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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 startups (which 

will from now on be referred to as “tech startups”), 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 startup 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 startups, 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 startup 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 startup the funds are in most cases limited and scarce. Both in 
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financial – 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 startup 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)?  

 

The Silicon Valley tech startup 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 startup 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).  

 

There have been conducted several empirical research studies regarding branding and 

marketing in European startups (Witt and Rode, 2005; Bresciani and Eppler, 2010; 

Rode and Vallaster, 2005), however, none has been conducted in the US, which is 

why this thesis has chosen that specific area as an area of interest. It is not expected 

that the general conditions and circumstances differ from European to US startups, 

however, seen as this has not yet been tested this thesis explores several hypothesizes 

pertaining to said areas. 
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Problem Statement 
 

The tech startup scene of today is highly saturated and therefore difficult to succeed 

in. Yet, new companies are being started on a continuous basis in the face of both the 

economic hard times and the conditions for tech startups in particular. This thesis 

wishes to explore US startups and investigate their operations in order to gain insights 

into what they are doing right and what they are doing wrong with regards to resource 

allocation focusing on branding and marketing. The research question is therefore: 

 

1. How should US tech startups approach branding and marketing?  

 

Furthermore, this thesis is going to explore what the established literature of those 

two key areas say and will compare its held tenets to the practices of actual ‘real’ life 

tech startups mainly situated in Silicon Valley, California, which is the California hub 

of tech startups. 

 

Prior research findings have shown that startups, and tech startups in particular, tend 

not to focus their scarce and limited resources on the marketing and branding aspects 

of the business. This thesis wishes to explore this in an empirical study and to 

investigate whether the same is the case for the actual startups investigated. This 

empirical study also wants to investigate the views and strategies with regard to 

branding and marketing employed by the startups included in the study.  

 

On this basis, the evidence from the established literature and theory will be 

compared to the findings in the empirical study and an analysis will aim to arrive at 

new insights with regard to finding guidelines for a viable way of starting a new 

venture – should more emphasis in fact be put on marketing and branding in US tech 

startups, or should a different or alternative approach be adopted with regard to 

allocation of funds on marketing and branding?  

 

Lastly, on the basis of the answers to above questions this thesis wishes to develop a 

new framework which can serve to help tech startups navigate the uncertainty that 

surrounds a newly founded venture by providing a guide to how one should allocate 



 8 

the scarce and limited resources that inevitably go hand-in-hand with starting a new 

business.  
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Research Methodology 

Research Strategy 
In order to discover which strategies are employed by US tech startups within the 

fields of branding and marketing a multiple explorative case study has been 

conducted. This approach has been chosen because using a single case study of a 

single company would not have been able to produce the sufficient depth and breadth 

of information deemed necessary for constituting a valid basis for the purpose of this 

thesis. In order to be able to generalize from the empirical data collected, a larger 

number of startups have been interviewed with the purpose of creating a broader basis 

for increasing the validity and reliability of this study. Further commentary of the 

validity and reliability of the paper will be made later on in this chapter.  

 

This thesis has from its outset had as its aim to discover the actual activities and 

initiatives conducted in and by tech startups, and as this is an understudied field, an 

explorative approach has been chosen because it has been estimated that this would be 

the best way to bring forward the desired information. The study aims to discover the 

practices of US tech startups by the collection of primary empirical data from the 

immediate sources based in the companies. Since not much research has been 

conducted in this type of company, there is little readily available research (Hackley, 

2003) which covers the fields of branding and marketing within US tech startups. An 

explorative approach to the subject is therefore needed as it lends itself to providing 

potentially new insights.  

 

Research Design 
The research for this thesis is based upon primary data collected through semi-

structured interviews of US tech startups. This design was chosen because currently 

data concerning the fields of branding and marketing in tech startups hardly exist, and 

the open-ended interviews would present an opportunity to bring forward such data. 

In order to enhance the validity and reliability of the thesis, the primary data are 

compared to secondary data from similar and larger studies conducted within 

European tech startups. The data are then compared to different theories regarding the 

branding and marketing of tech startups in order to facilitate the creation of a new 
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framework and potentially provide new insights which can then be fed back into the 

existing knowledge while putting this knowledge into relief. The different theories are 

collected through various articles in academic journals, books and monographs, a few 

select newspaper articles, and occasionally when it has been the only option through 

popular Internet blogs.  

 

The questions constituting the groundwork for the semi-structured interviews in the 

primary data collection phase are derived from a combination of the theories explored 

in the literature review section of this paper as well as the data on European tech 

startups which are used as secondary source of data.  

 

The primary data collection for this thesis is based upon the hermeneutic approach 

because it opens up for interpretation (Hackley, 2003), which has been deemed quite 

important in this study as the aim is to clarify, understand and subsequently to create 

new realizations pertaining to the field. With the opportunity for interpretation the 

data sample creates a basis for valid analysis while keeping in mind that one has to be 

careful when interpreting the data, and that analyses need to be conducted with 

respect to context and that one should at all times endeavor to remain objective and 

unbiased. Thus the strength of the method is the flexibility and openness to 

adaptability to context, but exactly this is simultaneously the point of critique of the 

hermeneutic approach to its application in conducting research.  

 

Based upon the research done regarding European startups (Witt and Rode, 2005) this 

thesis sets out to test several hypothesizes. Since not much research has been done in 

the field of startups it is deemed important to test the validity and reliability of the few 

already conducted studies regarding branding and marketing in startups (Bresciani 

and Eppler, 2010; Witt and Rode, 2005; Rode and Vallaster, 2005). Therefore, the 

hypotheses are as follows: 

 

Hypothesis #1: 

Since European startups do not use marketing and branding sufficiently in the startup 

phase of building a business, it is assumed that US tech startups are lacking in a 

similar fashion. 
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Hypothesis #2: 

With regard to European startups it is proposed that said companies would benefit 

from adopting strategies within the fields of marketing and branding in the early days 

of building their business, therefore, it is assumed that US tech startups will also 

benefit from an implementation of said strategies. 

 

Multiple case studies 
This thesis has its data from multiple case studies. The data was collected through in-

depth semi-structured interviews with managers and CEOs of US tech startups mostly 

situated in Silicon Valley, California.  

 

The open-ended questions of personal meetings open up the opportunity for exploring 

the everyday work approach within the companies. The case studies comprise data on 

the thoughts and strategies behind the companies, and the interview method was 

chosen in order to discover similarities between the companies selected and 

subsequently underpin the construction of knowledge of what the general trend is 

among US tech startups.  

 

Qualitative Research Method 
The type of information which it was necessary to gain access to in order to get the 

kind of data which will lead to new insights could only be collected through 

qualitative methods as it was held by private individuals and companies and not 

available in objective quantifiable form and public records; nor was it possible for this 

type of data collection to establish control groups for comparison and correlation of 

results. There were two approaches open to the collection of this type of data, namely 

questionnaire surveys and interviews.  

 

The method chosen for collecting data for this thesis was done through qualitative 

interviews because it is an explorative study and the interview as a method has the 

advantage of being flexible. By using a qualitative method instead of a quantitative 

one, it was to a larger degree easier to obtain the information needed for the analysis 
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of this thesis and instead of having a fixed set of questions, which one would have in 

a questionnaire survey, it was highly important that it was possible to follow up on 

particular aspects as they were uncovered during the interviews.  

Sample Selection 
The data sample used for this thesis was selected on the basis of a number of factors 

described below. The requirements for the companies selected were for them to be a 

tech startup 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 market place. Several startups were 

approached on the basis of them being mentioned on well-known tech blogs (such as 

Mashable.com, techcrunch.com, etc.). 

 

The sample of case companies were selected in such a way that they can be viewed as 

representative of the entire US tech startup industry, which in practice means that the 

guiding principle was diversity but within a predefined limit. The selection of 

companies ranges from pure software companies to companies, which use software 

solutions to help people in the physical world, to companies which use a combination 

of software and hardware solution in order to service their customers.  

 

In combination with this fact the selection of companies for this thesis are based 

across the entire area of Silicon Valley so they represent diversity of product, within 

the limits described above, and diversity of geographical location. The diversity is in 

support of the case for the selection being representative and thus making a case for 

the results of the study becoming generalizable for the genre of tech stat-ups. Clearly, 

one study such as the present one will only be a limited contribution to the field, and 

more studies are needed in this new field. 

 

Interviews 
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 considered feasible to use a quantitative approach with set 

questions, and because certain instances called for interpretation of the data in order 
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to convert it into viable information, the interpretative hermeneutic approach was the 

only approach which was suited to the purpose (Hackley, 2003). Furthermore, the 

explorative nature of the study called for open-ended questions, i.e. the only viable 

option was to conduct semi-structured qualitative in-depth in order to gain access to a 

pool of knowledge which through analysis and interpretations could be drawn on to 

answer the questions posed by this thesis.  

 

Moreover, in order to obtain the most honest answers from the respondents the 

interviews were conducted in a quite organic fashion, i.e. every interview started off 

with small talk in order to get the interviewee in a more relaxed state, and the 

interviews were conducted on their premises (at their place of choice, which in most 

cases was their place of business). The fact that the interviews were conducted at a 

place and time chosen by the respondents were conducive in creating an atmosphere 

which facilitated openness to the very important element of follow-up questions and 

the possibility of returning to emerging themes in the interviews as they progressed.  

 

The difficulty of the interview method is according to Kvale and Brinkmann that the 

interviewer wants to get as much knowledge as possible “while at the same time 

respecting the integrity of the interview subjects” (2009: 174). In this light, it is 

important to establish an atmosphere of trust between the interviewer and the 

interviewees who in reality are revealing confidential information about their 

companies. The questionnaire method would not serve this purpose in the same way, 

and it would be much more formal, if from no other perspective then alone from the 

perspective that written expressions are more formal than oral ones. It would also be 

much easier to dismiss, i.e. lead to non-responses, and perhaps the responses would be 

more guarded and not so spontaneous and honest. The advantage of a questionnaire 

method would be that every subject would get the same exact question and therefore 

comparisons would be easier, but the drawbacks were judged to be stronger than the 

advantages. 

 

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’ 
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located 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 interviewees agreed to this without 

reservations and at no time did they ask for confidentiality clauses to be signed. The 

recordings of the interviews are to be found online. The links to the interviews are 

located in the bibliography section of the thesis.  

 

The interviews were based on a combination of general questions regarding branding, 

marketing, and product development and follow-up questions related to statements 

made by the subjects during the interview. Even though the selected companies in the 

case studies fulfilled the same general criteria for tech startups as described above, 

each case company was different, which is why the strategy to base the interviews on 

broad, general and open questions was used and combined with follow-up questions 

adapted to each case when necessary rather than adopting the same fixed set of 

specific questions.  

 

In each case the company being interviewed was asked to start by briefly talking 

about the company in order to get the background 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). 

 

Critique of Methodology 
The advantages of the chosen research methodology were outlined above, but every 

study and research paper has its shortcomings and critique points. In the next sections 

the limitations as well as the validity and reliability of this thesis will be discussed in 

relation to the objectives of this thesis. The reflection in itself and the awareness of 

some of the drawbacks of the chosen methodology can to some extent be said to 

contribute to the heightened understanding of the reliability and validity of the study 

and in preparing for the shortcomings some of these may be alleviated. 
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Limitations 
The research conducted for this thesis has its limitations like all research and some of 

these have already been pointed out above. One of the main aspects of critique can be 

placed on the sample size for the data collected. The sample size is merely 6 case 

companies. Therefore, a valid point of critique is the degree to which it is possible to 

extract generalizations which are based upon the findings of this thesis. It would be 

difficult, however, to significantly expand the sample size within the constraints of 

time and space of a master’s thesis.  

 

Another constraint is that it is difficult to make contact and make agreements with 

these new startups which have themselves little interest in participating in such a 

study. However, in realizing the shortcomings of the sample size, one needs to 

interpret the data collected in a careful fashion and to draw conclusions from the 

results mentioning the conditions and limitations. The findings of this thesis should 

therefore not be seen as conclusive evidence, but more as a stepping-stone for a larger 

and more detailed study on the subject of branding and marketing within US tech 

startups (Hackley, 2003). The study can, however, point to clear tendencies which are 

general traits appearing out of the data collected. 

 

Another point of critique of this study is the manner in which the data was collected, 

namely through qualitative explorative in-depth interviews. There is an actual risk of 

skewing the data because it has to be interpreted by the interviewer, which can 

compromise the validity of the study. However, because this was a known factor prior 

to the interviews being conducted, a conscious effort has been made to treat the data 

collected in a fashion as unbiased as possible when dealing with qualitative interviews 

(Hackley, 2003), and the interpretation of responses have been subjected to careful 

deliberation. 

 

Reliability 
One of the questions that need to be answered is whether the study can be replicated 

by other researchers. The data collection for this thesis is deemed to be replicable by 

others; however, since the in-depth interviews are conducted in an explorative semi-
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structured fashion, others who wish to test the findings of this study need to have the 

appropriate basis for conducting such interviews.  

 

Certainly, every case company and situation is influenced by the interviewer, which 

can lead to a dataset that does not have as high a reliability level as a quantitative 

study would have, but when operating within the restraints of a qualitative research 

study, the level of reliability is deemed high (Hackley, 2003). It should be 

remembered when interpreting in-person interviews that the interviewer in not the 

only personal factor, and the interviewee is also personally involved and thus may be 

subjective, but the ‘truth’ is presented as it is perceived by the interviewee, and it is 

this perception that forms the basis for strategies and actions within the companies 

and thus in effect becomes reality resembling facts. 

 

One of the potential critique points of the reliability aspect of a qualitative study is the 

transparency of the data collected (Hackley, 2003). This critique cannot be applied to 

this thesis because every interview was recorded with an audio recorder. Therefore, 

every researcher who wishes to analyze or use the original data collected is able to in 

principle. This therefore increases the reliability of this thesis, and in effect this 

enables scrutiny of the collected data. 

 

Validity 
The issue of validity discusses whether the research done can be applied outside the 

area of the studied field, i.e. can the results of a study be applied in a different context 

from which the findings do not originate? Furthermore, it raises the question whether 

the findings of a particular study can be generalized beyond the scope of the original 

study (Hackley, 2003). For example, can one use the findings of this thesis to make 

generalized statements about the entire US tech startup scene, or tech startup 

companies around the world?  

 

The data obtained in this study are deemed valid because the situations and problems 

which the case companies are encountering do not apply solely to tech startup 

companies and not solely to a particular type of tech startup. The issues which have 

surfaced in the data make it clear that the difficulties these companies struggle with 
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reach beyond their own particular place, time and type of business. Hence, the 

research done for this study can be applied outside the field of the original scope of 

this thesis but within the limitations discussed later in the thesis.  

 

The findings of the research are viewed as issues and problems which can be 

generalized to the entire tech startup world in the US and not simply to Silicon 

Valley. Tech companies are in most cases founded by one or two computer engineers, 

i.e. the issue pertaining to a lack of focus on branding and marketing is seen to be 

universal across the entire industry.  
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Branding - Literature Review  
 

Introduction 
Traditional branding literature does not mention a great deal about start-ups, let alone 

tech start-ups. The studies which have been conducted within the field of branding 

have been carried out on already established corporations (Rode and Vallaster, 2010). 

Within the world of startups and in particular tech startups only a handful of studies 

have been conducted so far. It is therefore an interesting field in which to study the 

concept of branding.  

 

Furthermore, the studies conducted have only been on non-US startups e.g. European 

startups in Germany, Austria, etc. (Rode and Vallaster, 2010). This thesis aims to 

examine and to test the central findings of those existing studies on branding within 

start-ups. It also sets out to conduct one of the first, if not the first, study on US tech 

startups with regard to branding; despite persistent efforts and searching through 

journals and databases, it has at the time of writing turned out to be close to 

impossible to find any empirical studies conducted in the US on tech startups and 

their branding practices.  

 

The importance of branding in startups 

Branding is an important aspect of doing business regardless of which industry a 

business is in. A successful approach to branding can lead to new customer 

acquisition, long-term retention of users, and help any business reach a higher 

potential in the market place (Bresciani and Eppler, 2010). Branding can help startups 

to elevate their business to the next level. The aspect of branding has been studied a 

great deal within already established corporations and the conclusion in those studies 

is clear; branding and being able to successfully undertake a branding strategy is 

beneficial for any business.  

 

With regards to startups branding is also highly important; however, so far the 

mechanisms which can help startups to brand themselves have yet to be uncovered in 

the case of US tech startups (Rode and Vallaster, 2005). According to the few studies 
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conducted on European startups a successful branding of a startup can mean the 

difference between a successful and failing business (Bresciani and Eppler, 2010). It 

is therefore assumed that the same is true for US tech startups. This particular 

hypothesis will, however, be tested later on in this thesis.  

 

Branding Aspects for Startups 
According to Witt and Rode (2005) a startup should be doing branding in two overall 

areas, namely, with regards to Corporate Identity and Corporate Image. The findings 

from their study comes from 311 German startups, which is one of the biggest, if not 

the biggest, empirical study on startups to date and the results from the study can be 

characterized as fairly reliable and valid. Both constructs have a number of subsets, or 

aspects of action, which need to be undertaken in order for a business to deploy a 

successful branding strategy. Those will be described below. 

 

Corporate Identity 

The area of corporate identity can be very elusive, i.e. the research literature on the 

topic puts forward different definitions of what constitutes corporate identity.  

The two prominent sources on this issue, namely Witt and Rode (2005) on the one 

hand and Heding et al. (2009) on the other hand have different approaches and 

different definitions. According to Witt and Rode, corporate identity is defined as 

comprising the subsets of corporate culture, corporate design, corporate behavior, and 

corporate communication. Each of these is briefly defined as follows: 

 

Corporate Culture 

Witt and Rode believe corporate culture is made up of five key components: “the 

contents of the start-up’s mission statement, the goals of the mission statement, the 

founders’ goals, the goals of the corporate culture, and the instruments to implement 

this culture…” (Witt and Rode, 2005: 276). 
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Corporate Design 

Here, Witt and Rode defines corporate design as a combination of “…its 

visualization, its economic goals, and the diversity of persons who participate in its 

creation…” (Witt and Rode, 2005: 277) 

 

Corporate Behavior 

The construct behind this term is: Human resource management and personnel 

development (Witt and Rode, 2005).  

 

Corporate Communication 

Finally, this aspect of branding is comprised of three major areas of quality of 

communication, and these are “…the general quality of the start-up’s communication, 

the quality of its communication with external parties, and the quality of internal 

communication.” (Witt and Rode, 2005: 278) 

 

Corporate Image 

Corporate image is defined as “…the perception of the corporate brand by external 

stakeholders like customers, investors, analysts, journalists, suppliers, and others.” 

(Witt and Rode, 2005: 279) 

 

The overall typology established by Witt and Rode comprises several layers of 

subsets for each component of the two major constructs of corporate identity and 

corporate image and as such they have constructed as fine-tuned instrument for both 

theory and practice. In general terms, the emphasis is on setting goals for culture, 

design, behavior and communication and ways of managing and developing these. 

 

 

The Established Viewpoint 
The study of German start-ups by Witt and Rode (2005) is interesting not only 

because it is one of the first on start-ups in the general, but also because it builds on 

such comprehensive empirical material specifically concerned with branding that it 
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can be used as a benchmark for branding of startups. As demonstrated above, 

however, the definitions used in order to help startups employ a better branding 

strategy are quite complex and perhaps too demanding for smaller businesses and 

inexperienced owners and entrepreneurs.  

 

Therefore, this thesis will be reviewing other approaches to branding, which might be 

easier to apply to US tech startups in particular the approach called The Identity 

Approach, which was developed by Heding et al. (2009). This approach was 

developed with already established corporations in mind, but a closer examination of 

the central aspects of this approach show that they are quite similar to the ones 

developed by Witt and Rode (2005). The advantage of The Identity Approach is that 

there are fewer layers to manipulate and the typology is simpler and thus easier to 

manage for new enterprises, which have few resources to devote to branding.  

 

The Identity Approach 

Four main concepts of the identity approach 

In accordance with the name of the approach the pivotal concept is identity, “The 

core theme of the identity approach is brand identity.” (Heding et al., 2009: 55). 

Brand identity is divided into four main parts: 

 

- Corporate identity 

- Organizational identity 

- Corporate Image 

- Corporate Reputation 

 

The purpose of the first two (Organizational identity and Corporate identity) is to help 

the company, or corporation, build brand identity from an internal point of view. 

Under these two concepts there is no focus on external factors such as customers, 

investors, or other stakeholders. These factors external to the company are 

concentrated on under the concepts of ‘Image’ and ‘Reputation’, which exclusively 

focus 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.  
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Corporate Identity  

There are two strains of schools of thought encompassed in this construct and both 

need to be present in order for a company to have successful corporate identity. The 

two are: 

 

- A visual perspective 

- A strategic perspective 

 

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. In addition, the content and the management of the two need to 

work in unison to constitute an effective corporate identity. 

 

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, “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 the company and the 

individual employee navigate in the right direction. This is where answers to 

important questions are asked and answered, e.g. who are we? What are our core 

competencies? Within the strategic perspective the corporation at hand needs to deal 

with the “central ideas of the organization” (Heding et al., 2009: 57) like the mission 

statement of the company, what the vision should be, and general philosophy of the 

corporation. 
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Organizational Identity 

The internal identity of any giving corporation or company is made up of mainly two 

aspects. 

 

- The behavioral aspect 

- The cultural aspect 

 

These two aspects in combination are concerned with how employees act in the 

organization, how they feel about their company, and what they believe the 

organization stands for. Some definitions of culture say that culture is behavior.  

 

In essence, therefore both the behavioral and the cultural aspect are expressions of 

behavior, but culture is more than behavior in that it also includes philosophies and 

norms. Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner define culture as “[…] the way in which a 

group of people solves problems and reconciles dilemmas” (1997: 6). This is 

reflected in Heding et al. and their view on corporate culture, “Organizational culture 

is closely linked to employee commitment and performance, which is why 

organizational identity is so pivotal for consumers’ evaluation of brand identity.” 

(2009: 57). 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, but because employees have relations to 

costumers and others of importance to the running of the company, the internal aspect 

will also impact on the external reality in which the company operates. 

 

Corporate Image 

Consistency is crucial to corporate image formation and maintenance. The idea 

behind having a corporate image, and preferably a good positive corporate image, is 

to have a consistent image across all aspects of the company. Building a good, 

valuable, corporate image means to have a consistent outward image. Every aspect of 

the business needs to be aligned 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.  
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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, of 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 this day and age of the Internet and the Web 2.0, 

the consumer has gained a great deal of power over 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 attitudes toward a brand, or the brand’s own efforts to sway the 

consumers’ opinions. Factors like other corporations, governments, etc. also have the 

ability to affect the corporate image of any given business, “The corporate image is 

hence not what the company believes it to be, but exists 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), sustainability, 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 people are under the 

impression that ‘corporate reputation’ is the same, or an extension, of ‘corporate 

image’, but according to Heding et al (2009), the two have distinct qualities, and 

reputation is different from image,“…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). 

 

The Identity Approach is thus concerned primarily with internal and external 

properties of branding operationalized around identity and its component parts of 

culture, visions and strategies to build and maintain image and reputation. This is 

parallel to the much more detailed work by Witt and Rode, and both approaches 

concern themselves with image, culture and identity. Witt and Rode (2005) form their 
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detailed branding approach on a single study, albeit on a fairly broad and sound 

empirical basis, there is little else in the literature to support their framework. The 

Identity Approach as put forward by Heding et al. comes out of an established line of 

work on branding in the traditional world of corporations.  

 

In continuation of this argument and the fact that Witt and Rode’s approach would be 

too demanding for start-ups, this thesis chooses a branding approach, which has been 

developed for older companies as its primary foundation and applies it to new-

founded ventures such as US tech startups. The ultimate purpose is to discover 

whether there may be points for which this approach would be incomplete or in need 

of complementation, or whether it can be said to fulfill the need that US tech startups 

have for support and system in their branding and marketing. Following from this the 

thesis tries to find a third perspective which would be adapted to US tech startups 

specifically. 

 

A Third Perspective 
There is a great abundance of literature on branding. As mentioned above it is nearly 

entirely based on theory and research concerning well-established companies. So far, 

this thesis has considered two approaches to branding when dealing with startups, one 

representing an established perspective and one representing a new perspective, and 

yet, at closer inspection, basically within the same framework.  

 

However, in the following, a third option put forward by Hatch and Schultz (1997) 

will be discussed. This third way is based on the comparison of the two perspectives 

just discussed and compared. Later this third perspective will be put in relief by the 

empirical data collected about US tech startups for this thesis. This approach has been 

chosen because, when dealing with startups, there is no doubt that resources are 

scarce and limited, so if one can simplify the steps necessary for a startup in order to 

deploy a successful branding strategy, then resources, time and attention can applied 

to other vital areas. Therefore, this thesis will be discussing Hatch and Schultz’s 1997 

third approach to branding, named The Corporate Brand Toolkit, which consists of 

many of the same elements as the two previously mentioned approaches, but which 

only consists of three main parts and this approach has been selected for closer 
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investigation on the basis of an assessment of the needs and possibilities of tech 

startups. 

 

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 whether a 

company has a strong and successful brand identity. It looks at different elements, 

which help managers evaluate the business in question and it gives guidelines on how 

to better align certain aspects if they are 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 

startup is in line with Heding et al.,“…central idea behind what the company does. 

The strategic vision expresses future management aspirations.” (2009: 61) 

 

Organizational Culture 

This part focuses on how the different entities of the company act toward each other 

and in relation to each other, that is, the way employees behave toward each other, 

management, and customers and how this behavior reflects “…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). 
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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 

within the company. A simultaneous alignment creates a strong a successful brand 

identity according to its originators 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) 

 

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. For example, 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).  
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Other Aspects to Consider  

Startups  vs. Already Established Companies 

In a comparison of start-ups and already established corporations, start-ups seem to 

lack certain qualities, generally speaking. 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. 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 since it is quite 

common that the right measures are not in place within the company to handle, or 

guide, the business in the right direction.  

 

In addition, as stated in the quote from Rode and Vallaster, a start-up lacks history, 

which means that the company might not have a clear identity formed yet and nothing 

to draw on with regard to the reputation of the company. 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 Startups 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 by Rode & Vallaster 

(2005), most start-ups are far from equipped to handle the tasks that go along with 

creating a strong a successful corporate behavior that could lead to a more permanent 

corporate culture. 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.  

 

For example in the study conducted by Rode & Vallaster (2005), it was found that 

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. 

Founder/owners often have great ideas or are engrossed in product creation and 

development, but they may lack organizational experiences and skills. “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 were not giving much thought by the founders were salary 

structures and internal communication structures. Most start-ups did not have the 

necessary skills or resources to implement the necessary functions related to those 

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. Not only do the founders lack the necessary skills or abilities 

needed, but often they are not even aware of their shortcomings, or the number of 
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areas that need attention are too numerous for the limited number of employees to be 

able to cope. Since 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). 

 

Items Which Can Help Startups with a Successful Branding Strategy 
Rode & Vallaster (2005) have on the basis of their study on startups compiled a list of 

‘items’, which should be present in a startup 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 startups companies. Some of the items can 

also be found in the literature by Heding et al. (2009), who write 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 

one’s customers, not to mention one’s employees, who can become de-

motivated if for instance the business concept changes too much or too often. 

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, most founders had no, or little experience in 
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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) help 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 to date. This thesis will 

collect data on branding in start-ups, and more specifically on tech start-ups, which is 

a field that lacks empirical research data to an even higher degree than start-ups in 

general. A combination of the theory behind the 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. As has become apparent in the investigation of previous 

literature and research on the topic, there is no framework designed especially for the 

field of tech start-ups, and it is the aim of this thesis to create a skeleton or outline of 

such a framework in order to contribute towards filling the current gap in this respect.  

 

Why ‘The Corporate Brand Toolkit’? 

The framework of the corporate brand toolkit has been chosen for this thesis on the 

basis of its transparency and simplicity. This particular framework consists of three 

elements, which makes it very straightforward and easy to use in practice. Given the 

premise that tech start-ups have a very limited amount of resources, it becomes 

paramount that to be useful a proposal for a framework should be easy to implement 

and its components transparent.  

 

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 while at the same time enhancing the chance of survival. This is why 

The Corporate Brand Toolkit is going to be the basis of brand identity within this 

thesis. The interesting and exciting part will be to see if ‘real life’ tech start-ups use 

elements from this framework, even though they might not realize it. The assumption 
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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 indeed 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. It is not only a question of being able to create a strong 

sense of brand identity, but the ability to maintain it also requires a substantial amount 

of work and effort. Managers need to have the right set of skills and competences in 

order for it to succeed. 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 for a startup company, and especially a tech 

start-up is in a very different position because the industry is ever-changing and 

product development and technology proceed at very high speeds compared to the 

surrounding world (Bresciani & Eppler, 2010).  

 

Aligning the Different Components  

What creates a strong brand identity, according to Heding et al. (2009), 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 working towards the same goals and in accordance with the 

same philosophy and culture, the company cannot create, or maintain, a strong brand 

identity. The same thing is true if for instance consumers do not view the company 
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the way management is trying to make it look, or feel. Launching a marketing 

campaign, which does not reflect the image that 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 perceived and this 

is expressed in their behavior (Moodian, 2009).  

 

The Image: 

The image of the company is controlled by the stakeholders of the company, that is, 

consumers, shareholders, etc. Management, to a large extent, does 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 

particular 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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What to Choose? 

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 

Corporate Brand Toolkit is a solid way to go. It helps formulate the basic ideals of the 

company not only to customers but also employees. Through the three aspects (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 in most cases do 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.  

 

Moving from micro to macro 
In all the branding literature discussed it is very clear that the branding aspect should 

not just consist of 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 of looking 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 

they are to succeed in the creation of a strong corporate brand.” (Heding et al., 2009: 

51). 
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Creating a corporate brand can be a very powerful thing which links all aspects of a 

business together, internal as well as external components, e.g. management, 

employees, customers, etc. (Schultz et al., 2005). 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 36 

Marketing Tech Startups 
 

Introduction 
The field of marketing is a fairly huge and a quite overwhelming area to cover even in 

overall terms, and for that reason this chapter will not be a review of general 

marketing theory but one of selected theory chosen for its relevance and relatedness to 

the particular issues dealt with in this thesis and under the observance of the 

constraint of space limited by the regulations of thesis writing.  

 

It is assumed that people reading this thesis possess a basis of knowledge within the 

field of general marketing. Therefore, this thesis will focus on marketing in regards to 

tech startup. Of course, many aspects of general marketing might still apply to these 

types of companies, but general marketing theory will not be discussed unless it 

specifically relates to tech startup. The marketing theory which relates to tech startup, 

of course, builds on a continuation of traditional marketing like the ‘old-school’ one 

of 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 

other more established types of businesses which are no longer considered to be 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 theory of marketing connected to the ‘old’ technology is somewhat 

outdated, or at least, does not apply well, or sufficiently, to cover the needs of tech 

startup of contemporary business ventures.  

 

Thus, this thesis will concentrate on reviewing literature within the field of marketing 

which can be applied to startups as previously mentioned. Several theories will be 

discussed in order to find the most appropriate one(s) to apply to US tech startups. 

Given the limited theorizing of this new field, it is probable that it will be difficult to 

find an exact match between theory and practice. Most likely, the best solution will be 

a combination of multiple theories originating from an array of literature on 

marketing suitable for startups.  
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Startup vs. Established Corporations 
It is important and possibly essential that tech startup do not try to market their 

products in a similar fashion to the one prevailing in already established companies, 

and doing so will likely result in failure. Large corporations and companies which are 

no longer considered startups differ from startups in several ways. This thesis will not 

go into detail with these, however, but will concentrate on the measures where the 

marketing strategy of a startup will differ significantly from that of an already 

established business. These essential points are concisely summed up by 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 tell us that marketing a startup should 

not be done in a fashion similar to how marketing is carried out by an already 

established corporation. However, it seems that managers in startups are not aware of 

this knowledge. Evidence suggests that managers in startup companies are making 

marketing mistakes on a daily basis due to their lack of knowledge of marketing 

specifically suited to startups. Either they do not have the skills/knowledge necessary 

to market a startup company, or they do simply forget to incorporate it in their 

behavior.  

Either possibility could lead to fatal mistakes in the business. A behavior based on the 

same strategies as would be suited to a big corporation is not a good idea when it 

comes to the marketing aspect. 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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The Need for Startup Specific Marketing Strategies 
According to several different empirical studies on European startups there is a need 

for specific strategies when it comes to marketing for startups. As mentioned, startups 

cannot simply copy and paste marketing strategies from large and well-established 

corporations. Older companies have certain advantages when it comes to marketing 

due to their experience and established place in the market. However, with the right 

strategies newly founded ventures such as tech startups can become quite successful, 

but they have to apply strategies tailored to their size and needs, and not try to market 

themselves in the same fashion as larger businesses.  

 

Marketing in a New Context 
The context for marketing of tech startups founded by millennials is different from the 

outset, and the marketing of tech startups will win from being considered from a 

different perspective than the traditional companies which have establish methods and 

consolidated structures. 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 startups are the following four aspects: 

Newness 

A start-up does indeed suffer somewhat from its ‘newness’ when having to market 

itself. A newly founded business lacks the customer relationships of long-term 

businesses, and on the same account they 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 account of the fact that most startup are fairly small most newly started companies 

also suffer from not having the necessary budget needed to execute the proper 

marketing strategy. Furthermore, they might not have the skills needed because of the 

company’s size (smallness), and due to the often limited budget, any campaign they 

launch demands very high rates of effectiveness (Lingelbach et al., 2012).  



 39 

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. Almost per definition, a start-up is 

introducing a new product or entering a new market, which means that the available 

data or knowledge will not be suited or applicable to their particular situation 

(Lingelbach et al., 2012). 

Turbulence 

Because startups are launching new products, or entering new markets, the trajectory 

can often become quite turbulent or unpredictable 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) startups tend to deal with these four elements in 

different ways. They describe what they call the ‘entrepreneurial marketing approach’ 

and the ‘effectuation approach’, and they categorize these as the two approaches as 

the ones, which most startups adopt with regard to marketing. 

 

The Entrepreneurial Marketing Approach 
This approach is based 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 when there is a great deal of turbulence, which is why this approach is 

very suitable for tech startup. The generally accepted 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). 
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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 complex set of factors:  

 

“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). 

This is supported by Read et al., 2009. However, one of the points of critique of this 

particular approach put forward by Lingelbach (2012) is that the research results are 

based on people who have had at least ten years of experience in the business of 

entrepreneurship (aged 40 to 82). Consequently, it can be problematic to apply to the 

group of millennial entrepreneurs, or to justify its use with this particular group 

(Lingelbach et al., 2012). 

 

Marketing Is Not Just Marketing Anymore 
When discussing tech startups and the millennial generation of entrepreneurs, we 

notice that the area of marketing is not just marketing anymore in the sense that 

marketing is a separate identifiable entity, activity or section. One simple reason is 

that most startup suffer from resource scarcity, which means that most companies in 

the start-up phase do not have the resources to have a marketing department. More 

often than not, the founders themselves, who may not have the right expertise, are 

required to do all the marketing themselves.  

 

Because founders do their own marketing and because of a general lack of resources 

within the business, the marketing aspect has been integrated into the general 

everyday routines of the business. In other words, because the founders have to do 

everything themselves, the lines between different aspects of running, building and 
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promoting a business have become blurred quite considerably. Often, marketing has 

become blended with the aspect of business development, product development, and 

customer relations (Lingelbach et al., 2012). Marketing within startups, and especially 

tech startups, is bonding with customers via social networks, co-creating with early 

adopters, or, any given aspect that in the pre-millennial era would not be considered 

marketing at all.  

 

Because of the scarcity of resources of startups, nearly every aspect of starting a 

business has become intertwined with each other. Founders are not just trying do it all 

themselves, but they are also trying to do it all at once. It is therefore not surprising 

that all the different elements have become mixed together (Lingelbach et al., 2012). 

 

Entrepreneurial Marketing 
When dealing with tech startups, 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 startups. Entrepreneurial marketing uses a 

mix of traditional marketing, entrepreneurship, and innovation in order to find the 

best solution for how to market a particular 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 more complex and 

multifaceted, and it is no longer so easy to see marketing as an isolated issue to be 

dealt with as something apart from other aspects in the business or company. One 

now has to consider innovation and entrepreneurship simultaneously as parts of a 

whole, and for instance Jones et al. (2012) highlight that one could use entrepreneurial 

marketing instead of the traditional marketing mix. However, compared to the 

traditional ‘old-school’ way of using the 4P’s, entrepreneurial marketing becomes 

quite complex and integrative in the whole business set-up.  

  

This aspect of marketing is specific to start-up companies and entrepreneurial 

endeavors, and this is the reason why this thesis builds its application of marketing 

theory upon it. Using only the classic 4P’s of marketing is not considered sufficient 
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when considering tech startups. However, entrepreneurial marketing can utilize and 

build on a foundation constituted by the 4P’s of classic marketing theory (Osiri, 

2013), but as such the theories behind the 4P’s will be not the object of description or 

discussion in this thesis in order to make it possible to concentrate on the more 

pertinent aspects relevant to startups. 

 

The Four E’s of Entrepreneurial Marketing 
Building on each of the 4P’s of traditional marketing, we find the 4E’s. Each of the 

4E’s helps the start-ups to discover the opportunities, which are to be found within the 

business. Using the 4E’s can therefore help entrepreneurs to identify and take 

advantage of the opportunities already present within his or her business (Osiri, 

2013).  

 

The 4E’s are as follows: 

- Exploration: In this stage, the start-ups 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 given problem they 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: This involves that possible prototypes are sold/tested among 

early adopters, and feedback should be taken from the usage of those early 

customers. Typically, this is the stage at which a beta version of the product 

would be subjected to testing. If the product is for “free”, that is to say if the 

product itself does not actually cost anything but instead has attached sites of 

advertising as a way of generating revenue, the same measures should be 

applied. 

- 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 have been carried out correctly, customers, who 

are not considered early adopters, will start to purchase/use the product. 
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- Expansion: In the final stage of the 4E’s, the company should expand its user 

base by promoting its product service. In reality, stages 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 in alternating stages between the two for some time.  

 

Each of the 4E’s can be considered steps, which should be used within each of the 

4P’s of traditional marketing theory. It is the addition of the 4E’s, which makes the 

difference between it being a part of regular marketing strategies and something that 

can be applied to start-up companies (Osiri, 2013).  

 

Millennial Entrepreneurial Marketing 
Since most entrepreneurs in today’s tech start-up scene can be categorized as 

‘millennial’, this contemporariness is an important aspect of how tech startups choose 

to market themselves. Compared to previous generations, it is inherent in people who 

belong to the millennial generation to view marketing in a different light because 

generally speaking, they have an overall approach to running a business, which is 

fresh and different and this also applies to the way they handle marketing.  

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 startup is not the same as marketing already established corporations, 

as previously mentioned, because they are not run in a similar fashion. In tech startup 

the lines between the different areas of initiatives, responsibilities, and departments 

are considerably more blurred, e.g. the line between marketing and entrepreneurship 

in this case (Lingelbach et al., 2012).  

According to Salkowitz (2010) the research into millennial entrepreneurs and their 

businesses points to different patterns of behavior. One such example is the 
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observation described by Salkowitz that millennial entrepreneurs blend social and 

commercial purposes. They are leveraging communities and collaboration to their 

advantage and embracing globalization of knowledge. When the areas generally get 

more blended, or blurred, one consequence is that marketing is pushed to the 

background or even neglected (Lingelbach et al., 2012).  

 

Model of Millennial Marketing 
This model is based on a composite theoretical framework drawing on three different 

areas, “…effectuation theory…, generational analysis, and a stage theory of 

organizational speciation…” (Lingelbach et al., 2012: 141). 

Lingelbach et al. (2012) believe that some of the attributes of the millennial 

entrepreneur can be linked back the generation of which the entrepreneurs are an 

integral part. What makes the current generation of entrepreneurs special is the time 

and culture which they were born into and which have been influenced and formed by 

national and global historical events such as 9/11, hurricane Katrina, etc. These major 

events have helped define this generation of entrepreneurs as a ‘heroic’ generation, 

and this has contributed towards making them very suitable as business founders 

(Lingelbach et al., 2012).  

The final aspect of this model could be described as organizational speciation, 

indicating that the new generations evolving out of the conditions of the news times 

require and foster entrepreneurs who shape and develop the way marketing works in 

this new era of startups in accordance with their own time and background. How the 

business is put together, and how it works on the organizational level is very much 

shaping the marketing of startups.  

The three aspects - effectuation theory, generational analysis, stage theory of 

organizational speciation - can be operationalized into four very specific steps that 

businesses can take in order to market themselves leading to a concrete indication of 

how startups should conduct business if they want to thrive and survive.  
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According the Lingelbach et al. (2012) there are four main steps within the field of 

marketing when you are talking about startups organized the millennial group of 

founders. These are: 

 

- New product development 

- Bonding with key stakeholders 

- Diffusing new products 

- Replicating new product acceptance 

 

 
Figure 1. Model of start-up marketing. Source:  Lingelbach et al., 2012. 

 

The first step of new product development does not on the surface have much to do 

with marketing, but as mentioned earlier, marketing is intertwined into every aspect 
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of a business when discussing startup in today’s world. Another aspect of the model is 

also that the steps do not have to be carried out separately. Bonding with key 

stakeholders, which is step two, can occur simultaneous with step one. Therefore, 

bonding with possible customers can be a step in the 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 a conglomerate of 

processes and is mixed into the process of conducting business in a start-up, and this 

is contradictory to regular marketing theory.  

 

The remaining steps involved in the millennial marketing model will not be discussed 

here, as they are not particularly relevant to the topic of this thesis. It is the concept of 

the marketing aspect being used in every step of starting a business, which is 

important. For further details on the model itself, the reader is referred to the article 

by Lingelbach et al. (2012).  

 

It is important to mention that the area of marketing startups is an area with a shortage 

of research and that one point of critique raised with regard to the entire millennial 

marketing aspect is therefore that the research is limited and somewhat lacking in 

comprehensiveness. As the concept of the millennial entrepreneur has not been 

around for very long, further research needs to be conducted, and the models and 

conclusions offered so far definitely need to be followed up by studies in the field.  

 

According to Lingelbach et al. (2012), another questionable aspect of the millennial 

concept is that is it fairly unexplored, and its contention that this generation of 

entrepreneurs are “special” business people can as yet not be demonstrated; it is for 

instance 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 startups is linked to the relative youth of the founders, or whether 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 

longitudinal research being done over a longer period of time than is available, but the 

thesis will test the general thoughts and ideas behind the millennial marketing model 
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in the following analysis of the empirical data collected on startup in the USA. It is 

expected that most tech startups will be using a marketing practice which is the same, 

close to, or very similar to the concept of millennial marketing.  

 

Content Marketing 

Introduction 

The final marketing aspect this thesis will cover is the concept of ‘Content 

Marketing’. This particular way of doing marketing is gaining way in startups, and 

especially in tech startups. 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 

startups to market themselves, content marketing can also be used to market physical 

products, in fact, regardless of what a business is trying to market, content marketing 

can be a viable strategy (Neil Patel, 2013).  

 

Pragmatic Strategies 

There are many ways one can execute 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.) 
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- Creating editorial content (stating your opinion in order to resonate with your 

target audience) 

 

These examples illustrate that 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 actors enter the market space every day. 

However, the concept of creating content as a way of marketing your startup, or any 

scale business for that matter, still works (Patel, 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. To give an example, Neil Patel and 

KISSmetrics found out that their target audience were marketers, therefore they 

created their content with this in mind making infographics tailored to that specific 

segment (Patel, 2013).  

 

Conclusion 

When discussing viable marketing approaches for US tech startups the literature 

which has been reviewed for this thesis was chosen and evaluated for its relevance 

and applicability to tech startups. Several aspects of the marketing spectrum have 

been covered, although not all aspects have been discussed due to the natural 

restrictions relating to writing a master’s thesis; issues mainly pertaining to time and 

page limitations.  

 

Due to the fact that startups have very scares resources, the ideal solution within the 

marketing field is assumed to be the simplest approach. This thesis has reviewed 

approaches which can be somewhat complex to implement in a startup because they 

require the businesses to have a certain level of knowledge and competence in the 

area of marketing. According to several European research studies on the subject 

(Rode and Vallaster, 2005), most startups do not have the sufficient resources or 

knowledge in order to successfully implement such strategies into their everyday 

business practices.  
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During the analysis of the empirical data collected for this thesis, the discussion and 

will center round making a final selection of the appropriate strategy. Without the 

review of the data collected, it is not possible make such a choice. All the literature 

reviewed in this chapter would be suitable for US tech startups, but the final selection 

and evaluation of the most appropriate strategy should be made on the best possible 

option in relation to the context of the empirical data and the best-suited practices, 

rather than on choices which may be viable from a general perspective.  
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Case Companies 

Introduction 
In the this section of the paper there will be a brief presentation of each of the 

companies, which were used as case studies and from which data was collect 

collected for the analysis of the US startups, their branding and marketing activities, 

and development of the framework for the future that is presented in the final section. 

Based on the areas of interest for this paper, which are branding and marketing, the 

activities of each company and their current strategies are presented. After the 

presentation of each individual startup, there will be a compilation of 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 layout of how tech startups 

handle these two aspects, which are the focus of this paper.  

 

In the final part of this section, a comparison is produced from a juxtaposition of what 

the interviewed companies do and what the relevant theory tells us they should be 

doing. The results of the empirical data and the literary review are converged into the 

construction of the Vision, Exploration/Examination, and Content Marketing 

(V.E.E.CM) framework which is presented in the final section of this thesis. The aim 

of the framework will be to serve as a help to current and future startups, especially 

within the tech industry, and to aid them in making better decisions when trying to 

navigate the high uncertainty of the startup world when dealing with issues regarding 

branding and marketing towards development of their company.  

 

99 Dresses 
’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 



 51 

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. 

 

Cooliris 
Cooliris is a tech start-up, which is focused on media content. At the time when  this 

thesis is being written, Cooliris has an iOS app, which allows users to view photos 

and media content from a great number of services, 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 one is to have all of the users’ media content from different services 

displayed in a beautiful way in one single place called the ‘3D wall’. Of course, one 

has to experience the app in order to see how it is done. Based on the interview with 

Cooliris, the ‘3D wall’ offers users a unique experience which makes it possible for 

them 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 does not exist today. 

 

Fit3D 
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 a usage-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 
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consumers lies in the fact that they will have to access to metrics, a 3D image of 

themselves, and information which they cannot create or have access to 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, but the online product (the web platform) is tailored toward 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.  

 

Healthpocket 
Healthpocket is a startup based in Silicon Valley that focuses on health insurance 

within the US market. The business concept is based on 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 listed insurances a great deal more transparent. 

They serve all types of costumers, including 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 aspects of the business, e.g. branding, 

marketing, and 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 relies 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.   
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KISSmetrics 
“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 to their website 

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 the customers of 

their business, which then helps that business make decisions which will be 

potentially lead to the business making more money.   

 

Tempo 
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 to the power user (i.e. the user who for example 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 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. However, 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.   
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General Overview of Tech Start-ups 
Based on the data collected via the interviews with the selected tech startups, the 

general picture of how newly founded ventures do branding and marketing, and the 

relation of these to product development is somewhat blurry. None of the interviewed 

companies are implementing any of the aspects in the exact same way. However, 

most of the start-ups do bear a great deal of resemblance to each other in multiple 

ways, and this will be described in detail in the coming sections. One of the overall 

aspects that stood out quite prominently through all of the data from the tech startups 

interviewed was the lack of resources. None of the businesses were able to focus on 

all of the areas simultaneously (branding, marketing, and product development). 

Another aspect which all startups found to be of the utmost 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 and especially how they saw this as related to branding and marketing. 
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Branding Analysis  
 

Introduction 
In this section of the thesis an analysis of the findings will be conducted. The data 

collected through the interviews made with US tech startups will be analyzed with 

reference to and on the basis of the literature previously presented and discussed, the 

hypotheses and the evidence for their qualification, rejection or support will be 

discussed, and a new framework will be proposed for how US tech startups would 

benefit from a change in the way they conduct themselves in regard to branding and 

marketing.  

 

One of the direct outcomes of the research for this thesis is the creation of a new 

framework, which aims to help current and future startups navigate the uncertainty of 

starting a new business. In the light of the few research studies that have been carried 

out to date in the field of branding for startups, such a framework will fill a gap in the 

current set of tools and guidelines available to new enterprises. There is a need for an 

easy-to-use strategy, which startups can apply to their business in order to be able to 

compete with more established corporations and the multitude of other startups that 

may operate in the same field.  

 

More seasoned ventures have had the tools and knowledge for creating a successful 

branding strategy for several decades (Rode and Vallaster, 2005), and although this 

does not necessarily mean that they have actually implemented the correct strategies, 

it means that unlike startups they have had the ability and the resources to know and 

do what is needed. Therefore, the end result of this analysis is to specify which 

concrete strategies startups, and tech startups in particular, can benefit from 

implementing. The formulation and the selection of said strategies have deliberately 

been kept at a level from which founders and people working in tech startups should 

be able to implement them without having a background or previous experience in 

branding.  

 

For such people and companies, there are great potential benefits from 

implementation of a branding strategy, but in the light of their lack of background 
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knowledge of branding and marketing, it is not an easy task for them to do. However, 

the benefits more than outweigh the risks attached to choosing not to have a banding 

and marketing strategy, especially if there is a readily available support system in the 

form of a framework like the one suggested in this thesis. A successfully implemented 

strategy can help lift a company to the next level in the market place.  

 

99 Dresses 
Nikki Durkin and ’99 Dresses’ incorporate several different approaches to branding of 

the company. However, there are two approaches, which stand out very clearly when 

talking to Durkin, which are the identity – and the personality approach (Heding et 

al., 2009). It is clear that ’99 Dresses’ has 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 

clothes 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 and conscious about what they want to be as a 

business. They are applying what is a clear case of the identity approach. 

 

The other approach taken by Nikki Durkin and ’99 Dresses’ is the personality 

approach. She explicitly 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 appealing to a group of users or potential customers who use 

fashion as part of creating their own personality, using the personality approach 

makes perfect sense. A business whose core commodity is all about everyday office 

or business clothes (i.e. not expensive clothes) is emphasizing this to their 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 believe her business to 

be very authentic because she herself is the face of the company instead of the startup 

being ‘face-less’.  
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“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). 

 

 

Cooliris 
With regard 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 for example could be 

to use the economic approach, or identity approach to branding. Their decision to use 

the social media in this particular fashion is based upon the fact that they do not wish 

to spend money on branding because they find that the financial resources of the 

company can be spent more wisely on product development. The second reason is 

that by building relationships with the users Cooliris hopes to make their users 

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. 

 

Fit3D 
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 in addition to 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. They see 

themselves as being ahead in the competition with similar companies as they estimate 

their own product to be of a quality that they do not believe competitors have at the 

moment.  

 

“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). 
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They also want to be viewed as the primary fitness solution used in fitness facilities, 

but this cannot be seen as a branding strategy in its own right. They do, however, 

admit that they have not yet emphasized branding particularly, or put an actual 

branding strategy in place. 

 

Healthpocket 
Healthpocket uses a 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). Neither approach can be said to be more applicable 

than the other, nor is any one of the approaches predominant. They use some of the 

elements of both in order to accommodate the type of business they are. Fro instance, 

they try to give consumers a clear image of who they are as a company, and in general 

they 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, as their 

data are based on a great amount of research not related to any political party views 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 results of our studies reflect positively or negatively on a 

particular insurance company, political party, health reform movement, etc.” (Kev 

Coleman, Healthpocket, 2013). 

 

 

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 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 for example they 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 
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approach, because by the association of said thought leaders Healthpocket can gain 

an extra amount of credibility among their present and future users and strengthening 

their identity. 

KISSmetrics 
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. For example, Neil Patel mentions that in the early days 

of the company they tried to implement a particular strategy because another 

company had had success with precisely that strategy. However, this idea of simply 

copying what another business was doing (which gave the company that they copied 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 has been 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 startup 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.  

 

Tempo 
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, the fact that no money is being spent on branding does not mean 

that they are not branding the company.  
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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 on how the general approach to branding is conducted 

in Silicon Valley. This does not mean that what they are doing is wrong. For example, 

they have focused a great deal of energy on building relationships with their initial 

users. Also, the product is based on the need of the founder Raj Singh who needed an 

application which could help him better manage his back-to-back meeting schedule. 

This has therefore become the identity of the company, which explains why they are 

targeting the power-user/business segment and not the average consumer. They are 

creating an identity around the product and thereby using the identity approach, 

whether it is conscious or not.  

 

General Overview 
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.  

 

 



 61 

European Startups 
One of the only empirical studies conducted on branding and startups is, as described 

in the literature review section, one of 311 German startups conducted by Witt and 

Rode (2005). Their study lays down the foundation of how startups should handle 

their approach to branding. The main concepts of the approach taken by Witt and 

Rode (2005) are Corporate Identity and Corporate Image.  

 

Corporate Identity 

Corporate Identity revolves around the notion of how a business creates a branding 

approach internally. This aspect, according to Witte and Rode (2005), is just as 

important as the external branding for a company (the Corporate Image).  

 

From the primary data collected for this thesis, it is obvious that startups do not 

prioritize branding in general. When the area of internal branding is discussed the 

conscious effort becomes even less present, i.e. the concept of creating a Corporate 

Identity is non-existent. None of the case companies which have been interviewed for 

this thesis employs a strategy for how to approach branding according to the concepts 

of Corporate Identity. The sub-concepts, which are Corporate Culture, Corporate 

Design, Corporate Behavior, and Corporate Communication are not consciously 

discussed within any of the startups interviewed. According to Witt and Rode (2005), 

this is a grave mistake. They have seen a similar approach to Corporate Identity in 

their own study of the 311 German startups, or rather, lack of such an approach to be 

more precise.  

 

However, the issue is not a complete lack of these aspects in the respective startups 

interviewed, it is more a lack of a conscious effort to work and improve these areas. 

Also, the startups in this thesis were unaware of the concepts of Corporate Identity. 

Every company interviewed did have a specific way of handling the internal 

communication of the business for instance, but they did not view this as part of a 

branding strategy. One simple decision to improve this could help the business in the 

long run.  
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In the other areas of Corporate Identity the data evidenced that every startup had their 

own particular way of conducting themselves. In general, it would be hard to find a 

business without at least one of these concepts; however, the startups interviewed 

were first of all unaware of these areas and how they pertained to the area of 

branding. Secondly, every business would “organically” try and make up a strategy, 

or way of doing things; i.e. when an issue or problem would arise the company in 

question would try to solve the issue at that particular place in time, but they would 

not consciously try and plan out a strategy beforehand. Again, according to the 

research by Witt and Rode (2005) this is a mistake.  

 

The general issue regarding Corporate Identity and the tech startups interviewed was 

the lack of awareness, knowledge and skills in the area of branding. Without the 

proper knowledge about what constitutes an internal branding strategy, it cannot be 

expected that a company is able to successfully implement the steps necessary which 

in time potentially could lead to more users, better customer retention, and increased 

cash flow.  

 

Corporate Image 

The second half of a successful branding strategy, according to Witt and Rode (2005), 

pertains to the external part, which revolves around how a business is perceived by 

external stakeholders such as investors, users, etc.  

 

The startups interviewed for this thesis were aware of the concepts of external 

branding and the potential benefits of having a successful branding strategy toward 

external parties; however, they did not deem it relevant in the startup phase. Most 

companies believed that branding (i.e. creating a successful Corporate Image) was 

something one should do “down the road” when the proper resources were available  -

both in terms of monetary funds and human capital terms.  

 

According to Witt and Rode (2005), the branding effort(s) should be initiated with the 

creation of the company in question. Branding externally to the company’s 

stakeholders can help a startup in the long run by retaining users, help secure more 
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funds for the development of the product and business, and attract future employees 

to the company.  

 

Every business has a Corporate Image whether they actively try to brand themselves 

or not, therefore, startups should consciously pursue the external image they wish to 

portray in order to become more successful as a business. This particular effort does 

not necessarily cost a great amount of money, it can simply be a conscious choice on 

the part of the founder(s) about which image they wish to signal to their external 

stakeholders; i.e. being aware of what you want to portray helps push the startup in 

the right direction. The startups investigated in the course of collecting data for the 

thesis would without a doubt benefit a great deal from utilizing an approach to 

Corporate Image in this fashion.  

 

As a case-in-point, the startups interviewed already have their own unique external 

image, which - as a result of a lack of a targeted and conscious strategy on the part of 

the startups - is constituted by how they are perceived by their external stakeholders. 

By making a conscious choice, this portrayal by the external stakeholders could be 

molded and sharpened by the startups without requiring a great deal of specialized 

knowledge or monetary funds, but it takes determination and direction. 

 

With regard to the Corporate Image the aspect which was found to be lacking the 

most was awareness and knowledge in this specific area. Similar to the aspect of 

Corporate Identity, every startup interviewed would potentially be able to utilize the 

branding strategies of Witt and Rode (2005) despite their limited funds if their 

awareness was raised on the importance of the issue and if they were given the right 

tools in order to obtain said knowledge. The issue of monetary funds, or more 

specifically the lack thereof, is therefore not the same as a company not being able to 

deploy a successful branding strategy.  

 

In the next section, the findings of this study will be analyzed using the findings of 

Heding et al. (2009), which touch upon some of the same mechanism as we have just 

discussed; however, the difference lies in the richness of detail of the branding 

strategies and the fact that Heding et al. are basing their writing on data from well-
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established corporations and not startups, which was the case with Witt and Rode 

(2005). 

 

The Identity Approach 
Heding et al. (2009) have developed an approach to corporate branding, which gives 

companies a highly detailed description of how to conduct branding. Their approach 

is based on already well-established corporations, and as such delivers a well-founded 

approach, but the questions is whether this approach is suitable for startups. When one 

compares the basis of the Identity Approach to the foundation of Witt and Rode’s 

Corporate Identity (2005), there are fundamental similarities and therefore no grounds 

for not accepting it as applicable to startups.  

 

Both the Corporate Identity by Witt and Rode and the Identity Approach by Heding et 

al. have an internal and external approach toward corporate branding. The difference 

lies in the details. The Identity Approach divides the internal and external approaches 

into twice as many subsets as the Corporate Identity, which therefore offers startups a 

more detailed insight of how to handle their corporate branding strategy.   

 

The greater number of details regarding the practical steps a business needs to take in 

order to successfully deploy a branding strategy is the basic difference and thus the 

Identity Approach is equally valuable to startups as to established companies.  

 

The tech startups interviewed for this thesis would benefit a great deal from the usage 

of the Identity Approach. It offers them a detailed list of items and aspects to consider 

in order to brand their businesses in an appropriate fashion. As can be read in the 

literature review of the Identity Approach every step of a branding strategy is 

described in great detail, making it somewhat easy to follow but also demanding in 

some respects. 

 

Every subset within the internal and external part of the branding approach is then 

again divided into smaller units or new subsets of aspects that a company needs to 

address in order for them to create a successful branding strategy. In this regard, the 

startups interviewed for this thesis would be able to use the Identity Approach as a 
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manual for how to brand their business step-by-step. Each individual startup would be 

able to simply follow the guidelines and end up with a branding strategy which would 

be much more effective than what they were doing beforehand; especially since 

branding was not actively pursued by any of the businesses interviewed in this study.  

 

However, after the interviews for this thesis were conducted, it became quite clear 

that not every startup would be able to administer the steps of the Identity Approach 

in the required fashion, if at all. All of the startups mentioned that they do not “do 

branding” because they do not believe they have the proper funds to do so.  

 

But, according to Heding et al. (2009), monetary funds are not required in order to 

have a successful branding strategy. The issue regarding the tech startups used in this 

thesis pertains more to the aspect of knowledge, i.e. if the startups had the proper 

knowledge in the area of how to brand themselves, they could actually do so without 

a major budget to support it.  

 

The real problem, or issue, is the lack of knowledge of which strategies to implement 

into the business. Every company has an external image, as previously mentioned, 

and being conscious about this fact and said image could be the beginning towards an 

improvement, which would not require much effort or indeed much additional 

funding. But when a company is unaware of this, they, of course, cannot do this. 

Therefore, having actual additional funds to brand a startup would most likely not 

have much of an effect in itself as according to Heding et al. (2009), it is a matter of 

having or obtaining the proper knowledge, which would make an actual difference.  

 

Secondly, every startup interviewed lacked a person, or persons, who had the 

appropriate skills needed to implement said strategies. The Identity Approach is 

viewed as too complex to implement for someone without the right skills to do so, i.e. 

in this instance the startups interviewed actually do need additional funding in order 

to hire a person with the right skillset. Since this would not be a possibility for most 

of the startups, despite the potential benefits to the company, the Identity Approach is 

deemed not suitable for every company.  
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One also has to keep in mind that it is developed with well-established corporations in 

mind where funds are not as hard to come by as within tech startups. The Identity 

Approach can only be the proper branding approach for a startup if the knowledge 

and skills are already present in the company.  

 

The Corporate Brand Toolkit 
The final approach to corporate (i.e. business in general; not large well-established 

business) branding resembles the two prior approaches discussed above. Similar to 

the other concepts the Corporate Brand Toolkit addresses the internal as well as the 

external aspect of how to brand a business. The key difference is the simplicity of the 

concept and that is crucial aspect is the alignment of the elements; not the elements in 

themselves. Compared to the Corporate Identity and the Identity Approach the 

Corporate Brand Toolkit consists of three major elements, which can more easily be 

handled by the startups used for this study.  

 

The areas of interest for this approach are:  

 

- Strategic Vision 

- Organizational Culture 

- Stakeholders’ Image 

 

The startups interviewed for this thesis do indeed have every aspect of this approach 

in their business already. For example, every company has a specific vision for their 

business, every startup has an organizational culture, and whether they believe it or 

not they portray a certain image to their stakeholders.  

 

Every startup interviewed does, however, lack a more conscious approach to these 

items. The overall concept of Strategic Vision is somewhat vague in most of the 

startups. They are more product focused with regard to the vision of the company. A 

simple conscious choice regarding the branding strategy of the company would be 

able to lift the company to a higher level almost instantaneously. In a similar fashion 

as with the two previously mentioned approaches to branding, this does not require a 
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great deal of funds in order for it to be implemented into a business. Strategic Vision 

is simply a strategy decided by management; nothing more.  

 

Every startup interviewed has an Organizational Culture whether or not they 

consciously believe it to be true. According to Hatch and Schultz (1997), if a 

company actively and consciously shapes their Organizational Culture (i.e. deploys 

an internal branding strategy), it will help the business in the long run. The startups 

interviewed did not actively shape their internal culture.  

 

In most cases they let it develop in an “organic fashion”, i.e. they did not consciously 

try and shape it, which is a mistake, according to Hatch and Schultz (1997). The right 

company culture can be a powerful aspect of any business, as it can help attract new 

valuable employees, or shape the work environment in such a way that it facilitates 

the development of new and great products. This is why startups need to approach this 

aspect with the utmost seriousness and not deem it irrelevant on a count of an 

assumption that “we do not have the funds to do it”. Creating, or shaping, the 

Organizational Culture does not require financial funds; it requires dedication and 

decision-making, which are qualities present in most startups.  

 

Of course, it presupposes certain qualities and abilities of leadership and vision from 

the founder(s) because the appropriate Organizational Culture in most cases does not 

grow “organically” (Rode and Vallaster, 2009) on its own; it needs to be cultivated 

from the inception of the company. This issue needs to be addressed in tech startups 

alongside the issue pertaining to the Strategic Vision of the company. Again, it does 

not require financial funds to attend to these issues, merely willpower and knowledge.  

 

The aspect of Stakeholders’ Image in the writing of Hatch and Schultz (1997) is quite 

similar to the external branding aspects of the two previously discussed theories (i.e. 

the works of Heding et al.; and Witt and Rode). In every case of the startups 

interviewed for this thesis, a certain level of knowledge regarding the usefulness of 

branding the company externally was found. Every startup knew that a successful 

branding strategy (i.e. external branding strategy pertaining to the portrayal of the 

company to external parties, stakeholders, etc.) could be a powerful tool for their 

business.  
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However, every startup did not believe, first of all, that they had reached a point 

where is was necessary for them to start thinking about branding. Secondly, every 

startup believed that in order for them to start branding themselves (again, i.e. 

externally), a budget, or funds, needed to be specified for that particular purpose. 

Similar to the two other aspects of the Corporate Brand Toolkit this aspect does not 

necessarily require financial funds for it to be put into action; especially in today’s 

world where free tools such as Twitter and Facebook are easily available to the 

general public and in many cases suitable fora for startups.  

 

Alignment 

The clear distinction between the Corporate Brand Toolkit and the previously 

mentioned approaches lies in the alignment of the items within the toolkit. As 

mentioned in the literature review of the Corporate Brand Toolkit, it is the alignment 

of the three items, which make up the key difference for a company when trying to 

successfully brand themselves. This is why this particular approach is quite suitable 

for tech startups, and startups in general. Unlike other approaches it does not rely on 

any aspect being carried out at a certain level. The important aspect is that the three 

items are aligned. The vision has to align with the culture of the startup and with the 

image portrayed to the public.  

 

According to Hatch and Schultz (1997), it is the alignment of the three elements, 

which make up a successful branding strategy, and this is something which would be 

within the capacity of startups without great investments of time, money or effort. 

Thus, the startups interviewed for this thesis would be well-positioned to benefit from 

the application of such a strategy.  

 

If a company does not feel the resources are in place for a grand branding strategy, a 

little effort can be quite beneficial as long as the effort is evenly divided between the 

three items of the Corporate Brand Toolkit. If a company at some point in time feels 

the resources are present in order for a larger branding effort to take place, the 

strategy does not need to be altered significantly, one simply has to amplify the 

measures which are already put in motion.  
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The framework by Hatch and Schultz (1997) was developed on the basis of well-

established corporations, and it could be argued that this fact would make it less 

suitable for startups. The financial funds and budgets available to an already well-

established company are quite different from those of a startup. The human capital 

resources available to a large corporation are also quite different, but in essence the 

findings of the European study on startups (Rode and Vallaster, 2005) list as essential 

the same mechanisms as those in the Corporate Brand Toolkit for startups in order to 

brand themselves successfully. Consequently, the Corporate Brand Toolkit is 

considered highly relevant and useable for startups.  

 

Conclusion 
Most startups do not have a specific branding strategy in place, which all research 

findings indicate should be characterized as a mistake. The branding aspect of a 

business is quite crucial in order to attract the right customers, but also if one 

considers the internal effect, i.e. having a strong brand identity helps guide the entire 

business in the right, or at least the same, direction with regard to product 

development, marketing, and indeed, 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 regard to the brand identity.  

 

Branding and creating a strong brand identity within a startup is not something that 

requires a great deal of financial funds; however, it does require a great deal of effort 

and energy. From the interviews in the data material it became clear that most startups 

do not have specific branding strategy in place. Most startups do, however, brand 

themselves in some way, shape, or form on a subconscious level or in an incidental 

fashion. In some regard it is a matter of making tacit knowledge explicit, which can 

help startup formulate a better branding strategy (Stover, 2004). 

 

For example, several of the startups mention that they build strong relationships with 

the early adopters of their product. However, most companies interviewed could gain 

a great deal more from investing only small additional efforts by implementing a few 

more aspects of a specific branding approach. The problem does not lie with the 
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reluctance to implement these efforts; it lies with having the proper knowledge 

regarding these approaches. The startups interviewed simply did not possess the 

knowledge, which is required to do this. They need to consciously make an effort to 

brand themselves and to acquire the appropriate knowledge, but first and foremost 

awareness needs to be raised, as it is an issue that cannot be dealt with solely by 

dedicating financial funds to the problem.  
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Marketing Analysis 
 

Introduction 
In the following section an analysis of the marketing efforts by the tech startups 

interviewed as part of the data collection for this thesis will be conducted and 

correlated to the marketing literature reviewed and discussed above. The review of 

literature and studies in a European context revealed that European startups invest 

little effort in the marketing aspect of their businesses. It will, therefore, be interesting 

to discover if US startups differ from their European counterparts in this regard. 

Another aspect to consider is the way US tech startups are marketing themselves, i.e. 

which types of approaches to marketing they are utilizing. The analysis of the 

literature and the European case studies of startups and their marketing led to the 

conclusion that startups should not approach marketing in a similar fashion to the one 

adopted by well-established corporations, but use strategies, which are more suited for 

a newly founded ventures.  

 

The chapter will be based on the empirical data from the US tech startups and how 

these data can be related, compared or contrasted to the marketing literature. The 

chapter will end by a general discussion on marketing and US tech startups.  

 

Not all companies approach marketing in the exact same fashion. Some put more 

emphasis on a good marketing strategy, while others do not. Some are keen on using 

specific marketing strategies, while others believe in marketing their business in a 

more organic way. However, even though every startup interviewed for this thesis is 

quite different, they all share common traits, which can be used for a general 

discussion on marketing approaches and US tech startups. This discussion will 

therefore be a part of this analysis. 

 

99 Dresses 
In the marketing field ’99 Dresses’ does not have an actual plan in place. Being a 

startup with very limited financial resources, Nikki and the rest of her team have 

chosen to focus on product development and to almost ignore the marketing aspect of 
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the business. The only element which can be interpreted as related to marketing is 

made through product development. She wants, and works toward, getting people to 

like 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. 

 

Cooliris 
First of all, Cooliris does not spend any money doing advertising. They rely solely on 

the social media platforms 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.  

 

Fit3D 
For Fit3d marketing is not straightforward because they sell their product to other 

businesses, but the end-product is used by average consumers. At present Fit3D have 

their focus on the businesses they are selling to. In fact, the strategy taken within 

marketing is more a sales strategy than a marketing strategy, and a specific marketing 

strategy is not in place. As a consequence of this they are not spending any financial 

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 
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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. 

 

Healthpocket 
Healthpocket does marketing somewhat differently 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 

large 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 given 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 and is able to service news media with 

credible and unbiased information.  

 

One way, however, that “traditional” marketing is used is when Healthpocket 

communicates with consumers online through the different social media platforms, 

and yet, 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. 
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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.  

KISSmetrics 
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. To give an 

example he states that KISSmetrics attracted ‘Air Canada’ and signed them as a 

paying customer because of the free blog which KISSmetrics uses to provide content 

to its potential customers. By providing free content to potential users, they were also 

able to go from 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. It must be said that it has worked well for him 

in the past so one does not wonder why he feels the way he does. 

 

Tempo 
With regard to marketing not much is done within Tempo. They do not spend money 

on paid advertisements, and they do not have a specific marketing strategy in place. 

According to Tempo, they are trying to do marketing in an ‘organic’ way. For 
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instance, they are using the momentum behind the launch of a big update of their 

application to spread the 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’ and designated 

marketing strategy should be put in place, but they are not there yet, according to 

themselves. 

General Overview 
Based on the data collected via the interviews with the selected tech startups, the 

general picture of how newly founded ventures do branding and marketing, and the 

relation of these to product development is somewhat blurry. None of the interviewed 

companies are implementing any of the aspects in the exact same way. However, 

most of the start-ups do bear a great deal of resemblance to each other in multiple 

ways, and this will be described in detail in the coming sections. One of the overall 

aspects that stood out quite prominently through all of the data from the tech startups 

interviewed was the lack of resources. None of the businesses were able to focus on 

all of the areas simultaneously (branding, marketing, and product development). 

Another aspect which all startups found to be of the utmost 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 and especially how they saw this as related to branding and marketing. 

 

 

Startups vs. Well-Established Corporations 
As discussed in the literature review section of this thesis, startups should not market, 

or use marketing, in the same fashion as well-established corporations. Most 

companies surveyed were taking the right approach in this regard. None of the 

startups interviewed were assigning huge budgets for the use of marketing or buying 

advertising space, nor did they in general approach marketing in a fashion similar to 

what an already well-established corporation would do.  
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However, every startup, except for one (i.e. KISSmetrics), was still approaching 

marketing with an old mindset; for instance, they believed that in order to 

successfully market their business they would need a budget to do so. As 

demonstrated in the literature, this is not necessarily the case. Also, according to the 

few empirical studies on European startups, a lack of a marketing budget does not 

mean that a company should not be able to successfully market themselves in a 

variety of ways.  

 

According to Gruber (2004), there are some key differences between startups and 

well-established companies, which is why startups should not use the same marketing 

strategies as larger corporations. These are: newness, smallness, uncertainty, and 

turbulence. They will not be described here as a detailed description is to be found in 

the literature review section. However, because of these key differences, which are 

also characteristics present in the tech startups interviewed for this thesis, a different 

approach to marketing is needed. The startups interviewed did, however, not seem to 

be aware of this fact, or posses this knowledge. Again, the only company interviewed, 

which approached marketing in a correct fashion according to the literature reviewed 

was KISSmetrics. Every other company interviewed was still in the mindset of how 

well-established corporations should execute marketing.  

 

The 4E’s of Entrepreneurial Marketing 
Every startup interviewed did use parts of the 4E’s of entrepreneurial marketing, but 

most were doing so on a subconscious level or quite accidentally. None of the 

interviewed companies were aware of the actual concept of the 4E’s. However, one 

can argue that if they are taking the right approach to marketing (by using the 4E’s), it 

does not matter whether or not they are actually doing so consciously. But, most of 

the startups did not use every aspect of the 4E’s, in other words, their efforts can be 

considerably improved. Also, being conscious of one’s efforts, whether it is 

marketing related or not, can only be seen as a positive aspect of running a business. 

Consequently, although the interviewed startups were applying some of the right 

concepts from the 4E’s, a conscious and focused effort would without a doubt 

improve their marketing efforts and subsequently, the overall results of the company.  
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One of the aspects of the 4E’s which makes them stand out from traditional marketing 

is the fact that the 4E’s intertwine several different aspects of a business. In short, 

marketing is not just marketing any more. According to Gruber (2004), a startup 

needs to start their marketing efforts from the inception of the company. This is a 

realization which is not present in most of the startups interviewed for this thesis. 

This, again, relates back to the thinking of traditional marketing according to which a 

company would produce a product, and then apply its marketing strategies. In 

present-day marketing, and especially in startups, the marketing efforts need to begin 

while the product is still being developed. This aspect is not realized in most of the 

startups, and as this is one of the key aspects of the concept of the 4E’s, it means that 

most startups do not have knowledge of a key ingredient in successful marketing 

strategy.  

 

Exploration 

Some, but certainly not the majority, of the startups interviewed did actively seek the 

advice and opinion of potential customers/users. They, as the literature suggests, 

made a huge effort in order to find out if they were on the right path regarding their 

product(s). However, none of the startups were aware that this also had a profound 

impact on the marketing of their business. They were only focused on the product 

development side of the business when they would approach potential 

customers/users. Characteristically, they were unaware of the theories of the field and 

the thinking behind the 4E’s, and the link to the marketing side of their business.  

 

Examination 

Most startups investigated in this study did use the examination stage of the 4E’s in 

their business practices, but again, they were doing so with regard to product 

development, not marketing. None of the startups included expressed any thoughts on 

how this could help them market the business. They were clearly unaware of this 

option, and in their minds marketing was still a notion of creating and placing 

advertisements.  

 

Most startups would approach early adopters in order to get feedback from them in 

order to make the future product development phase more congruent with the wishes 
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of the market. The notion of consulting users of the product of the company would be 

a positive addition to every startup, but currently, it is not a standard consideration. 

Concerning marketing this stage of the 4E’s was not incorporated and, if the stage 

was applied, it was only done with regard to product development and not with a 

marketing aspect in mind. Therefore, making startups aware of the aspect, or simply 

making them conscious of the fact that it could also be part of a powerful marketing 

strategy, can definitely have a positive impact on business performance. It becomes 

obvious that most startups do not need to change their ways of operating dramatically 

in order to have a successful marketing strategy, but they need to extend their patterns 

of action, and they need to become aware of the type of knowledge which the 4E’s 

would be able to give them.  

 

Exploitation 

Every company interviewed in this study had launched their product to the general 

public, i.e. every company can be categorized as having reached this stage of the 

4E’s. Every business was trying to spread the message of their product in order to 

gain more users/customers, but because most companies felt marketing required a 

budget they were not handling this stage particularly well. The marketing efforts did 

not start at the inception of the company, which meant that almost every company 

was lagging behind at this stage with regard to marketing.  

 

Expansion 

Among all the startups interviewed for this thesis only one can be said to have 

reached this stage of the 4E’s, namely KISSmetrics. All other startups were struggling 

to reach a stage beyond just one aspect of the 4E’s. Except for KISSmetrics none of 

the startups had managed to reach the expansion phase, and no doubt a contributing 

factor could be said to be ignorance of the how to explore possibilities, market their 

product to take advantage of these possibilities, and how to find and utilize the proper 

knowledge regarding how to market themselves as a startup. Of course, there are no 

absolute guaranties or absolute truths regarding this matter, and even if they had 

followed the marketing strategy of the 4E’s, they may not have progressed, but it is 

certain that chances are dramatically improved if one adopts the 4E’s into the 

everyday routine of running a startup.  
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Although the evidence is not conclusive, one can see that because KISSmetrics has 

incorporated the 4E’s into their business from the start of the company, they have 

been able to succeed with their startup. Of course, KISSmetrics were unaware of the 

literature of the 4E’s; however; they have managed to follow the steps suggested by 

Gruber (2004) in an immaculate fashion despite this fact.  

 

Model of Millennial Marketing 
The main four elements which make up the model of Millennial Marketing, are quite 

similar to the 4E’s of the Entrepreneurial Marketing approach just discussed, which is 

why these elements will not be discussed further. However, the key differences 

between the two models lie in the surrounding details; i.e. the aspect of the 

generational analysis of the founders. All founders of the interviewed startups for this 

study can be categorized as being Millennial, but as stated in the literature review it is 

not possible to verify the relevance, or importance, of this fact in this thesis. This is of 

course because of the time constraints, which come hand-in-hand with written a 

master’s thesis. This is also why further analysis according to the Model of Millennial 

Marketing will not be made. Without the ability to verify the validity of the model it 

cannot be seen as a proper tool for analyzing the data collected. However, one should 

not simply ignore the model completely. It raises important questions, which can help 

startups in their infancy even though it is not possible to scientifically verify its 

importance yet. 

 

Content Marketing 
This approach to marketing widely spread through the works of Eric Ries (2011) 

offers startups a very pragmatic way of developing a marketing strategy, which the 

other approaches do not, and for this particular reason it is also one of the most 

suitable marketing approaches for startups. It was developed with that specific type of 

company in mind, and it offers startups specific strategies for how to market 

themselves. The only aspect one has to consider is that it is a very new concept, i.e. it 

has yet to be thoroughly tested through the proper scientific channels. 

 



 80 

A small percentage of the startups in this thesis are using Content Marketing as a 

specific strategy. KISSmetrics is one of them. KISSmetrics has excelled quite 

dramatically almost solely on the basis of Content Marketing. According to the 

founder of the company, they went from 0 to 400,000 readers of their blog in 6 

months because of Content Marketing. This is an amazing accomplishment, which 

everyone cannot simply copy, but everyone should be able to utilize the tools that 

Content Marketing offers. Especially because it does not require a budget in order to 

be effective. KISSmetrics simply used Twitter (which is a free platform) in order to 

secure their readership; they did not spend any financial funds on marketing, or assign 

a budget to it.  

 

Startups in general need to learn from the few examples there are in the tech startup 

community. Content Marketing is a powerful and very inexpensive approach to 

marketing, which is why it is quite suitable for startups. The only aspect, which one 

has to keep in mind when wanting to apply this approach to a business, is that it 

requires a great deal of effort on a continuous basis to keep a constant flow of 

updating and input of content. This can be why some startups are reluctant to pursue 

this path because it would require a great deal of time and energy from the company, 

which they might not feel that they possess. In that respect, it does require some 

resources, but compared to a more traditional approach to marketing, it is very 

inexpensive, easy to apply, and very easy to measure its effectiveness.  

 

EU vs. US 
In a comparison with the European studies conducted in the field of startups similar 

results are found. Marketing is not being done in the early stages of the existence of 

the company, and the general belief behind marketing is that one needs a budget to 

deploy a successful marketing strategy. The more up-to-date and present-day way of 

thinking according to which marketing intertwines into every aspect of running a 

business has not yet been applied into startups, regardless of the microscope being 

pointed at European or US startups. Many of the same problems, or aspects found 

lacking in European startups with regard to marketing, were found lacking in the US 

tech startups which were interviewed for this thesis as well.  
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With regard to both European and US startups the 4E’s could be a viable option. It 

takes into account that most startups mainly consist of one or two founders and maybe 

one or two other employees (at least in the case of the startups interviewed in this 

study), and consequently, the marketing effort is mixed into every other aspect of the 

business, which is what is happening in practically all startups. One or two people are 

responsible for every aspect of the business, such as product development, branding, 

marketing, etc.; therefore, the 4E’s could be an obvious choice with regard to a 

marketing strategy. The data from the US collected for this thesis show a situation 

similar to that depicted by the data from the few existing European studies on startups 

and the similarity of results point to a tentative conclusion that one can indeed 

compare the two continents in this regard. Therefore, the 4E’s of Entrepreneurial 

Marketing cannot only be seen as a viable option for US tech startups, but as a viable 

option for both European and US startups.  

 

Conclusion 
The general trend with tech startups within the field of marketing is that this aspect of 

building a business is secondary. First of all, the allocation of financial funds to the 

area of marketing within the companies interviewed is non-existent. This is, however, 

not the same as saying that no marketing efforts being made. Marketing is being 

carried out with each and every of the companies interviewed, and it is viewed as an 

area which is important. However, it is not prioritized as highly as product 

development, and marketing is regarded as something you do when you already have 

a product you are satisfied with. According to theory, this is not the right approach to 

marketing within start-ups. The marketing efforts should start from day one.  

 

Most startups have some marketing strategies in place, but the general trend is that it 

is somewhat incoherent and without any base in what the general theory on marketing 

within tech startups suggests. The only company which had a specific marketing plan 

in place was KISSmetrics. They have really excelled as a startup because of their 

marketing efforts. They can be viewed as a textbook example of how a startup should 

do marketing, or at least how a startup should do Content Marketing. They are also a 

shining example of how a company can market themselves without allocating 

financial resources to the area. Many of the other startups mentioned that they are not 
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doing a great deal within marketing because they do not feel they have the financial 

resources necessary. However, those startups could learn a great deal from 

KISSmetrics because they are a great example of how to do marketing without 

actually spending a great deal of money on it. Regarding the problem of marketing as 

a financial problem can only be seen as an old and outdated way of viewing it. With 

tools such as Twitter, Facebook, Pinterest, etc. startups can, and should, be able to 

market their business without actually having a marketing budget.  

 

Overall Analysis of Branding and Marketing  
The general picture of US tech startups with regard to marketing and branding looks 

somewhat dire. In cases of almost all startups interviewed for this thesis there were 

gaping holes in not only their respective strategies but also in their general mindset 

regarding the areas in question. Most startups were under the misconception that 

branding and marketing within a business needs a budget in order for it to be 

successful, which the literature in the respected areas does not suggest.  

 

On the basis of this discovery, one has to conclude that a paradigm shift is in order if 

US tech startups wish to reach a higher rate of success in general. Of course, this is 

easier said than done, but the first step in the right direction is the acknowledgement 

of there being a large gap between what is being done, what needs to be done and 

what could be done. 

 

In the positive end of the spectrum, one has to give credit to most startups for 

applying elements from both the branding and marketing side of the literature 

reviewed in this thesis. The empirical data demonstrated that some aspects were in 

place in most companies interviewed, and that these initiatives are helping the 

respective startups in their everyday routine of running a business.  

 

However, most of these elements were not applied on a conscious level, which means 

that in order for any of the startups interviewed to have what could be qualified as a 

successful strategy they would have to initiate several other aspects regarding 

branding and marketing, and do so on a conscious level. The only company in this 



 83 

study which can be said to have a successful and conscious strategy in place is 

KISSmetrics, and consequently this company has been also rewarded by these efforts.  

 

In conclusion, a shift in the mindset of founders and employees of startups are needed 

in order for the glum picture to change. Startups do not need huge budgets for either 

branding or marketing. The tools, which they require are already freely available to 

them, they simply need to start using them in the proper fashion. And, they need to 

consciously consider the path they wish to follow with regard to branding and 

marketing.  
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Establishing a Future Branding and Marketing Framework 

(V.E.E.CM) 
 

One of the outcomes of the analysis of the data material collected for this thesis is that 

it has become clear that startups need a framework which can support them in their 

development of their branding and marketing. In particular, it has become apparent 

that an integrated approach to the pragmatics of marketing and branding would be 

useful. It has not been possible to find anywhere in the reviewed literature such a 

framework for startups which compiles both the branding and marketing aspects of a 

business. Only limited research has been carried on startups and their branding 

practices and needs, and the studies which have been conducted concerning startups 

and their branding have also only been conducted on European startups; i.e. no studies 

have been conducted on branding and US startups. There are numerous studies on 

startups and marketing. However, these studies do not consider marketing in relation 

to branding. This is where this thesis maintains to be innovative, and the research 

done for this thesis fills a gap in previous knowledge. The new knowledge acquired 

during the work on the thesis and with the tech US startups is being converged in the 

creation of a new framework which is outlined below (V.E.E.CM), and it represents 

something new in the mapping out of the field.  

 

This framework consists of three main elements, which have been chosen from the 

literature previously reviewed in this thesis. The specific elements will not be 

discussed in this section as they are to be found in the section pertaining to the 

literature review of this thesis. The specific combination of the elements in the 

framework is new and unique, but all elements have their basis in already well-

documented literature, which lends validity and reliability to the framework. 

Naturally, this particular framework has yet to be tested in theory and practice. No 

research has been done with the goal to verify the practical implications of the 

framework.  

 

As previously mentioned, the framework consists of three main parts: Vision, 

Exploration/Examination, and Content Marketing (V.E.E.CM). These specific 

strategies have been selected on the basis of the following:  
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- What US tech startups are already doing (on a subconscious level) 

- Strategies which do not require a budget to be implemented 

- Elements which evidence supports the effectiveness off 

- What US tech startups would be able to implement without extensive branding 

or marketing knowledge 

 

Vision 
This is one of the most crucial elements of any business (Hatch and Schultz, 1997). 

The Vision dictates in which direction the company should go, which avenues to 

pursue, and which not to pursue. Since all of the tech startups interviewed for this 

thesis are already outlining a vision for their product, it is deemed fairly simple, and 

in addition inexpensive, for them to expand their vision to include branding and 

marketing aspects of the company. It does not need to be a highly descriptive strategy 

if it is not in the power of the founders to do so; i.e. if they do not possess the proper 

skillset in the fields of branding and marketing. It should, however, function as a 

beacon, which helps the company steer in the right direction and which can make it 

clear for all employees, which way the startup is headed and what the goal is.  

 

Exploration/Examination 
This part of the V.E.E.CM framework pertains to the development of the initial 

product. Because it originates from the literature of Entrepreneurial Marketing 

(Gruber, 2008) is very much intertwines with other elements of a business, such as 

branding and product development. The reasoning behind this stage can be found in 

the fact that it can be a turning point in the building of a successful company. First of 

all, the product needs to be developed in the right direction in order for the startup to 

be able to earn a profit at some point in time. Second, it is a crucial point in time with 

regard to branding and marketing. It is in this stage of the company in which 

important relationships are formed with early adopters, who have the potential to 

market/promote and brand the product and startup within their social circles. Third, in 

the light of the fact that most of the startups interviewed for this thesis are already 

utilizing this step, albeit it on a subconscious level or without awareness of doing it, it 
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supports the argument that it is easy and inexpensive to implement even for tech 

startups with limited and scarce resources.  

 

Content Marketing 
The concept of Content Marketing (Ries, 2011) is the final step of the V.E.E.CM 

framework. Although the term Content Marketing suggests that it pertains only to 

marketing of a business, it does in fact, if employed, also brand the business in 

question; i.e. if a startup on a continuous basis deploys Content Marketing strategies it 

can also be seen as a branding strategy. This is the stage where the product is branded 

and marketed in what one could call the ‘old-fashion’ way; this step pertains to 

promoting the business and its product(s). It is used in this framework because of the 

great success KISSmetrics have had using this concept with their business. Of course, 

further research needs to be done to verify this point of view. This cannot be carried 

out within the course of this thesis, as it goes beyond the time and budget constraints 

in place. This is the final step of this framework because if it, and the two previous 

steps are performed in a correct fashion, it should help move the company in question 

from the startup phase into a more well-established corporation.  

 

Conclusion of the V.E.E.CM Framework 
According to the research previously conducted by Witt and Rode (2005), the primary 

data collected for this thesis, and the literature reviewed for this paper, suggest that 

the V.E.E.CM framework is a viable solution for US tech startups if they wish to 

apply a branding and marketing strategy to their business. The framework has been 

designed to make it applicable to startups which do not possess extensive knowledge 

within the fields of branding and marketing, and the intention has been to make it 

accessible and unchallenging to carry out in a small business with few employees. 

Some of the literature reviewed in this thesis can also yield positive results if applied 

by a startup, however, in the light of the knowledge gained form the empirical data 

they have been deemed too complex for the common types of startups to implement. 

The real challenge is being able to make startups aware of the existence of the 

framework; i.e. the challenge of giving startups the knowledge of the framework of  

V.E.E.CM, or any other helpful framework designed with the same purpose in mind. 
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It is suggested that further research is carried out in order to test the validity and 

reliability the framework. Theoretically, the framework should yield a successful 

branding and marketing strategy for a startup, but it is important to have in mind that 

this theory has yet to be tested. The assessment on the basis of the work for this thesis 

is that such a framework may be much needed and will offer startups a skeleton for 

strategies to be successfully applied in the service of company growth and 

development.  
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Conclusion and Perspectives 

General State of US Tech Startups 
In the evaluation of the data material from the interviews with US startups is was a 

relief to discover that with regard to branding and marketing some US tech startups 

are handling some aspects in the fashion suggested in the literature reviewed for this 

thesis. This was a positive element, especially their employment of individual 

initiates, which were carried out without any conscious knowledge or awareness of 

their actions being part of established knowledge. Most startups were truly unaware of 

the impact of their actions in regard to marketing and branding, nor were they aware 

that they were in fact engaged in such activities – at least they did not have the 

designated terms to attach to their activities. They were performing certain tasks, 

which can be categorized as the correct way of conducting a certain aspect of 

branding or marketing strategies, such as the Examination stage of the 4E’s of 

Entrepreneurial Marketing, which represents one of the activities that were present in 

most startups interviewed. But, the fact remains that all startups with the exception of 

one (KISSmetrics) were not performing these tasks on a conscious level. This 

unawareness is problematic in the long run, because the lack of awareness and the 

accidental nature of the application, mean that activities cannot be scrutinized, 

discussed, changed or deliberate adapted to new products, markets, or general 

circumstances. 

 

In general, most startups did not live up to the ideal behavior of businesses 

development, that is, most aspects of the theories and pragmatic approaches to 

branding and marketing discussed in the literature review were not found in the 

startups studied for this paper. Despite the fact that all companies were aware of the 

potential benefits of applying a successful branding and marketing strategy, they did 

not express any will to pursue it on account of lacking resources (i.e. financial funds). 

They were still approaching branding and marketing with an old mindset which is 

more suitable for a well-established corporation and not startups.  

 

This thesis has researched the state of US tech startups with specific regard to 

branding and marketing. The evidence and findings which are a product of this paper 

show a dire picture of how US tech startups are conducting themselves without a 
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proper strategy in mind. However, it is not possible to draw any firm conclusions and 

to reach unequivocal statements on the basis of this thesis because the modest sample 

size of merely six US startups. The next logical step in the process of researching US 

tech startups would therefore be to investigate further into the branding and marketing 

aspects with a larger sample size. On the other hand, one cannot disregard the 

findings of this study completely because the current study reaches a similar 

conclusion to the few empirical studies that have been conducted on European 

startups, which have more larger sample sizes. Therefore, this study can neither be 

overlooked, nor used as conclusive evidence in the case of branding and marketing 

approaches in startups.  

 

Hypotheses 
In the methodology section of this thesis two hypotheses were posed regarding US 

tech startups. These were: 

 

Hypothesis #1: 

Since European startups do not use marketing and branding sufficiently in the startup 

phase of building a business, it is assumed that US tech startups are lacking in a 

similar fashion. 

 

Based on the analysis of the data collected, the evidence supports hypothesis number 

1; US startups are conducting branding and marketing in a similar fashion to their 

European counterparts. The evidence suggests that no matter whether a startup is 

situated in Europe or the US, branding and marketing efforts are still lacking. The 

same mechanism are found on both continents, which supports the idea that a new 

framework regarding branding and marketing for US tech startups will also be 

beneficial to European startups. 

 

Hypothesis #2: 

With regard to European startups it is proposed that said companies would benefit 

from adopting strategies within the fields of marketing and branding in the early days 
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of building their business, therefore, it is assumed that US tech startups will also 

benefit from an implementation of said strategies. 

 

US tech startups will, as the evidence suggests, benefit a great deal from the 

implementation of branding and marketing strategies from the early days, or 

inception, of the company in question. One company (KISSmetrics) did use specific 

strategies regarding branding and marketing related to the literature reviewed in this 

thesis, which they have benefitted greatly from. However, it is not possible to 

definitively conclude whether the success of merely one company can be attributed to 

the branding and marketing strategies used by said company. Further research needs 

to be conducted before any firm conclusions on cause and effect can be drawn, but 

this thesis is able to point to some clear tendencies and to provide tentative 

recommendations. 
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