from what has previously been discussed. The NPP shares little 
with the linear approach and the gate approach. Unlike these two approaches 
the NPP can be described “…as a matter of controlled chaos.” (Christiansen 
& Varnes, 2008: 81). The process of product development, or the process of 
creating new innovations, is not linear or straightforward. Instead of the 
different steps being sequential it now all depends on the environment that 
surrounds the business and the people involved in and around the company.  
 
According to Christiansen & Varnes (2008), there are five aspects of the NPP, 
which differs from the previous linear approaches, which are found in 
successful teams. 
 

- Built-in instability (with little formalization) 
- Self-organizing project teams 
- Overlapping development phases 
- Multilearning in the team and between team and environment 
- Subtle control and transfer of learning (to the rest of the company) 

(Christiansen & Varnes, 2008: 81) 
 
All these aspects go against the general notion of the linear approach, e.g. 
where every aspect of the development process has to be approved by 
management before the project can move forward into the next stage/phase. 
Here, we learn that multiple phases can exist, or run, at the same time. Also, 
teams do not necessary need (as a default rule) to get their work approved by 
management before proceeding to the next phase (Christiansen & Varnes, 
2008).  
 
However, beside the obvious facts that separates the linear approach from 
the NPP, there are some more or less intangible aspects, which to a higher 
degree makes the NPP stand apart from the previous ways of how to think 
regarding product development or innovation within a company. In the NPP 
the process of developing a new product, or in the case of newly formed 
businesses their first product/service, becomes a highly social process. The 
process of developing new products are moving away from the controlled 
environment of the closed R&D laboratory where a very exclusive, often small, 
team works several years in deep secrecy before the company decides to 
launch the product to the public (Christiansen & Varnes, 2008).  
 
Today, products are developed to a great extent with multiple actors such as 
employees across the entire company, external stakeholders, and customers. 
It is especially the latter, which is used to develop new ideas. A collaboration, 
or some sort of on-going conversation, between the product development 
team and the customers helps in many ways to develop a product, which 
already has a market because it is developed with inputs from the end-users 
(Christiansen & Varnes, 2008). Another aspect of having a dialogue with 
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customers when developing the product is to have network of people who are 
able and willing to advocate the product when it is finished and ready to be 
launch to the public. A product, or service, which does not have any users are 
not worth anything. It is the network, which makes it possible to have a user 
base at the initial launch of the product.  
 
“Innovation is constantly in search of allies; if no users of a product – or and 
idea – adopt it, advocate it to others, develop the network, and create 
channels for diffusion, the innovation will never take off.” (Christiansen & 
Varnes, 2008: 83) 
 
Managing the process of the NPP therefore becomes quite intangible. Instead 
of having certain, and known, steps management need to take in order to 
facilitate product development, the process of innovating in the NPP depends 
on what Christiansen & Varnes (2008) calls ‘micro decisions’. The entire 
process, unlike in the linear approach, cannot be planned out from start to 
finish, the “new” process of product development calls for small, or micro, 
decisions to be made on a more continuous basis, rather than just relying on 
major milestones to be met. Seen as the entire process very much depends 
on the network and traction gained from users, the management aspect of 
product development becomes intangible. However, one aspect which 
management can facilitate, which would help the creation of a better stage for 
innovative product development, is an open-minded work environment. 
Developing a successful product now depends more on the network behind, 
i.e. an open network and collaboration between the different stakeholders 
(employees, managers, users, etc.). Successful product development and 
innovation does not originate from a single person, or R&D department, which 
was the case in the “old” days of product development. Today, successful 
businesses depend on the feedback and collaboration of their 
users/customers in order to, not only develop their next product, but also to 
keep developing their already launched products. In other words, the age of 
secrecy in over. Today, feedback and collaboration is everything 
(Christiansen & Varnes, 2008).  
 

Underlying Concept Of NPP 
Vision is important when dealing with the concept of NPP. I.e. the company in 
question needs to have a clear vision stated, which is communicated in a 
proper fashion to all stakeholders (employees, managers, users, etc.) in order 
to succeed. It is the vision of the business, which makes all the stakeholders 
work towards a common goal, and which can have an effect on the business if 
not present. Having a clear vision can help stakeholders focus on the rewards 
and possible success of the company instead of the risks involved with the 
giving project. Having a clear vision therefore also helps boost moral and 
motivation in a company if, e.g. employees can see, or understand, the 
meaning behind all the hard work they are doing, if they can see or 
understand the possible benefits gained by the product instead of the possible 
downside, and if they can see the ‘bigger picture’.  
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“Empirical research has demonstrated the value of project visioning in product 
development projects, especially for evolutionary…and radical innovations...” 
(Christiansen & Varnes, 2008: 84) 
 
Another underlying aspect of the NPP is, like previously mentioned, that every 
step of the business happens simultaneously, i.e. product development, 
marketing, branding, etc. Unlike the linear approach, where every step of the 
process is divided and confined into its own ‘box’, in the NPP the product 
development process can be seen more as a whirlwind (Christiansen & 
Varnes, 2008). Marketing can, and should, be involved in the product 
development phase of the business. The different departments of the 
company should always be intertwined, bouncing ideas of off each other, and 
be working together instead of being compartmentalized into separate entities 
altogether. Christiansen & Varnes (2008) gives an example of the NPP with 
regards to Apple, Inc.  
 
“Based on an idea from an engineer that Apple should develop a cheap, easy-
to-use computer, they developed the assembly factory alongside the 
development of the very computer it was constructed to assemble. 
…Marketing is engaged at the very beginning of the process, something very 
different from the linear model.” (Christiansen & Varnes, 2008: 85) 
 
The whirlwind metaphor comes from the concept that when developing a new 
product or innovation it takes multiple tries to getting it just right. Instead of the 
process being linear, the development team (alongside the entire business) 
usually starts off developing a prototype, which might not be ‘spot’ on, which 
means that based on feedback, the marketing team, etc., a new prototype is 
developed. The general idea is therefore that the company in question keeps 
going round in a whirlwind until it comes up with the right idea, concept, and 
product, or the product has the right features/services according to the market 
it is supposed to serve. It is not a straight linear process, but a continuous 
one, which keeps on evolving constantly.  
 

The NPP And Tech Start-ups 
The network process perspective and tech start-ups make a good fit. Seen, as 
most start-ups have very limited and scarce resources this particular 
approach to product development is expected to be a good fit. According to 
previous research (Rode & Vallaster, 2005) a great number of tech start-ups 
are already doing multiple, if not all, aspects of their business simultaneously, 
e.g. marketing, branding, product development. When developing a prototype 
there are getting valuable feedback from their initial users/customers, which 
then helps makes the next version/prototype better. This particular whirlwind 
analogy, and the entire idea of the NPP, seems to be tailored specifically to 
tech start-ups. However, one of the downsides of the NPP comes to show in 
the fact that the approach does give very little concrete advise, models, or 
frameworks, which can be applied in real life. The idea of the NPP is very 
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much that; an idea. Unlike the linear approach (Heding et al., 2009), which 
has very concrete steps managers can use in real life to facilitate product 
development, the NPP lacks a way of making the general idea and concept 
more substantial and applicable for managers.  
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The Lean Start-up 
 

Introduction 
Back in 2011 (HBR, 2013) there was a movement that swept through the 
offices of Silicon Valley and perhaps offices across the entire globe. It was the 
notion of The Lean Startup, which came from a tech entrepreneur named Eric 
Ries. Ries had been involved with several start-ups through the years without 
any of them being successful (i.e. turning a profit). Being on the brinck of yet 
another failing start-up back in 2001 (Ries, 2011), Ries and his team decided 
that they had to find a way out of it. They were quite literally sick of always 
failing. The company he and his team were working on was IMVU, which 
turned out to be a very successful IM client.  
 
Eric Ries has then based on his experiences with start-ups, and in particular 
the experiences with IMVU, developed a framework, subsequent book, and 
philosophy to help entrepreneurs maneuver the business world more 
efficiently. When the book was published it made quite a stir in the start-up 
community. According to Ries (2011), start-ups could come to control they 
own fate to a much larger degree. Applying his framework could help 
businesses not only make better decisions, make better strategies, and make 
better products, but it would give entrepreneurs a set of tools, which was not 
available to them previously.  
 
Now, according to Eric Ries, an entrepreneur is not necessary someone who 
works out of his parent’s garage in the suburbs. An entrepreneur can, and is, 
also the person working for a big multi-national corporation, the person who 
works at the local store, or the person who in fact just started his first business 
in his parent’s garage. The point being that his framework is applicable to any 
giving scenario or person, it is not set in stone who can, or cannot, use it to 
further their business ventures. In the case of a large corporation, Ries 
believes that any person, or team, who is trying to innovate, can use his 
framework. You do not have “…work in a garage or eat ramen noodles.” 
(Ries, 2011: 30) as he says in order to see the effects of the lean startup.  
 
The general concept behind the lean startup is based upon five points. 
Namely, 
 

- Entrepreneurs are everywhere 
- Entrepreneurship is management 
- Validated learning 
- Build-measure-learn 
- Innovation accounting 

 
The first point is briefly touched upon above, the second will not be discussed 
as it is seen as irrelevant for this paper. The last three points, however, will be 
described and discussed in depth. They can fundamentally help, alongside 
the previous two frameworks (the Gate approach and the NPP) build a new 
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framework, which can describe how tech start-up should tackle the issue of 
product development in the proper fashion.  
 

Validated Learning 
How can newly formed ventures, whether it be a tech start-up or a newly 
formed branch within a large established organization, become better a 
creating valuable products, which consumers will adopt without wasting too 
much energy, effort, and none-the-least money? According to Eric Ries 
(2011), the answer is validated learning. He argues, that in a new venture 
without a prior “track record” it can be meaningless to spend time, money, and 
energy formulating grand business plans prior to launch of a product. Without 
any previous experience pertaining to the specific business, or in the case of 
a larger more established company, or to the product in question forecasting 
about future revenue, user base, etc., is meaningless.  
 
Another aspect of validated learning discussed the value of a well formulated, 
and well executed, plan. Again, Ries believes that there lies no real value in 
such a thing without the right product, i.e. having formulated and executed a 
plan on time and on budget does not necessary give users a product they 
wish to use, therefore, it holds no real value. Only when a well planed – and 
well-executed strategy is combined with the right product does it create real 
value to the market. According to Eric Ries (2011), the strategy to obtaining 
the right product, or to developing it, is to collect empirical data about a 
specific product post launch.   
 
Validated learning means to launch an initial product and on the basis of the 
customer responses collect empirical data in order to see whether the product 
adds any value to the public. I.e. one should not spend several months, or 
years, developing a product before launching it. It is much more valuable to 
the company in question to have an initial launch collect the necessary data, 
then alter the product based on the feedback from the early adopters (if there 
are any, of course). In the case of IMVU (the company of Eric Ries), almost 
no users were purchasing their initial product, which meant the act of 
collecting data became somewhat difficult compared to what most companies 
experience (Ries, 2011). 
 
Collecting data from the users can mean several different things. E.g. 
qualitative interviews, quantitative surveys, etc., however, the important 
aspect is that we are not talking about market research, i.e. collecting data 
and research prior to the launch of the product. It is very important that it is 
not potential customers/users that the data comes from, but actual 
customers/users that are interviewed or questioned after the purchase. In the 
case of Eric Ries and his company IMVU, they used qualitative interviews with 
customers in order to get the feedback needed to improve the further 
development of their product. In fact, the only reason for the survival of their 
company is based upon this data collection. Because of their gained insights 
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into the minds of consumers they were able to actually develop their product 
into something, which created actual value for their users.  
 
“…once we pivoted away from the original strategy, things started to change. 
Aligned with a superior strategy, our product development efforts became 
magically more productive – not because we were working harder but 
because we were working smarter, aligned with our customers’ real needs. 
Positive changes in metrics became the quantitative validation that our 
learning was real.” (Eric Ries, 2011: 51) 
 
Essentially, validated learning means to develop a product, which correlates 
to what consumers want. It means to constantly use the feedback provided by 
the customers, which in the case of tech start-ups, to use the feedback 
provided by the early adopters, to not just improve, but also to shape the 
product in a way so it creates value for consumers. Being blindsided by the 
initial strategy, thinking customers are using the product wrong, or that they 
do not understand the product, is looking at the problem (of not having any 
customers, revenue, or user-base) from the wrong angle. If the product does 
not speak for itself, i.e. if it does not see sufficient adoption, something is 
clearly wrong with the product, in which case, the company in question needs 
to start collecting the data necessary for the company to start learning in order 
to be able to develop, or further develop the product in the right direction.  
 
Even if the company, or product, does have a “successful” launch and reach 
the set goals and milestones, a company should always be learning. E.g. in 
the case of Eric Ries and IMVU they tested the simple thing of the wording on 
their website, which taught them what they never could have guessed on their 
own.  
 
“…in one early experiment, we changed our entire website, home page, and 
product registration flow to replace “avatar chat” with “3D instant 
messaging.”…Not only were the people in the experimental group more likely 
to sign up for the product, they were more likely to become long-term paying 
customers.” (Eric Ries, 2011: 51) 
 
The important aspect of validated learning is not, of course, to simply 
copy/paste the specific tasks, which are present in the IMVU case. Instead, it 
is the underlying principles, which can be beneficiary to other struggling 
businesses. It is a framework, which can help start-ups (as well as larger 
corporations) develop a better product(s) by learning what the customers 
actually want in the most efficient, effective, and low-cost way possible. 
Instead of spending six months developing a product, which no one wishes to 
use or purchase, the validated learning interlinks multiple aspects (such as 
product development, customer service, and market research) resulting in 
extremely valuable information, which can help build a better and more 
successful business both short – and long-term. It gives businesses “…a 
method for systematically breaking down a business plan into its component 
parts and testing each part empirically.” (Eric Ries, 2011: 55) 
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Build-Measure-Learn 
Intro 
The overall concept of Eric Ries’ model build-measure-learn (2011) is to 
ensure entrepreneurs, whether they are the founders of their own start-up or 
just leading a product development team within a already established 
corporation, a guiding beacon it the midst of a sea of uncertainty. Instead of 
being bound by a certain set of rules and regulations, he aims to make start-
ups less worrisome by giving them a set of tools, which can not only help 
develop the right business strategy and the product itself, but also help steer 
the company back on the right track if it somehow gets lost along the way. 
Alternatively, it can help businesses find the right path if they have yet to find 
it.  
 

Build 
The first step of the model build, means that companies should start of by 
building a product or working prototype of the product. More specifically, Ries 
(2011) wants start-ups to build what he calls a MVP, which is not a sports 
reference. It stands for ‘Minimum Viable Product’, i.e. he wants businesses to 
build a working product with the least amount of work required. This of course, 
does not sound very sustainable for a business to do. Build a product that 
potentially has a great deal of bugs (if you are talking about the software 
industry), or lacks a great amount of essential features. The point being that 
time and money (i.e. resources) are very scarce in the start-up phase, 
therefore, a company needs to be able to test (or measure) whether they are 
on the brink of creating something of value to the market. The product in 
question does not need to be perfect in any way, it simply needs to serve as a 
platform for the measurement stage of the model. Instead, of trying to build 
the ‘perfect’ product in six months or more, which ends up not getting any 
traction with consumers, he argues, that by building a MVP a company is able 
to learn that lesson (of whether they are on to something special or not) much 
more quickly and efficiently.  
 

Measure 
The second part of the model measure has briefly been discussed during the 
section on Validated Learning. Here, the company wants to measure the 
effects of their initial MVP. They want to measure, e.g. whether the product is 
getting downloaded, whether users are coming back to use the product after 
the initial download, etc. The important aspect to consider is that the 
measurement stage needs to be very scientific and based on empirical data. 
The companies need to collect data not just six months after the launch of the 
product (or the MVP) but right after, and, on a more consistent basis. Of 
course, one cannot say how often a company should measure on a 
hypothetical basis, it has to be tuned to the specific company in question. 
Also, one cannot specify what metrics a specific company should be 
measuring seen as it can differ from company to company what is deemed 
important. 
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However, there are two very fundamental aspects of the measure stage, 
which can (or should) be part of every start-up. These are: 
 

- The Value Creation hypothesis 
- The Growth hypothesis 

 
These two steps can help, in a very simple way, to figure out if start-up is on 
the right path or not. Not measuring these aspects can also be potential fatal 
for the company, because they are the basis for any successful business. The 
value creation hypothesis should be tested because one wants to know, or 
figure out, whether the MVP and potential ‘real’ product is creating real value 
for customers. As Eric Ries puts it,  
 
“The first step in understanding a new product or service is to figure out if it is 
fundamentally value-creating or value-destroying.” (Eric Ries, 2011: 85) 
 
The second hypothesis, which should always be tested is the growth 
hypothesis. If a company wishes to succeed (which should be the goal of 
every company), growth, or the potential for growth needs to be present. You 
cannot build a sustainable business without growth, nor will investors be likely 
to invest in your project if they do not see the potential for growth. However, 
Ries divides growth into two separate, and very different, categories namely 
Value-creating growth and value-destroying growth. The latter, which should 
be quite obvious, is not good. Value-destroying growth ends up hurting the 
company in the long run, as it is not based on creating value for the customer, 
it does not take the actual product into consideration, and in most cases ends 
up destroying the company. As Ries states, 
 
“An example would be a business that grows through continuous fund-raising 
from investors and lots of paid advertising but does not develop a value-
creating product.” (Eric Ries, 2011: 85) 
 

Learn 
This aspect of the model has been covered in detail in the validated learning 
section, which is why it will not be described in detail here. To sum up, start-
ups, entrepreneurs, and project teams here need to learn from their 
customers. They need to interpret the findings and data collected in the 
measurement phase in order to be faced with the dilemma of whether to pivot 
or persevere, as Ries calls it. These concepts will be covered later on, but in 
short, the company in question needs to decide whether to change the 
strategy of the business/product, or persevere with the previous decided upon 
strategy.  
 

Concept of the model 
The general concept of the build-measure-learn model is to constantly be 
using it, i.e. you do not wait six months before using it. You start using it right 
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away, and you use it through every little turn the business takes. The 
important aspect is to be able to test every side of the product and business in 
order to find out what is working and what is not. If something is not working 
you have to ‘move on’, i.e. decide upon a new strategy in order to make that 
aspect of the business, or product, work. If it is working, however, you will 
know that you are doing it right, which means that you are on the right track. 
This can be very valuable information for any business. You do not want to 
change aspects that are working, and you do not want non-working aspects to 
continue. But, by constantly going through the circle (or cycle) of the build-
measure-learn model, you will be able to catch “mistakes” before they 
become too grave or fatal, and you will be able to accentuate and re-enforce 
the things, which are working for the company in question. By doing this on a 
constant basis, it helps the business move forward at a faster pace with the 
minimum amount of workload possible.  
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Innovation Accounting 
Introduction 
The basis of innovation accounting revolves around testing hypothesizes. The 
idea is that you test different aspects of the business, which e.g. could be 
product features. It is an integrated part of the build-measure-learn model, 
where it sets out to find the part(s), which are not working, or which need to 
be improved, thus making it is a part of the measure phase. The way one 
goes about testing the different aspects is to use actionable metrics instead of 
what Eric Ries considers to be vanity metrics, to use cohort analysis, and to 
use spit testing. The reason why the testing of certain hypothesizes is 
important is to figure out where the problem lies. Which features matter to the 
customers, which are not of any value, and how do we resolve the issues? 
These are all questions, which can be answered by the use of innovation 
accounting. In some cases one does not know whether the engineering team 
is not working hard enough, or whether the problem lies with management. By 
using this approach one can, on an objectively empirical basis test, where a 
certain problem lies, or whether a certain product feature actual has an effect 
on the revenue instead of simply guessing.   
 

Vanity Metrics 
This concept covers metrics, which can be used (and which are used) to 
attract investors, users, and which look great on press statements. Vanity 
metrics can e.g. be the overall number of users/customers. It is called vanity 
metrics because it does not say anything regarding the progress of the 
business, if a certain feature has a real impact on users, etc. In order to be 
able to use the build-measure-learn model one has to move away from vanity 
metrics and instead use actionable metrics.  
 

Actionable Metrics 
What Eric Ries (2011) calls actionable metrics is to use cohort analysis and 
spit testing when wanting to see how e.g. a certain feature affects the signup 
rate, user satisfaction regarding that certain feature, or how a new design 
affects certain metrics. These ways of testing a business strategy, compared 
to using vanity metrics, can be extremely powerful not to mention insightful. 
You might discover that a certain feature you thought was the essence of your 
product does not hold any real value to your customers. 
 

Cohort Analysis 
This approach to analyzing, or testing, your business is one of the most 
valuable tools a start-up can have. Instead of looking a the overall picture, i.e. 
gross numbers of users, revenue, etc., one should focus on the different types 
of groups that use the product in order to find out what really matters/works for 
the consumer. One could e.g. analyze the difference in sign-up rate from one 
week to another in order to test a marketing strategy or certain product 
feature. By using this type of analysis one can find out what works and what 
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does not. If one just focuses on vanity metrics one would have no way of 
knowing what actually works and what does not. The ‘cause and effect’ 
becomes much more evident using this method. Not using it simply results in 
educated guesses, which does not have any basis in empirical data.  
 

Spit Testing 
Another approach to collecting and testing product features, design features, 
etc., is to use what is called spit testing. An example of this approach could be 
to test whether a certain design of a website makes people more likely to sign 
up for a certain product or service. The way one goes about testing this 
hypothesis is to deploy two different designs of a website. One half of 
potential users see one design of the homepage, and the other half sees a 
different design. Then, one is able to see, by analyzing the data, which design 
facilitates the most sign-ups. Again, the important factor is that you do not 
have to rely on educated guesses because you are getting the data, which 
(hopefully) clearly states, which design works the best. Case-in-point, 
decisions to either pivot or persevere is based upon objective empirical data, 
which saves the start-up, or company in question, a great deal of time, 
money, and effort.  
 

Decisions On Product Development 
By using the innovation accounting (Ries, 2011) method making the right 
decisions become a great deal easier. Instead of making the product 
development decisions based upon ‘gut feeling’ one basically “just” have to 
read and analyze the data collected from the cohort analysis and spit testing. 
It becomes quite evident, which features are obsolete and which are essential 
to the further growth of the business. However, this process can slow down 
the production speed of the company. E.g. a business cannot simply make 
the engineers write several thousand lines of code, which incorporates many 
new features at once. By doing this, one cannot test which features are 
creating value and which are not. Therefore, production in the short-term 
might be slowed down somewhat by using the innovation accounting system, 
but in the long-term, it should save the start-up a great deal of time and 
money by helping to steer it in the right direction on an everyday basis.  
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Cases 
 

Introduction 
In the this section of the paper we will be going through a brief presentation of 
each of the companies, which were used to collect the data used for the 
analysis and development of the framework that is presented in the final 
section. Based upon the areas of interest for this paper, which are branding, 
marketing, and product development, we will see what each company is 
currently doing. After the presentation of each individual start-up, we will be 
compiling a general list of aspects, which are not unique to a single company 
but aspects, which apply to all or most of the start-ups interviewed in order to 
get a general feel for how tech start-ups handle these three aspects, which 
are the focus of this paper.  
In the final part of this section, a comparison of what the interviewed 
companies do and what theory tells us they should be doing is made. This 
leads us the final part of this paper, which is the construction of the “Startup 
Universe” framework. This framework will help current and future start-ups, 
especially within the tech industry, make better decisions when trying to 
navigate the high uncertainty of the start-up world when dealing with issues 
regarding branding, marketing, and product development.  
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99 Dresses 
Introduction 
’99 Dresses’ is owned and founded by the young Australian entrepreneur 
Nikki Durkin. She recently made the move from Australia to the US in order to 
focus her business on the American consumer and the US market. 
 
The basic concept of her business is to enable young girls to exchange, or 
swap, cloths with virtual currency. The concept is: You put a piece of clothing 
on the website, somebody ‘buys’ it for the virtual currency ‘coins’, which then 
enables the consumers to spend these ‘coins’ on other items of clothing, 
which she desires. The basic idea is to facilitate cloths swapping between 
young girls. The space in which Durkin wants to operate in is the 
everyday/accessible fashion world, i.e. products which come from brands like 
Forever 21, Top Shop, and not top shelf designer brands like Gucci, Prada, 
etc. 
 

Branding 
Nikki Durkin and ’99 Dresses’ incorporates several different approaches to 
branding of the company. However, there are two approaches, which are very 
clear when talking to Durkin, which are the identity – and the personality 
approach (Heding et al., 2009). It is clear that ’99 Dresses’ have a strong 
identity already in place at a very early stage of the history of the company. 
They know what they want to be, which is a cloths swapping platform for 
young girls. This helps establish a strong identity and helps brand the 
business in a unique way. How they go about creating the product can vary, 
but they are very determined on what they want to be as a business, which 
makes it clear that they are applying the identity approach. 
 
The other approach taken by Nikki Durkin and ’99 Dresses’ is the personality 
approach. She clearly states that this approach is what gives her and her 
business a competitive advantage over competing businesses. Because her 
company is all about accessible fashion using the personality approach 
makes perfect sense. A business, which is all about everyday cloths (i.e. not 
expensive cloths), is giving a great advantage by using an everyday girl 
(which Nikki Durkin is) as the branding focus in order to relate to the 
consumer (the everyday girl). Using the owner (Nikki Durkin) as the 
‘spokesperson’ for the business also touches upon another great aspect of 
the branding issue, which is authenticity. She mentions that people believes 
her business to be very authentic because she herself is the face of the 
company instead of the start-up being ‘face-less’.  
 
“I wanted to, like, professionalize it a bit more and kind of move away from 
that, so I tried that, and what I’ve kind of realized is that it’s actually, like, a 
pretty good competitive advantage” (Nikki Durkin, 2013) 
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Marketing 
In the marketing field ’99 Dresses’ does not have an actual plan is place. 
Being a start-up with very limited monetary resources Nikki and the rest of her 
team have chosen to focus on product development and to almost ignore the 
marketing aspect of the business. The only factor, which can be interpreted as 
marketing is made through product development. She wants, and works 
toward, people liking the product to such a degree that users recommend it to 
their friends, thereby using a word-of-mouth strategy. This is the only effort, 
which is made by Durkin and ’99 Dresses’ in order to market the company. 
However, they do receive a great amount of press due to the fact that she is a 
young female in the male dominated space of tech entrepreneurs. She has 
been able use this to her advantage, which can be seen as a way of 
marketing the company, although, it cannot be viewed as an actual marketing 
strategy.  
 

Product Development 
’99 Dresses’ and Nikki Durkin have their focus on product development. This 
is the area, which they find to be most important. They feel having the best 
possible product is the most important thing, not only for them, but for every 
business in order to succeed. Now, they are not using a specific framework 
when developing their product, but it is possible to trace aspects from multiple 
frameworks in their efforts. Based upon the interview with Durkin, it became 
quite clear that they do implement at least some aspects of the lean startup 
into their business. E.g. she found out that the product did not work as 
intended when she first made the move to the US, which made her pivot to a 
new strategy.  
 
“What I found when I came to America was, we tried to brand it as, you know 
the ‘Inifinit Closet of Free Fashion’ and girls liked the concept…but the 
practicality of it was American girls…their patience is like a lot less…so what 
we are doing is actually having to re-brand” (Nikki Durkin, 2013) 
 
However, she does not use all aspects of the lean startup. E.g. she does not 
believe in the MVP (Minimum Viable Product) (Ries, 2011). She wants the 
product to be as good as possible, which of course should be the goal even if 
you are using the lean startup strategy (Ries, 2011), but in her case, she 
wanted the product to be the best possible version before it was released to 
the public. She did use beta testers in order to see if she was on the right 
track, i.e. she did not wait until she felt the product was perfect before 
launching it, but this strategy is more in line with the NPP instead of the lean 
startup. However, other aspects like trying to learn from customers and really 
focusing on basing their strategy on valid data makes the way ’99 Dresses’ 
does product development very close to the optimal way of doing it compared 
to the theory used in this thesis on product development. 
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Cooliris 
Introduction 
Cooliris is a tech start-up, which is focused on media content. As of when this 
paper is written, Cooliris has an iOS app, which allows users to view photos 
and media content from a great number of service, e.g. from Facebook, 
Instagram, Flickr, the native Gallery app of the device, etc. The app is based 
on two main value propositions.  
The first, is to have all of the users’ media content from different services 
displayed in a beautiful way in one single place called. Of course, one has to 
experience the app in order to see how it is done, however, based upon the 
interview with Cooliris, the ‘3D wall’ offers users a unique experience to 
browse through their media easily, which is not offered by the native photo 
gallery app nor by any other company at the moment.  
The second, is to allow users to share their media in groups or private 
conversations within Cooliris, e.g. with friends and family. The user can share 
media from different sources, which makes this service unique. They are 
planning to release an Android and Desktop version soon, which then would 
make the app even more powerful by adding the ability for users across 
different platforms to share media in an easy fashion, which again does not 
exist as of today. 

Branding 
With regards to a certain, or specific, branding strategy Cooliris can be said to 
use the relational approach (Heding et al., 2009). They actively use social 
media, i.e. Facebook, Instagram, etc., to reach out to users in order to build a 
relationship with them. They believe in building an organic relationship with 
their customers instead of trying to use the old-fashion way of branding a 
company, which e.g. could be to use the economic, or identity approach to 
branding. This is based upon the fact that they do not wish to spend money 
on branding because the monetary resources of the company is spend more 
wisely on product development. The second reason is that by building 
relationships with the users they are much inclined to recommend the product 
to their friends and family. This then crosses the bridge between branding and 
marketing making Cooliris’ branding effort into a marketing platform through 
the word-of-mouth effect. 
 

Marketing 
First of all, Cooliris does not spend any money doing advertising. They rely 
solely on the social media platform on which they are present, e.g. Facebook, 
Instagram, etc. They do, however, use these platforms to run marketing 
campaigns in order to spread the message of their product. As previously 
mentioned, they are hoping to have a product, which is so great that 
customers will recommend it to friends and family members via word-of-
mouth. They are trying to organically market the product on the basis of what 
the product can do for the users.  
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Product Development 
Cooliris focuses heavily on product development by spending approx. 2/3 of 
their resources on further development of their product(s). They feel it is the 
most important aspect of their business. The belief is that the product is the 
most important part and by making it the best it can be, users will not only 
adopt it but also recommend it to friends and family (like previously 
mentioned) thereby making the product market and brand itself. When asked 
about how product development is done within Cooliris, it became evident that 
they do not use a specific strategy regarding product development, but rather 
a mixture of several different approaches. E.g. they use elements from the 
‘lean startup’, the NPP, and from the stage-gate approach. An example of the 
lean startup approach can be found in the fact that they use A/B-testing in 
order to see what product features users respond more favorably to. Also, 
since the initial launch, the Cooliris products have evolved quite dramatically. 
This can be seen as an example of the business pivoting from one strategy to 
another, which is also a big part of the lean startup.  
The aspect, which pertains to the stage-gate approach, can be found in the 
process of how the actual product development takes place. The rough 
description of the process is: Product planning, design, actual development, 
and Q&A. This process resembles the stage-gate approach quite 
considerably, however, they do work on the branding and marketing aspect of 
the new product features in parallel to the actual product development, which 
more resembles the NPP approach. Thus, Cooliris does not have a clear-cut 
approach to product development. They do not solely use the stage-gate, the 
NPP, or the lean start-up approach. They seem, however, to have found a 
mixture, which works well for their business in particular.  
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Fit3D 
Introduction 
The basic concept of Fit3D is to supply fitness facilities and medical center 
with 3D body scanners in order for users, customers, or patients to track their 
progress through time in a more sophisticated fashion than just measuring 
their weight or BMI. An example of the use-case scenario within a fitness 
facility can be to track the weight loss progress of a user by creating an online 
profile that displays several different metrics, which can be used to track the 
progress over time. The value for the consumers lies in the fact that they will 
have to access to metrics, a 3D image of themselves, and information, which 
they cannot be accessed solely by weighing themselves, which is what the 
average consumers in a fitness facility does, according to Fit3D.  
The focus of Fit3D at this point in time is to sell their product, i.e. the scanner, 
to different facilities, however, the online product (the web platform) is tailored 
towards the consumer, thereby mixing the business concept and making 
Fit3D a company, which can both be described as a business-to-business and 
a business-to-consumer company.  
 

Marketing 
For Fit3d marketing is not straightforward because they sell their product to 
other business, but the end-product is used by average consumers. 
Therefore, Fit3D have their focus on the businesses they are selling to. In 
fact, the strategy taken within marketing is more a sales strategy. A specific 
marketing strategy is not in place. This goes of course hand-in-hand with the 
fact that they are not spending any monetary resources on marketing.  
 
“We’ve gotten some organic marketing done…but we really haven’t taken 
any. We haven’t focused any budget on marketing, I would say.” (Tyler, Fit3D, 
2013) 
 
They do not have any budget set aside for marketing, and they are not 
planning to have any set aside in the near future. The only effort, which can 
be categorized as marketing is the fact that they are present on several social 
media platforms where they communicate with consumers. However, this 
does not constitute a marketing strategy in itself. It is viewed more like a 
customer support system than marketing.  
 

Branding 
As with the marketing aspect Fit3D does not have a clear branding strategy in 
place. They seem not to know how they want to brand themselves besides 
the fact that they want to be viewed as a quality product/solution from start to 
finish. They believe that the metrics their scanner produces are of top quality, 
therefore, they want the user interface (i.e. the web platform) to have the 
same high level of quality, which they do not believe competitors have at the 
moment.  
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“We have both the hardware piece that’s in the gym that people see and then 
on the web kind of giving people a consistent feel across both” (Tyler, Fit3D, 
2013) 
 
They also want to be viewed as the primary fitness solution used in fitness 
facilities, however, this cannot be seen as a branding strategy. They do, 
however, admit that they have not yet emphasized particularly on branding, or 
put an actual branding strategy in place. 

 

Product development 
In the terms of product development Fit3D is a much more traditional 
company. Because they are producing a physical product and not just a 
software product the process of the actual development becomes quite 
different from the other start-ups, which are used in this thesis. The initial 
product development could therefore not be developed in accordance with the 
lean startup methodology. Of course, strictly speaking it would have been 
possible, but the cost of the MVP goes up quite considerably when we are 
talking about a physical product instead of “just” a software product. Fit3D 
does, however, also have a software product, which goes alongside the 
scanner they sell.  
They were not comfortable discussing how the actual do product development 
in detail, which is why that part has also been excluded from the interview, 
and why it has to be excluded from this paper.  
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Healthpocket 
Introduction 
Healthpocket is a start-up based in Silicon Valley that focuses on health 
insurance within the US market. The business concept is based upon 
providing consumers with an easy-to-use way of searching through the 
different insurance options available to the different segments of the US 
market. They solve this issue by having a website, which makes it possible for 
consumers to search their unbiased and objective information thereby 
discovering which health insurance not only is the better fit for the individual 
consumer, but also makes the prices of said insurances a great deal more 
transparent. They serve all types of costumers, e.g. people who are eligible 
for subsidies like Medicare, etc.  
The focus of the company, or vision, is customer advocacy. They are well 
respected for providing unbiased information, which consumers can rely on, 
and as mentioned later on, this vision also helps guide multiple aspect of the 
business, e.g. branding, marketing, and especially product development.  
The way Healthpocket makes money is through advertisements on their 
website. They are not partnering or collaborating with insurance companies, 
or any other corporations. Their entire business model does also rely on 
consumer trust, which means that only unbiased information is usable. Any 
doubt regarding the objectivity of the information or business in general could 
therefore be damaging to the company.   
 

Branding 
Healthpocket uses a different variety of tools in order to brand their business. 
Their efforts can mostly be ascribed to the identity approach (Heding et al., 
2009) and the relational approach (Heding et al., 2009), however, without 
there being a clear-cut “winner”. They use some of the elements of both in 
order to accommodate the type of business they are. E.g. they try to give 
consumers a clear image of who they are as a company, and in general try to 
create an identity within and outside the business, which consumers can then 
respond to (which they do in a positive way). The aspect of being unbiased, 
which is pivotal to their business model, is also a strong suit of their identity, 
seeing as their data is based upon a great amount of research not related to 
any political party or any insurance company.  
 
“…we have been able to get a lot of press attention and increasing consumer 
awareness as a consumer advocate that is reporting the situation regardless 
of whether or not the result of our studies reflect positively or negatively on a 
particular insurance company, political party, health reform movement, etc.” 
(Kev Coleman, Healthpocket, 2013) 
 
 
On the other hand, Healthpocket has engaged in the use of social media in 
order to be able to communicate with their users/costumers. This initiative can 
be seen as a part of the relational approach because Healthpocket is building 
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relationships with their customers, which go beyond the mere use of their 
product or simple customer service. In the interview with Healthpocket it is 
mentioned that they e.g. use Twitter as a way of communicating with different 
thought leaders within the medial research field. This can therefore also be 
seen as a branding effort related to the identity approach, because by the 
association of said thought leaders they themselves can gain an extra amount 
of credibility among their present and future users and strengthening their 
identity.  
 

Marketing 
Healthpocket does marketing somewhat different from most companies. They 
do not engage in paid advertisement, in fact, they do not do marketing in the 
traditional sense of pushing out ads to consumers. Instead, they rely on PR. 
They use the press coverage, which they have been fortunate enough to get 
to market themselves and their business. Because their product can 
potentially save the average consumer a great amount of money on their 
health insurance the news coverage of Healthpocket in the US has been quite 
substantial.  
 
“Something that is essential for us is providing an easy-to-use, intuitive 
consumer experience that provides high value. There is an assumption 
among all employees that if you can have a product like that, consumers will 
want to use it, much like Google. If you take a look at the early days of 
Google, there were very little spent on marketing, what was done is try to 
make the best possible solution for a giving problem, so we very much believe 
in that.” (Kev Coleman, Healthpocket, 2013) 
 
Also, as part of their marketing strategy they are collaborating with certain 
news outlets on stories regarding the healthcare industry. This is because 
most news outlets do not have the resources to go out and research what is 
needed in most cases, which is where Healthpocket enters the picture.  
One way, however, that “traditional” marketing is used is when Healthpocket 
communicates with consumers online through the different social media 
platforms, but again, one cannot describe it as traditional marketing because 
they are using these tools more as a customers service platforms instead of 
just pushing advertisements out to users. 
As for an actual marketing strategy, which would correspond to items 
discussed in the theory section, Healthpocket does not have a set strategy in 
place.  
 

Product Development 
Healthpocket is guided by the overall vision of the company when it comes to 
product development. In short, they want to deliver the American consumer 
with an easy-to-use transparent way of searching and finding the best 
possible healthcare solution that fits their particular needs, thereby, saving 
them money. This vision guides and shapes how the product is developed in 
order to make sure the company is always headed down the right path. 
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With regards to an actual product development strategy Healthpocket is more 
or less in line with the lean startup (Ries, 2011) and to some extent the NPP 
(Chrstiansen & Varnes, 2005). They are not using the gate approach (Varnes, 
2005). E.g. the further development of the product is being done with the 
feedback obtained from several different sources such as customers, the 
press, and the marketing team. However, the strategy used can also 
resemble the NPP, seen as, the company did not use elements such as spit-
testing to ensure that the company was on the right track. Of course, it was 
not expected that they would be a ‘textbook’ example, i.e. using strictly one 
type of strategy with regards to product development, however, as previously 
mentioned, elements of both the NPP and the lean startup can be found 
within Healthpocket, which can be seen as a step in the right direction.  
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Kissmetrics 
Introduction 
“Google Analytics tells you what happen, KISSmetrics tells you who did it.” 
(KISSmetrics website statement, 2013) 
 
KISSmetrics is a customer analytics company, which helps businesses learn 
who their customers really are, how they act, and how to convert more visitors 
into customers. Of course, that is the very short version of what KISSmetrics 
does, however, there is no need to go into detail with the features that they 
offer in this paper. They basically offer companies very valuable information 
on a business’ customers, which then helps that business make more money.   
 

Branding 
KISSmetrics does not have a specific branding strategy, which they are 
following. It is a very pragmatic company, which does a great deal of testing in 
order to find what works for them in particular. E.g. Neil Patel mentions that in 
the early days of the company they tried to implement a certain strategy 
because another company had had success with said strategy, however, this 
idea of simply copying what another business was doing (which gave that 
company a 30 percent increase in conversion rates) ended up costing 
KISSmetrics 20 percent in their conversion rates compared to before the 
strategy was implemented.  
Patel believes that the branding aspect of a business should be directly tied to 
the personal brand of the founder. He himself has had a great deal of success 
because his business was associated with his personal brand. Because he 
was asked to speak at many different events through the years people have 
gotten to know his business via his talks. He actually does not believe that the 
business should be branded specifically. One should at least not spend 
money on branding in the start-up phase, according to him. Of course, 
according to theory what Neil Patel is doing can be tied to the relational 
approach and the personality approach (Heding et al., 2009) within branding. 
He is building the business brand around his personal brand and reaching out 
to customers in order to build long-term relationships with them, which is very 
much what branding theory on the subject says should be done. 
  

Marketing 
KISSmetrics and Neil Patel are working with a very specific marketing 
strategy, which he is not afraid to admit. They use content marketing (Harad, 
2013). He believes that whatever your business might be you should use 
content to market your product, company, etc. He has had a great deal of 
success with the use of content marketing through the years, and believes 
that in creating great content for people you will be able to spread your 
message and attract the right customers. E.g. he states, that KISSmetrics 
attracted ‘Air Canada’ and signed them as a paying customer because of the 
free blog, which KISSmetrics use to provide content to its potential customers. 
By providing free content to potential users, they were also able to go from 
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zero to 400,000 readers of the blog (which is a huge number for a blog aimed 
towards marketers). Of course, as he himself points out, one should not focus 
on vanity metrics (the term from the lean startup) (Ries, 2011), but instead 
focus on making true conversion rates, cohort analysis (Ries, 2011), and 
turning a profit.  
 
“Don’t go for vanity metrics, don’t look at just traffic. You’ve got to make 
money. Making money is sexy, right? I know a lot of people who go like ‘yeah, 
we got more traffic, we raised more money’. None of that really matters! 
Raising money is actually easy, the hard part is actually making a business 
that produces cash and is profitable.” (Neil Patel, KISSmetrics, 2013) 
 
Content marketing is the entire foundation of the business, according to Patel. 
It is the only marketing aspect he is focused on. Of course, since it has 
worked so well for him in the past one does not wonder why he feels the way 
he does.   
 

Product Development 
With regards to product development KISSmetrics and Neil Patel clearly uses 
the lean startup. He truly believes that any business should use this approach 
in order to succeed. The build-measure-learn cycle is the primary way one 
should develop their product, according to him.  
 
“You really need build-measure-learn. Take that philosophy in everything you 
do in life, not just for content marketing, not just doing your start-up or app, 
everything in life you could actually use that philosophy: Build-measure-learn. 
And at KISSmetrics we did it. We did it all for $7.35 a sign-up. That’s cheap!” 
(Neil Patel, KISSmetrics, 2013)  
 
KISSmetrics have and still today constantly survey customers, potential 
customers, and old customers (people who do not want to continue to use the 
product are surveyed why they do not wish to continue) in order to find what 
works, which features to implement, and what not to do. He specifically 
stresses the importance of doing cohort analyses in order to track the 
customers in the best way possible.  
Another aspect of the business is where to spend the money (the few that the 
company does have in the start-up phase). He clearly states, that any start-up 
should spend all of the money on product development (at least all the money 
available). However, even though Patel and KISSmetrics did not spend any 
money on branding or marketing in the start-up phase they did spend a great 
deal of time and energy on those areas. He specifically mentions that they did 
use Twitter to a great extent in order to attract users back to their blog, which 
in time got converted into paying customers.  
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Tempo 
Introduction 
Tempo is a calendar application for the iPhone, which combines several 
features currently not implemented in the native calendar on Apple’s devices. 
It congregates information from email, calendar appointments, location 
information, messages, etc., in order to deliver the power user (the user who 
e.g. has back-to-back meetings) an application, which provides the 
information needed at the right moment.  
 
“The underlying thought is ‘How can we prepare you for what’s next?’ That’s 
like our main theme…”(Brad Landthorn, Tempo, 2013)  
 
An example here of could be that a user simply makes an appointment in his 
or hers calendar, which says ‘coffee with Michael’. The application can then, 
on its own, pull information from emails between the parties involved, a map 
and driving directions without the user having to change applications. Now, 
according to Tempo, they want to be more than just a calendar application. 
They want to become a smart assistant application, but they have chosen to 
focus on the calendar aspect in their initial product and then build out the 
product one step at a time.  
 

Branding 
Tempo is not spending any money on branding. They are aware of the 
benefits, which can come from doing it, but it has been a goal from the start 
(because of limited resources) to see how far the company could go without 
having to spend money on branding. However, simply because there are not 
being any money spent on branding does not mean that they are not branding 
the company.  
They are using the identity approach (Heding et al., 2009) alongside the 
relational approach (Heding et al., 2009) to brand their business. It is, 
however, most likely that they are unaware of the theory behind these two 
approaches. It seems they are acting out of their own reasoning and how the 
general approach to branding is conducted in Silicon Valley. This does, 
however, not mean that what they are doing is wrong. For example, they have 
focused a great deal of energy building relationships with their initial users. 
Also, the product is based upon the need of the founder Raj Singh who 
needed a application, which could help him better manage his back-to-back 
meeting schedule. This has therefore become the identity of the company, 
which explains that they are targeting the power-user/business segment and 
not the average consumer. They are therefore creating an identity around the 
product and thereby using the identity approach, whether it is conscious or 
not.  
 

Marketing 
With regards to marketing not much is done within tempo. They do not spend 
money on paid advertisement and they do not have a specific marketing 
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strategy in place. According to Tempo, they are trying to do marketing in an 
‘organic’ way. E.g. they are using the momentum behind the launch of a big 
update of their application to spread to word of their product though the 
interest of the press. They are using social media to market the application in 
a way, which works hand-in-hand with the product development team instead 
of just pushing messages out to potential customers. They are soon 
approaching the point where a ‘real’ marketing strategy should be put in 
place, however, they are not there yet, according to themselves.  
 

Product Development 
The product development of Tempo falls very much in line with the works of 
the lean startup (Ries, 2011) even though there are some aspects, which 
cannot be said to belong to the methodology of the lean startup.  
According to Tempo, they did not know what was going to happen until they 
launched the product, i.e. they did not rely on market research in order to try 
and foresee whether the app they were building would become a success or 
not. This line of thought can be connected to the thinking of the lean startup. 
Also, post-launch they have had a great amount of contact with their initial 
user base. They have received feedback from the users in order to learn what 
really matters, which features they should implement, and which are of less 
importance.  
 
“Your initial customer support is huge to really understand your audience and 
have a relationship with them…We have like tons of these power-users…we 
can ask anything, and they’ll get back to us right away and they’re honest with 
us…It was a huge effort, but the first five months we’ve been relationship 
building with these users. I think we’ve gained a lot of understanding from 
them.” (Brad Landthorn, Tempo, 2013) 
 
Another aspect, which also can be seen as a part of the lean startup is the 
fact that the application from Tempo is not fully developed yet, i.e. they have 
developed a MVP. The end goal of the company is to develop a smart 
assistant for the smartphone. At the moment it is simply a smart calendar 
application, but in line with the lean startup, they have started off with a MVP 
(Ries, 2011) in order to learn in which direction the product should be taken.  
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General Overview of Tech Start-ups 
Introduction 
Based on the data collected via the interviews with the selected tech start-
ups, the general picture of how newly founded ventures do branding, 
marketing, and product development is somewhat blurry. None of the 
interviewed companies are doing any of the aspects in the exact same way, 
however, most of the start-ups do bare a great deal of resemblance in multiple 
ways, which will be described in detail in the coming sections. One of the 
overall aspects that did soar through all of the tech start-ups interviewed was 
the lack of resources, i.e. none of the businesses were able to focus on all of 
the areas simultaneously (branding, marketing, and product development). 
Another aspect, which all start-ups found to be of the upmost importance, was 
product development. Every single company believed that the development of 
the product was the most important thing for their business, although, how 
one should go about creating that product changed somewhat depending on 
which start-up you were talking to.  
 

Branding 
The general view regarding the branding aspect was very minimal. In some 
cases it was almost non-existent. Branding was not an aspect of importance 
to the tech start-ups interviewed in this thesis. Branding was believed to be an 
issue one should deal with when a company was more established and had 
the resources to spare. It was not a priority in any way regardless of which 
company was questioned. However, almost all of the tech start-ups in this 
thesis did use branding. They just were not aware of it. Almost all of the 
companies e.g. used the relational approach (Heding et al., 2009) to branding. 
They thought that building relationships with their customers were important, 
some even went so far as to say crucial, to their business, which can only be 
described as using the relational approach. Of course, none of the interviewed 
companies were aware of the theory behind this approach, they simply did 
what they thought to be good for their business without spending any money. 
But, because they were unaware of the theory behind branding a tech start-up 
the general overview of how tech start-ups brand themselves are somewhat 
flawed, i.e. they do not cover all aspects of the branding field in order to make 
their business as successful as it could be.  
 

Marketing 
Most of the companies interviewed did spend time on marketing but not any 
money. Some were quite aware of how they should market themselves with 
success and others were not. However, a common spread was that none of 
the companies in question had a specific marketing strategy in place. It was 
more a question of being pragmatic in most cases. Trial and error was the 
overall strategy, if one had to sum it up. All the start-ups interviewed used 
what they had learn worked for them and did not use what had failed in their 
case. Most companies did not rely on a specific strategy, although, there were 
one company in particular (KISSmetrics), which really had committed to a 
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strategy regarding marketing. Of course, most companies did use some of the 
elements, which are described in the marketing theory discussed in this 
paper, however, they were unaware of this, i.e. they did not have any 
knowledge on specific marketing strategies. They were simply figuring it out 
as they went along.  
 

Product Development 
All companies interviewed regarded product development as the single most 
important aspect of their business. Every start-up spent a majority of their 
resources on developing the best product possible and spent most of their 
time and energy of the further development of their product. However, the way 
each company went about developing their product was very different. Some 
companies were very aware of the lean startup (Ries, 2011), which they used 
quite extensively, some used elements of the lean startup but not all aspects, 
and some like with the aspects of branding and marketing just tried to figure 
out what worked as they went along. Again, the common thread was that 
most companies did not have the knowledge in place to take informed 
decisions. It was more a question of stumbling in the dark and trying to find a 
solution as they went along. However, the area of product development was 
the area where most companies were far better off with regards to the theory 
on the subject. This can be linked to the fact that most companies did focus 
heavily on product development and did not focus on the other areas 
(branding and marketing) as much.  
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The Startup Universe 
Introduction 

Based upon the theory chosen and discussed previously, and the data 
collected during the process of this thesis a new framework has been 
developed. The framework is based upon several different aspects. First, the 
framework includes all theoretical aspects of the theory, i.e. the branding, 
marketing, and product development aspects. Second, the framework is 
based upon what start-ups do today, what they need to be doing, and a way 
of combining these aspects into an easy-to-use framework, which start-up 
founders can not only understand, but also implement into their business 
without having an advanced degree from an Ivy League business school.   
 

Presentation Of The Framework “The Startup Universe” 
Introduction 
The underlying assumptions of the Startup Universe is that a startup is seen 
as the sun where all of the different aspects, such as branding, marketing, 
and product development, revolves around the business like planets. Each 
planet then has several different moons, or other planets, revolving around 
them. This means that one can, depending on how much one “zooms” in and 
out, focus more or less on the big picture or a specific area of the company. 
The idea behind this approach is to illustrate that every aspect of the business 
is on-going and most likely never ending. The most important aspect is closer 
to the sun, however, without every aspect being continuously attended to the 
business has a lesser chance of succeeding. Of course, every aspect is 
deeply intertwined because start-ups have limited resources where, in some 
cases, the same person has several different functions within the company. 
Also, all the different aspects are meant to be performed not only 
simultaneously but also constantly. Running a start-up is a complex process, 
therefore, presenting the different aspects in an easy-to-understand visual 
manner is assumed to help start-ups navigate the process of building a 
successful business.  
 

Product Development Planet 
The closest planet to the sun is product development. This is because without 
a product there is no business, and because every start-up is already focusing 
on product development as the most important aspect. Instead of trying to 
change how start-ups are acting, one should use this information and make it 
work to the advantage of the start-ups.   
If we “zoom” in on the product development planet, we will see that in mainly 
consists of the lean startup (Ries, 2011). This is, again, because most 
startups already seem to at least know off this way of doing product 
development, therefore, instead of trying to educate them in outdated theory, 
which they will most likely never use, this makes the startup universe 
framework much more accessible to them.  
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Branding Planet 
The next planet to be passed on the way out of the solar system is the 
Branding planet. The main aspects here are the corporate brand toolkit, the 
personality, identity, and relational approach (Heding et al., 2009). This is 
based upon the findings from the data and the theory regarding tech start-ups. 
Like most start-ups who were interviewed a company should always be 
talking to its customers in order to build meaningful and valuable relationships 
with them in order to turn them into evangelist of the company. A powerful 
aspect of branding, which only two of the interviewed companies is doing at 
the moment, personal branding, is also a very important aspect for tech start-
ups. As with Neil Patel and KISSmetrics personal branding really helps lift the 
business to another level. And again, every aspect should be continuously 
taken care off independently of the product development and marketing 
aspects.  
 

Marketing Planet 
The final planet in the startup universe is the marketing planet. The moons 
revolving around the marketing planet is the 4E’s of Entrepreneurial 
marketing, millennial, and content marketing. Now, the 4E’s of EM is not 
highlighted as much in the framework. This is not because it is not important. 
On the contrary, it is very important. The reason for it being “downplayed” is 
that it overlaps a great deal with the lean startup (Ries, 2011), therefore, focus 
has been placed on aspects, which are not already present in the startup 
universe.  
The second aspect, or moon, revolving around the marketing planet is content 
marketing (Harad, 2013) because it gives start-ups and founders an easy-to-
use and very concrete way of how to market their business. The 4E’s (in 
collaboration with the lean startup) gives companies a somewhat abstract way 
of thinking about marketing. Content marketing, on the other hand, gives tech 
start-ups a way of doing marketing, which is assumed that most people would 
be able to understand. It is the combination of the abstract and the concrete, 
which defines the marketing planet making it a powerful tool start-ups will be 
able to benefit from.  
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Specific Strategies 
 

Introduction 
The next section is a list of specific strategies, which companies can use in 
order to better themselves within the fields of branding, marketing, and 
product development. They are produced by this thesis by a combination of 
the literature used in the initial sections of the paper and the research and 
data collection.  

Product development 
Important aspect from the NPP: 
 

- Create overlapping phases when developing the product 
o Do not ‘silo’ the development process 

- Create self-organizing teams 
o Self-organizing teams are more flexible and work faster 

- Be less formal 
o Less formality increases productivity and creativity 

 
Important aspect from the lean startup: 
 

- Build-measure-learn 
o The basis for product development in start-ups 

- Cohort analysis 
o Do not use vanity metrics; test for real progress 

- Split testing 
o Find out what the consumer really wants 

- Pivot or persevere 
o Do not be afraid to pivot if the strategy is not working; and do not 

be afraid to persevere if it is 
 

Branding 
Important aspect from the seven approaches to branding: 
 

- Create a strong company identity 
o Create a strong brand philosophy, business values, and concept 

- Create relationships with the customers 
o Have continuous relationships 

- Use your personal brand (as a founder) 
o Extent your personal brand in order to brand your business 

- Use the Corporate Brand Toolkit 
o Build a strong identity, image, reputation, and organizational 

culture 
 
  



	   75	  

Marketing 
Important aspects of marketing a tech start-up: 
 

- Use the 4E’s of Entrepreneurial Marketing 
o Exploration 
o Examination 
o Exploitation 
o Expansion 

- Use Content Marketing 
o Create valuable free content in order to market your business 

- Knowing it is not just plain marketing anymore; it is all intertwined 
o Marketing has to work in close contact with product 

development and branding along every step of the way. The old 
days of marketing just being marketing is over. 

 

Conclusion 
The Startup Universe is an on-going concept, i.e. it is not a strategy, which is 
put in place the first six months of a start-up, it needs to be ‘attended’ to on a 
continuous basis in order for it to work. Like with the lean startup, which is a 
part of the Startup Universe, the processes inside the framework have to be 
carried out constantly. The process of developing the product can never end 
just like the process of branding and marketing the business can never end, 
and in most cases with tech start-ups; it has to be done from day one. In order 
for a business to be successful it needs to start branding and marketing itself 
right from the get-go, and not wait six months for the product to take off. Of 
course, doing branding and marketing within the framework of the Startup 
Universe does not constitute spending money on those areas. As we have 
learned almost all tech start-ups simply spend the majority of their resources 
on product development, so instead of trying to change to unchangeable one 
should try to work with the general mindset of a tech start-up. Of course, this 
is only possible because we live in a world where one can brand and market 
his or her business without actually spending any money thanks to the likes of 
Twitter and Facebook. This, therefore, also means that tech start-ups simply 
do not have any valid reasons why they should not, from day one, start the 
branding and marketing process of their business.  
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Final Discussion and Conclusion 
 

Introduction 
This thesis started out with the following research questions (see page 8): 
 

1. “What are US tech start-ups doing in order to brand themselves? 
2. What are US tech start-ups doing in order to market themselves? 
3. How are US tech start-ups doing product development? 

 
Furthermore, this thesis is going to explore what theory of those three key 
subjects say and compare it to the practices of ‘real’ life tech start-ups mainly 
situated in Silicon Valley.  
 
Lastly, this thesis wishes to develop a new framework, which is able to help 
tech start-ups navigate the uncertainty that surrounds a newly founded 
venture by providing a guide to how one should allocate the scarce and 
limited resources that inevitably go hand-in-hand with start-ups.” 
 
Through interviews with various tech start-ups in Silicon Valley, and a single 
start-up situated in New York City, we have seen how the general trend is with 
regards to the three main areas of interest, namely, branding, marketing, and 
product development. Compared to what theory suggests on those three 
subjects we have learned that not all start-ups are aware of how the optimal 
way of executing for instance the marketing aspect is. We learned that most 
start-ups try to learn as they go along, which can be a viable way for a 
business, however, in most cases the start-ups that were interviewed seemed 
to be stumbling in the dark with regards to several areas, which cannot be 
seen as a good thing.  
 
Most start-ups interviewed were highly focused on product development, 
which cannot be said to be a bad or wrong way of creating a new business. 
As theory tells us, having a good product is key, especially in today’s world 
where one cannot simply push marketing advertisements out to people in 
order to sell a great amount of product (Harad, 2013). However, a large part of 
the start-ups interviewed for this thesis, at least according to what theory 
suggests, were not going about product development in the correct manner. 
They were unaware of the detailed underlying concepts of the lean startup 
(Ries, 2011), although most did use some elements in their daily routines.  
 
The important point, which is the result of this thesis, is that start-ups can 
optimize their business in almost all areas of the company (branding, 
marketing, and product development). We have learned that is does not take 
up a great deal of resources if a business wants to better itself within these 
areas. At least with regards to monetary resources an optimization can easily 
be done because of the low-cost (or free) platforms like Facebook, Twitter, 
blogs, etc. The resources required are actually “just” time, effort, and energy. 
The difficult part is also that in order for, e.g. for content marketing to work 
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properly, it has to be a continuous effort. It is not possible to simply spend two 
months working on a subject and then hoping it will be in the clear. It has, just 
like product development, to be an on-going effort for it to work and take its 
effect.  
 

Branding 
Like previously mentioned, most start-ups do not have a specific branding 
strategy in place, which can only been viewed as a mistake. The branding 
aspect of a business is quite crucial in order to attract the right customers but 
also if one looks internally, i.e. having a strong brand identity helps guide the 
entire business in the right, or at least the same, direction with regards to the 
product development, marketing, and yes, branding team. It makes a 
business a great deal more coherent when every single employee, manager, 
etc., has the same idea of where the business is headed with regards to the 
brand identity.  
 
Branding and creating a strong brand identity with a start-up is not something 
that requires a great deal of monetary funds, however, it does require a great 
deal of effort and energy. Though we learned, from the interviews, that most 
start-ups do not have specific branding strategy in place, most start-up do, 
however, brand themselves in some way, shape, or form, on a subconscious 
level. E.g. several of the start-ups mention that they build strong relationships 
with the early adopters of their product, which can be seen as part of the 
relational approach to branding, however, most companies interviewed could 
gain a great deal more from going the ‘extra mile’ and implement even more 
aspects of the this specific branding approach. The problem, however, does 
not lie with the reluctance to implement these efforts, it lies with having the 
proper knowledge regarding these approaches. The start-ups interviewed 
simply did not possess the knowledge, which is needed. They are to a large 
degree, again, stumbling in the dark.  
 

Marketing 
The general trend with tech start-ups within the field of marketing is that it is 
secondary. First of all, the allocation of monetary funds to the area of 
marketing within the companies interviewed is non-existent. This is, however, 
not the same as there not been any marketing efforts being done. Marketing 
is being done with each and every of the companies interviewed and it is 
viewed as an area, which is important. It is, however, not prioritized as highly 
as product development, i.e. marketing is regarded as something you do 
when you already have a product you are content with. According to theory, 
this is not the right approach to marketing within start-ups. The marketing 
efforts should start from day one.  
 
Most start-ups, like previously mentioned, do have some marketing strategies 
in place, however, the general trend is that it is somewhat incoherent and 
without any base in what the general theory on marketing within tech start-ups 
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suggests. The only company, which had a specific marketing plan in place 
was KISSmetrics. They have really excelled as a start-up because of their 
marketing efforts. They can be viewed as a text-book example of how a start-
up should do marketing, or at least how a start-up should do content 
marketing. They are also a shining example of how a company can market 
themselves without allocating monetary resources to the area. Many of the 
other start-ups mention that they are not doing a great deal within marketing 
because they do not feel they have the monetary resources necessary. 
However, those start-ups could learn a great deal from KISSmetrics because 
they are a great example of how to do marketing without actually spendinga 
great deal of money on it. Regarding the problem of marketing as a monetary 
problem can only be seen as an old and outdated way of viewing it. With tools 
such as Twitter, Facebook, Pinterest, etc. start-ups can, and should, be able 
to market their business without actually having a marketing budget.  
 

Product Development 
This area is paramount to every start-up interviewed for this thesis. Building 
and great product is the number one priority for every company, however, this 
does not mean that every company knows how to do product development in 
an optimal way. Most companies does have a workflow in place, which has 
elements of what theory on the subject suggests should be done, however, 
almost none of the companies interviewed followed a specific strategy point-
by-point. E.g. one of the most popular ways of executing product development 
was to follow the lean startup. But, none of the start-ups followed the theory of 
the lean startup in every aspect. Of course, every business has to tailor the 
theory to their specific company and industry, however, many elements works 
across industries and across every type of business, which makes it a hard for 
start-ups to argue why they should not implement these specific strategies. In 
most cases, it is assumed that it is not because the start-ups interviewed 
would not be able, or are unwilling, to implement these strategies, it is more a 
question of having the sufficient knowledge, i.e. most companies simply does 
not know which elements they are missing, or they are unaware of the theory 
regarding product development.   
 

Conclusion 
With regards to all areas of this thesis (branding, marketing, and product 
development) all start-ups interviewed have a long way to go according to 
theory. The general way start-ups behave is to try and find their way as they 
go, i.e. a general or specific strategy within the different areas of interest 
seems to be absent. This cannot be viewed as a positive thing, which is also 
why this thesis, based on the common practices of the start-ups interviewed, 
prior research, and what theory suggests, has developed a framework, which 
can help US tech start-ups navigate the uncertainty of starting a new 
business. The framework is therefore also made so every type of start-up is 
able to understand to underlying concepts of it, i.e. one does not have to have 
an advanced degree in order to de-code it. It is the fact it is understandable 
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and accessible to everyone, which makes it powerful. It draws on the most 
powerful and valuable aspects from the different theories discussed in the 
paper and combines them in a way, which compliments how start-ups operate 
in ‘real’ life. This is also an important aspect of the Startup Universe 
framework; instead of basing the framework on how start-ups should do 
branding, marketing, and product development in the upmost optimal way 
(which never happens in real life), it recognizes how things work in reality and 
‘takes it from there’, so to speak. This can, of course, also be a shortcoming of 
the framework, i.e. it becomes less academic and theoretical, however, by 
basing it in how things actually work it is able to help a larger amount of start-
ups, which can only be viewed as a good thing, thereby, justifying its 
shortcomings.  
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