
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

   Strategic Approach in 
   Digital Platform Startups 
	
	
	
	

TATIANA	KALAKUTSKAYA							FREDERIK	THUE	ANDERSEN	
	

	
	
SUPERVISOR:	RUNE	SEEBACH	
CHARACTERS:	275.204	
PAGES:	120	

	
	

	MA	IBC	(ICM)				COPENHAGEN	BUSINESS	SCHOOL				15	SEP	2017	
	



 

Foreword	
Writing	this	Master’s	thesis	has	been	an	interesting	process	where	we	have	both	been	challenged	
and	at	the	same	time	learned	a	lot.	This	investigation	has	given	us	a	new	perspective	into	the	field	
of	digital	platform	startups,	an	area	in	which	we	did	not	have	much	experience	before	doing	this	
research.		
	
There	are	people	without	whom	this	thesis	would	not	have	been	possible.	To	those	who	have	aided	
their	help	in	this	process,	we	would	like	to	express	our	gratitude.		
	
Firstly,	a	big	thank	you	to	our	supervisor	Rune	Seebach,	who	has	with	openness,	experience,	
professional	insight	and	guidance,	been	of	great	help	in	the	process	of	analyzing,	structuring	and	
writing	this	research.	We	are	certain	that	this	process	would	not	have	been	as	learnful	without	your	
help.		
	
Secondly,	we	would	like	to	thank	all	the	interviewed	startup	owners	and	employees	from	bigger	
companies,	who	have	taken	time	out	of	their	busy	schedules	to	take	part	in	this	research.	This	has	
been	of	inevitable	help	to	this	investigation,	and	we	consider	all	of	our	interviews	as	having	been	
truly	inspiring,	insightful	and	interesting.		
	
Finally,	we	would	like	to	thank	the	experts	who	have	also	taken	their	time	to	share	with	us	their	
broad	experiences	within	the	startup	field.	These	interviews	have	besides	being	of	significant	help,	
inspired	us	to	continue	staying	close	to	the	startup	world,	and	learning	much	more	about	this	field	
going	forward.	We	will	keep	attending	inspiring	startup	events	and	following	interesting	startup	
literature,	perhaps	adding	new	perspectives	to	the	conclusions	of	this	research	in	the	future.				
	
We	hope	you	will	enjoy	reading	this	thesis,	
Thank	you.	
	
	



	

	 1	

Abstract	
Despite	having	a	favorable	environment	for	startups	in	terms	of	digital	maturity,	capital	and	social	

support,	there	are	currently	no	companies	in	Denmark	qualifying	as	Unicorns.		

This	is	worrying,	as	Unicorns	seem	to	have	become	“the	new	normal”,	well-positioned	to	being	

future	generators	of	growth	for	our	society.		

	

Today	around	70%	of	all	Unicorn	startups	fall	into	the	digital	platform	category,	making	this	type	

of	firms	important	when	considering	the	unfavorable	development	of	startups	in	Denmark.	With	

this	in	mind,	this	paper	seeks	to	provide	a	set	of	guidelines	to	increase	the	probability	of	digital	

platform	startups’	success	in	Denmark,	which	then	may	secure	future	economic	growth.	As	of	the	

already	beneficial	external	environment	for	entrepreneurs	in	Denmark,	this	paper	has	its	focus	on	

what	can	be	done	by	entrepreneurs	internally.	This	research	investigates	the	ideal	strategic	

approach	in	digital	platform	startups	in	Denmark.	

	

This	thesis	has	analyzed	three	different	approaches	to	strategy;	the	traditional	approaches,	
focusing	on	designing,	planning	and	positioning,	the	experimental	approaches,	replacing	long-term	

planning	with	experimentation	and	fast	hypothesis	testing,	as	well	as	the	disruptive	approach,	
providing	a	strategy	that	starts	targeting	a	low	end	of	the	market,	underperforming	certain	areas,	

yet	moving	to	the	mainstream	market	as	the	product	gains	more	traction.	

	

This	research	has	mainly	been	working	with	the	premise	that	startups	are	inherently	different	of	

nature	than	established	companies.	Startups	deal	with	a	lot	of	uncertainty	and	have	limited	history	

and	data	available,	and	are	therefore	in	a	worse	position	in	making	decisions	based	on	analysis	

and	long-term	planning,	than	established	companies	who	have	plenty	of	data	and	a	track-record	

of	what	works	and	what	doesn’t.	

	

Our	analysis	has	resulted	in	forming	five	hypotheses.	The	first	four	hypotheses	examined	that	

experimental	approaches	with	focus	on	hypothesis	testing	and	learning,	would	be	the	best	

approach	to	use	in	startups;	whereas	as	the	company	matures	into	an	established	stage,	a	shift	to	

the	traditional	approaches	that	favor	deliberate	planning	and	positioning,	would	be	the	best	fit.	

The	fifth	hypothesis	examined	that	the	disruptive	innovation	theory	is	tailored	to	digital	platform	

companies	in	general,	i.e.	startups	and	established	companies.	It	also	pointed	out	that	it	would	be	

easier	to	apply	in	startups	than	in	established	companies.	

	

These	hypotheses	were	tested	by	conducting	a	set	of	semi-structured	in-depth	interviews	in	

Danish	platform	startups	and	established	companies,	as	well	as	experts	within	the	digital	platform	

category.	The	results	confirmed	four	out	of	five	of	the	hypotheses.	Yet,	we	still	did	not	consider	to	

having	confirmed	our	initial	assumption	of	applying	experimental	approaches	in	the	startup	stage	

of	the	company	and	then	changing	to	traditional	approaches	in	the	more	mature	stage	of	the	

company.	We	examined	that	even	though	results	were	leaning	slightly	towards	one	side	in	

startups	and	slightly	towards	another	side	in	established	companies,	the	reality	was	not	as	one-
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sided	as	following	purely	one	approach	in	one	stage	of	a	company’s	life	and	changing	to	another	in	

a	different	stage.	

	

We	evaluated	that	the	key	to	succeeding	was	rather	a	combination	of	the	different	approaches,	

not	one	at	a	time.	The	more	different	approaches	the	strategist	is	aware	of,	the	better	decisions	

will	he	or	she	be	able	to	make.	Based	on	these	findings	we	have	provided	a	guide,	a	set	of	advice	

to	the	entrepreneurs	and	venture	capitalists	within	the	digital	platform	category	in	Denmark.	The	

guide	provides	a	mix	of	both	the	experimental-,	traditional-,	as	well	as	disruptive	approaches.	We	

suggest	that	the	areas	in	the	guide	are	thought	of	when	dealing	with	digital	platform	startups	in	

Denmark.	At	the	same	time	we	advice,	to	increase	the	understanding	of	the	underlying	concepts	

behind	our	recommendations,	entrepreneurs	and	venture	capitalists	shall	get	familiar	with	both	

the	traditional-,	experimental-,	as	well	as	disruptive	literature.	In	that	way,	they	would	be	better	

geared	to	succeed	with	their	businesses.	
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1.	Introduction	

Denmark	is	often	praised	as	being	one	of	the	best	places	in	the	world	to	start	a	business	(Forbes,	

2017)	and	is	generally	performing	well	when	it	comes	to	innovation	and	digitization	(BCG	2016,	p.	

9).	Across	Europe,	Denmark’s	venture	capital	investments	are	the	highest	as	a	share	of	GDP,	the	

innovation	capacity	is	high,	and	the	IT	infrastructure	is	of	great	quality	(Ibid,	p.	16).	Still,	Denmark	

has	not	fostered	a	company	with	more	than	1000	employees	since	1996	and	according	to	

Fortune’s	listings	there	are	currently	no	Danish	companies	qualifying	as	Unicorns1	(Ibid.,	p.	3).	

There	are	not	many	large	and	established	global	tech	companies	coming	from	Denmark	either.	

When	looking	at	Forbes’	Global	2000	list,	the	most	tech-related	companies	from	Denmark	are	the	

biotech	company	Novozymes	(ranked	1519)	and	the	telecom	company	TDC	(ranked	1775)	(Forbes,	

2016).	

	

The	current	path	for	Danish	tech	companies	seems	to	be	to	leave	Denmark	before	they	grow	big	

and	become	highly	profitable.	This	has	been	the	case	for	successful	companies	as	Unity,	Zendesk	

and	JustEat,	who	have	all	located	their	headquarters	outside	of	Denmark	(BCG	2016,	p.	9).	Other	

Nordic	countries,	e.g.	our	neighboring	country	Sweden,	has	had	a	better	track	record	of	enabling	

tech	companies	to	grow	large	within	the	country.	They	have	fostered	companies	like	Spotify,	

Klarna,	Skype	and	Mojang,	all	tech	startups	that	have	grown	into	the	Unicorn	category	

(Technologist,	2016).	

1.2.	Motivation	

The	fact	that	the	majority	of	Danish	tech	startups	fail	to	grow	into	large	and	successful	Unicorns	is	

quite	alarming,	especially	when	highlighting	the	fact	that	they	seem	to	have	nearly	perfect	

conditions	to	grow	their	businesses.	We	find	it	important	to	investigate	this	area	further	as	

fostering	successful	digital	startups	is	an	essential	part	of	both	securing	future	GDP	growth,	as	well	

as	in	staying	competitive	in	a	global	and	increasingly	digital	world	(BCG	2016,	p.	3).	Digitization	will	

be	a	main	driver	for	innovation	and	economic	growth	for	the	near-	and	midterm	future	(Ibid,	p.	

12)	and	staying	competitive	in	a	global	market	is	crucial	for	a	small	country	as	Denmark,	that	

cannot	rely	on	its	internal	market	for	growth.	Thus,	we	see	a	need	to	examine	how	Danish	tech	

startups	can	grow	into	Unicorns	and	contribute	to	future	economic	growth	in	Denmark.	

	

The	finding	that	most	startups	do	not	make	their	way	to	become	successful	is	not	one	purely	tied	

to	Denmark.	In	fact,	a	large	research	by	Harvard	Business	School’s	Shikhar	Ghosh	shows	that	75%	

of	all	venture-backed	startups	fail	and	startups	funded	by	other	types	of	capital	such	as	bank,	

credit	card,	and	family	loans	has	an	even	higher	percentage	of	failure	(WSJ,	2012).	Yet,	we	often	

do	not	hear	about	these	failures,	as	Ghosh	says:	“Venture-capitalists	bury	the	dead	quietly”	(WSJ,	

																																																								
1	Private	startups	which	have	reached	a	valuation	exceeding	$1	billion	
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2012).	With	such	low	success	rates,	we	find	it	important	to	shed	light	on	the	processes	and	

strategies	that	could	make	more	startups	succeed	and	drive	future	economic	growth.	

	

Our	motivation	for	investigating	digital	startups	in	Denmark	is	primarily	rooted	in	the	above	

speculations.	Additionally,	it	is	driven	by	our	general	interest	and	curiosity	towards	the	chaotic	

reality	of	an	entrepreneurial	venture,	in	contrast	to	the	more	structured	norms	in	an	established	

company.	Going	from	the	initial	conception	of	an	idea	to	creating	a	successful	business	is	an	

interesting	but	complex	process.	We	aim	to	give	digital	startups	in	Denmark	a	guide	to	how	they	

could	approach	this	process	in	order	to	help	them	become	the	new	Unicorns;	a	guide	to	how	

startups	can	build	a	strategy	that	is	designed	to	their	particular	type	of	organization,	not	to	an	

established	company.	

1.3.	Research	area	

If	someone	had	the	one	perfect	formula	for	why	some	startups	fail	and	others	make	it	through	the	

loophole,	we	wouldn’t	be	sitting	here	and	writing	this	paper;	we	would	be	busy	building	our	own	

startup.	Nevertheless,	a	review	of	the	entrepreneurial	literature	has	led	us	to	many	qualified	

suggestions.	We	have	especially	been	intrigued	by	the	work	of	researchers	as	Ries	(2011)	and	

Blank	(2013),	who	believe	that	most	startup	failures	are	rooted	in	the	mistake	of	viewing	strategy	

in	startups	in	the	same	way	as	in	established	companies.	

	

Traditionally,	long-term	business	planning	has	been	viewed	as	a	key	element	in	both	established	

companies	as	well	as	in	startups	(Blank,	2013).	The	academic	discipline	of	strategic	management	

mainly	highlights	planning,	positioning	and	design	thinking,	which	is	heavily	reflected	in	the	work	

of	the	planning	departments	as	well	as	of	many	consultancy	firms	(Mintzberg	et	al.	2009,	p.	19).	

While	we	agree	that	long-term	business	planning	may	make	sense	for	an	established	company,	

where	the	main	focus	is	on	executing	known	problems,	we	question	whether	this	approach	is	

suitable	for	startups.	Startups	are	working	under	very	different	conditions	than	established	

companies.	They	are	dominated	by	a	lot	of	uncertainty,	while	still	being	in	the	process	of	searching	

for	an	appropriate	business	model	instead	of	fully	utilizing	one	(Ries,	2011)	(Blank,	2013).	Thus,	we	

would	like	to	investigate	if	startups	should	follow	an	approach	more	suitable	for	their	particular	

type	of	organization,	instead	of	using	the	traditional	strategic	thinking.	

	

In	particular,	this	paper	will	evaluate	the	advantages	or	challenges	of	successfully	adopting	the	

same	strategies	in	startups,	as	in	established	companies.	We	will	discuss	the	applicability	of	

different	strategic	approaches	to	the	digital	platform	startups	in	Denmark	specifically,	and	

evaluate	how	they	ideally	should	view	strategy	to	become	successful.	
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1.4.	Problem	statement	

In	reference	to	the	above	research	area,	we	have	made	the	following	problem	statement	which	

will	be	governing	the	rest	of	the	paper:	

	

	

1.4.1.	Sub	Questions	

In	order	to	answer	the	above	problem	statement	we	have	made	the	following	sub	questions.	

These	will	serve	as	the	main	guidelines	for	the	rest	of	the	paper.	

	

● How	applicable	are	the	traditional	strategic	approaches	to	startups	and	established	
companies?		

● How	applicable	are	the	experimental	strategic	approaches	to	startups	and	
established	companies?	

● How	is	the	disruptive	innovation	theory	related	to	the	business	model	of	digital	
platforms	and	how	applicable	is	this	approach	for	startups	and	established	
companies?		

● Considering	traditional,	experimental	and	disruptive	approaches	to	strategy,	which	
one	is	the	most	suitable	for	startups	in	the	digital	platform	category?		

1.5.	Definitions	

The	terms	strategic	approach,	digital	platforms,	startups	and	established	companies,	used	in	our	
problem	statement	are	vital	to	the	understanding	of	this	thesis	and	therefore	important	to	define.	

We	will	therefore	elaborate	on	how	these	terms	should	be	understood	in	the	context	of	this	

thesis.	

1.5.1.	Strategic	approach		

The	strategic	approach	is	the	main	thing	investigated	in	this	thesis	and	therefore	crucial	to	define.	

The	strategic	approach	is	constituted	by	the	two	terms	strategy	and	approach.	An	approach	is:	
	

	
	

A	strategy	is	a	term	of	much	higher	complexity	and	needs	a	more	deliberate	research.	In	defining	

strategy	we	have	made	a	vast	literature	review,	finding	that	the	definition	varies	highly	from	one	

This	thesis	will	investigate	the	strategic	approach	in	startups	compared	to	established	
companies,	and	discuss	if	there	is	an	ideal	approach	to	strategy	in	digital	platform	startups.	

Definition:	“An	approach	is	a	method	for	doing	something”	
(Cambridge	Dictionary,	2017)	
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writer	to	another	(Martin	2014)	(Drucker	1974)	(Mintzberg	1998).	Some	common	themes	within	

the	definition	of	strategy	are	planning	(Martin,	2014),	achieving	the	goal	of	success	(Grant	2010)	
(Sminia	&	Rond	2012),	or	being	better	than	competition	(Joan	2011)	(Porter,	1996).		
	

In	our	research,	we	are	striving	to	explore	and	even	compare	different	views	on	strategy,	rather	

than	following	one	approach.	We	are	therefore	not	looking	to	define	strategy	in	a	way	that	will	

limit	us	in	this	exploration.	This	makes	it	hard	to	pick	one	theme	or	definition	of	strategy	that	will	

guide	the	rest	of	the	thesis.	In	order	to	address	this	challenge,	we	have	turned	to	Mintzberg	et.	al.	

(1998)	and	their	book	Strategy	Safari	where	a	significantly	thorough	field	review	of	varying	views	
within	strategy	has	been	gathered,	discussed	and	finally	clustered	into	ten	different	paradigms	or	

schools	(Mintzberg	et	al,	1998)	(Forbes.com	2011).	Mintzberg	et.	al	(1998)	recognize	the	breadth	

of	the	strategy	field	and	therefore	do	not	provide	a	single	but	several	definitions	of	what	strategy	

is,	i.e.	strategy	as	a	plan,	a	pattern,	a	position,	a	perspective	and	a	ploy	(Mintzberg	et.	al	1998).	In	

this	thesis,	we	have	chosen	to	follow	the	definition	of	strategy	as	a	pattern,	as	this	definition	fits	to	
the	scope	of	our	research	method.	As	we	will	argue	in	our	limitations	section	on	page	14,	we	are	

not	able	to	follow	the	companies	we	research	for	an	extended	period	of	time.	This	leads	to	

investigating	their	strategy	in	retrospect	i.e.	what	they	have	done	so	far;	their	pattern	of	behavior	
rather	than	what	they	are	planning	to	do.	
	

	
	

Now	that	we	have	defined	the	term	strategy	as	well	as	specified	that	strategic	approach	refers	to	
“a	method	of	doing	something”	we	can	finally	define	the	term	strategic	approach.	The	strategy	is	
the	pattern	in	a	company’s	behavior,	while	strategic	approach	refers	to	the	method	that	is	used	to	

create	this	pattern.	

	

	
	

We	recognize	that	this	definition	is	broad,	and	that	the	method	to	create	the	pattern	of	behavior	
could	consist	of	a	large	variety	of	things.	Yet,	we	claim	that	the	exact	things	that	constitute	the	

method	will	vary	depending	on	the	method	used.	Some	methods	might	pay	more	attention	to	the	

planning	part	of	strategy,	while	others	might	focus	more	on	the	learning	part.	By	only	looking	at	a	

few	things	in	this	thesis	we	risk	overseeing	important	aspects	of	the	strategic	approaches	of	the	

companies,	and	have	therefore	chosen	to	use	this	broad	definition.	While	our	definition	of	

strategy	is	broad,	the	focus	of	the	thesis	will	still	be	narrowed	down	to	a	few	approaches,	which	

will	be	elaborated	in	the	limitations	section	on	page	14.	The	exact	way	we	will	be	investigating	the	

strategic	approach	will	be	examined	in	the	method	section	on	page	18.	

Definition:	“Strategy	is	a	pattern,	i.e.	consistency	in	behavior	over	time.”	
(Mintzberg	et.	al	1998	p.	9)	

	

Definition:	Strategic	approach	refers	to	the	method	organizations	use	to	create	a	pattern	of	
behavior	that	is	consistent	over	time.	
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1.5.2.	Digital	platforms		

Digital	platforms	have	in	the	last	few	years	almost	been	synonymous	with	startups	(Zhu	&	Furr,	

2016).	In	fact,	digital	platform	companies	are	frequently	growing	from	startups	into	some	of	the	

world’s	most	valuable	companies	(Ibid).	In	this	thesis,	we	define	a	digital	platform	as:	

	

	
		

We	believe	that	this	definition	incorporates	the	most	important	aspects	of	a	platform	as	well	as	

clearly	states	the	specifics	of	the	business	model	itself.	When	explaining	this	business	model,	it	is	

useful	to	understand	that	platforms	themselves	have	existed	for	many	years.	For	decades	

shopping	malls	have	linked	consumers	and	merchants,	and	newspapers	have	connected	

subscribers	and	advertisers	(Alstyne	et.	al.	2016).	What	has	changed	in	the	last	couple	of	years	is	

the	digitization	of	platforms.	Something	that	has	profoundly	reduced	the	need	to	own	physical	

infrastructure	and	assets	and	made	it	simpler	and	cheaper	to	build	and	scale	platforms	(Ibid.).	

	

The	digital	opportunities	in	building	new	platforms	mean	that	they	can	now	take	many	more	forms	

and	offer	a	wide	variety	of	services	such	as	social	interactions,	cloud-based	services,	people	

connection-	or	streaming	services.	A	common	trait	for	all	platforms	is	that	they	share	the	same	

basic	structure	and	mechanisms	(Ibid.).	They	are	technology-enabled	businesses	that	facilitates	a	

‘place’	where	groups	meet	to	interact,	trade	or	otherwise	transact	in	ways	that	would	be	difficult	

without	the	mediating	hand	of	the	platform	(Fishman	&	Sullivan	2016).	This	means	a	platform	

company	controls	the	digital	infrastructure	that	enables	matches	among	its	users	and	makes	it	

possible	for	them	to	exchange	goods,	services	or	social	currencies,	thereby	enabling	value	for	all	

its	participants	(Parker	et.	al	2016	p.	5).	An	example	of	a	digital	platform	company	as	defined	in	

this	thesis	is	the	researched	startup	Worksome	(Appendix	5).	Worksome	has	created	a	digital	

staffing	platform	connecting	companies	with	freelance	workers,	thereby	facilitating	exchanges	
between	jobs	and	freelancers.	

1.5.3.	Startups		

As	this	thesis	revolves	around	a	discussion	about	an	ideal	approach	for	startups	to	view	strategy	it	
is	crucial	to	define	what	a	startup	refers	to.	Looking	at	the	meaning	of	the	word	startup	itself,	it	is	
that	of	starting	something	up.	The	Oxford	dictionary	defines	it	as	“The	action	or	process	of	setting	
something	in	motion”	and	“a	newly	established	business”	(Forbes,	2016b).	A	review	of	the	startup	
literature	has	moreover	shown	many	different	definitions,	most	of	which	mention	more	fixed	

metrics	that	supposedly	distinguish	startups	from	established	companies.	Some	of	the	most	used	

metrics	seem	to	be	time,	company	size,	product	development	stage,	revenue,	or	number	of	
shareholders	(Hall,	2011)	(Ireland,	2017)	(Forbes	2013).		
	

Definition:	“A	business	model	that	creates	value	by	facilitating	exchanges	between	two	or	
more	independent	groups,	usually	consumers	and	producers”	(Moazed	2016b)	
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However,	our	literature	review	has	also	made	us	wonder	if	using	such	fixed	metrics	to	defining	a	

startup	is	sufficient	considering	the	complexity	of	startups.	We	have	especially	found	it	difficult	to	

put	some	of	the	digital	platform	companies	that	have	shown	to	grow	tremendously	over	a	very	

short	period,	into	the	“startup-	or	established	company	box”.	This	is	perhaps	because,	as	

Accenture	(2016)	in	their	recent	report	put	it:	“While	it	used	to	take	Fortune	500	companies	an	
average	of	20	years	to	reach	a	billion-dollar	valuation,	today’s	digital	start-ups	can	get	there	in	
four	years.	Digital	platforms	are	largely	responsible	for	this	shift.”	(Accenture,	2016b).	When	

looking	at	companies	like	Groupon,	who	has	a	revenue	of	$2.2	billion	(Forbes.com	2016c)	or	

Twitter	who	have	raised	over	$1.4	billion	with	over	28	different	shareholders	(Crunchbase	2017),	it	

is	hard	to	believe	that	they	could	be	classified	as	startups	within	the	static	revenue	or	shareholder	

metrics.	Yet,	by	many	people	these	companies	still	seem	to	be	considered	as	being	startups	

because	of	the	short	timeframe	of	their	respective	growth	(Hall,	2011).		

Moreover,	today	some	established	companies	almost	seem	to	not	want	to	let	go	of	the	“startup	

status”.	
	

	
	

It	seems	that	over	the	last	years,	startups	have	generally	been	associated	with	positive	

annotations	like	growth,	agility,	innovation	and	a	flexible	work	space,	which	has	led	more	and	

more	companies	to	keeping	the	startup	“state	of	mind”	for	as	long	as	possible	(Hall,	2011).	A	trend	

that	is	especially	visible	within	the	digital	companies	(Hall,	2011).	As	Amazon’s	CEO	Jeff	Bezos	

argues,	“Amazon	is	acting	like	an	aggressive	startup	20	years	after	it	was	founded”	(Inc.	2017).	
	

With	companies	growing	much	faster	than	usual,	and	companies	striving	to	being	startups	for	as	

long	as	possible,	using	a	one-sided	fixed	revenue	or	time	metric	to	define	what	a	startup	is	

becomes	complex.	This	has	turned	our	attention	towards	more	broad	definitions,	such	as	e.g.	

Entrepreneur	and	author	of	the	Lean	Startup,	Eric	Ries	(2011)	defining	a	startup	as	“a	human	
institution	designed	to	deliver	a	new	product	or	service	under	conditions	of	extreme	uncertainty.”	
(Ries	2011),	Entrepreneur	and	CEO	at	Warby	Parker,	Neil	Blumenthal	who	defines	a	startup	as	“a	
company	working	to	solve	a	problem	where	the	solution	is	not	obvious	and	success	is	not	
guaranteed”	(Forbes,	2013),	or	Entrepreneur	and	VC	Paul	Graham:	“A	startup	is	a	company	
designed	to	grow	fast.	Being	newly	founded	does	not	in	itself	make	a	company	a	startup.	Nor	is	it	
necessary	for	a	startup	to	work	on	technology,	or	take	venture	funding.	The	only	essential	thing	is	
growth.	Everything	else	we	associate	with	startups	follows	from	growth”	(Graham	2012).	

	

We	find	these	definitions	valuable	as	they	capture	the	more	complex	reality	of	a	startup	definition,	

which	cannot	purely	be	described	with	a	fixed	set	of	metrics.	Especially	three	themes	that	are	

“What	is	startup	really	today?	Well,	you	can	say	that	being	a	startup	in	a	sense	is	more	of	a	
mentality	than	about	age	or	number	of	employees.	Just	look	at	Amazon.	They	still	claim	to	be	
a	startup.	Sure,	Amazon	is	not	a	startup	any	longer,	but	they	would	like	to	be	seen	as	one.”	

	

-	KRISTIAN	JUSTESEN,	Chief	Growth	Officer,	Rainmaking	Loft	(Appendix	3)	
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shared	among	these	definitions	have	captured	our	attention:	new	product/solution,	which	makes	

sense	given	the	meaning	of	the	word	of	starting	something	up,	growth	which	makes	sense	to	be	

the	purpose	of	every	startup,	and	uncertainty,	because	that	is	essentially	a	factor	that	
distinguishes	mature	companies	from	startups,	as	Eric	Ries	claims	“While	we	have	a	proven	set	of	
techniques	for	managing	big	companies,	and	know	the	best	practices	for	building	physical	
products,	when	it	comes	to	startups	and	innovation,	we	are	still	shooting	in	the	dark”	(Ries	2011,	
p.11).	

	

In	this	thesis,	a	startup	will	be	defined	by	combining	these	three	themes	of	new	product/solution,	
growth,	and	uncertainty:	
	

	
	

We	recognize	that	this	definition	is	broad	and	not	very	tangible.	Therefore,	in	our	empirical	section	

we	will	outline	a	set	of	more	definite	criteria	for	the	specific	startups	and	established	companies	

we	have	chosen	to	investigate	further.	

1.5.4.	Established	Companies	

In	this	thesis,	we	will	define	an	established	company	in	contrast	to	our	previous	definition	of	a	

startup.	

	

	
	

We	are	aware	that	developing	from	a	startup	into	an	established	company	is	not	a	transition	that	

happens	overnight	(Blank	2013)	and	that	drawing	the	line	between	a	startup	and	established	

company	can	be	challenging.	Therefore,	we	will	in	the	following	go	over	some	general	traits	that	

we	believe	characterize	established	companies,	that	as	with	our	definition	of	startups,	will	not	

include	fixed	metrics	as	size	or	revenue.	

	

Following	the	aforementioned	view	of	Blank	(2013)	established	companies	are	ones	that	have	

found	a	business	model	to	scale	(Hall	2011).	By	doing	that,	they	have	already	created	a	business	

structure	around	their	business	model,	and	perhaps	even	set	up	specialized	departments	as	well	

as	established	a	professional	board	including	people	from	outside	the	founding	circle	(Fitzpatrick	

2016).	They	have	typically	reached	a	level	where	they	besides	focusing	on	maintaining	and	

optimizing	their	very	core	product	or	service	(Fitzpatrick	2016)	would	have	the	ability	and	perhaps	

need	of	going	the	step	further	and	finding	new,	additional	sources	of	growth	from	e.g.	expanding	

to	new	markets,	new	products	or	new	customers	(Inc.	2010).	This	is	because	they	have	reached	a	

Definition:	A	startup	is	an	early	phase	in	a	company’s	life,	characterized	by	an	organization	
with	the	purpose	of	growth	in	creating	a	new	product/solution	under	extreme	uncertainty.	

Definition:	An	established	company	is	a	company	that	has	grown	out	of	the	startup	phase	
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level	where	have	more	certainty	about	their	core	business.	Established	companies	are	distinct	

from	startups	in	the	way	that	they	are	working	on	another	basis	of	knowledge	than	a	startup,	they	

have	an	operating	history	and	customer	knowledge	as	well	as	experience	in	their	market	(Ries	

2011,	p.	9).	

	

An	example	of	a	company	that	qualifies	as	being	a	startup	is	the	peer-to-peer	tuition	platform	

Zedubra.	It	can	be	categorized	as	being	a	startup	as	it	fulfills	our	startup	criteria	of	being	in	an	

early	phase	of	a	company’s	life,	because	it	is	less	than	one	year	old	(Appendix	6).	It	fulfills	the	
criteria	of	having	the	purpose	of	growth	of	creating	its	new	solution	as	it	is	still	in	the	process	of	
building	their	core	platform,	as	CEO	and	founder	Mads	Christensen	expressed	in	an	interview:	“We	
are	still	so	new	that	we	are	trying	to	figure	out	which	side	of	the	platform	is	most	important	for	us	
to	build	right	now.”	(Appendix	6).	For	the	above	reasons,	it	also	fulfills	the	criteria	of	operating	
under	extreme	uncertainty	as	in	such	an	early	phase	of	the	company’s	life	they	must	have	very	

limited	operating	history,	data	and	experience,	and	thus	very	little	knowledge	inside	the	company	

to	base	decisions	upon.	

	

An	example	of	an	established	company	according	to	our	definitions	is	the	e-learning	platform	Clio	

Online.	They	do	not	fulfill	the	startup	criteria	as	they	no	longer	are	in	an	early	phase	of	the	
company’s	life	because	they	have	in	the	last	eleven	years	created	a	profitable	business	as	well	as	
become	the	market	leader	within	e-learning	in	Denmark	(Appendix	7).	They	no	longer	work	purely	

towards	the	purpose	of	growth	of	creating	its	solution	because	besides	doing	so,	they	now	also	are	
focusing	on	new	ways	of	scaling	this	solution	to	other	countries,	as	well	as	finding	new	sources	of	

growth	besides	their	core	platform	(Appendix	7).	For	the	above	reasons,	we	also	claim	that	Clio	

Online	no	longer	operate	under	extreme	uncertainty	as	startups	do.	They	have	created	a	platform	

that	has	shown	to	be	sustainable	in	its	ability	generate	a	profit,	and	therefore	must	have	sufficient	

history,	data	and	experience	compared	to	the	companies	in	the	startup	stages,	making	their	

knowledge	base	less	uncertain.	The	more	specific	reasons	for	the	using	these	exact	companies	in	

our	thesis	will	be	outlined	in	the	analysis	of	companies	section	on	page	90.	

1.6.	Limitations	

Considering	the	area	of	business	strategy	within	the	timeframe	that	a	Master’s	thesis	provides	sets	

limitations.	We	recognize	that	we	within	this	timeframe	will	be	able	to	only	slightly	touch	upon	a	

large	set	of	areas	and	therefore	need	to	limit	ourselves	to	a	few	areas	within	which	we	can	go	into	

depth.		

1.6.1.	Researched	companies	

The	scope	of	the	researched	companies	has	been	limited	down	to	only	focus	on	companies	in	

Denmark.	This	limitation	enables	us	to	expand	the	depth	of	this	research	and	may	at	the	same	

time	enhance	the	relevance	for	the	audience	who	can	use	the	findings.	This	limitation	is	naturally,	

to	some	extent,	also	made	due	to	the	limits	of	our	own	accessibility	to	data,	i.e.	the	reach	within	
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our	network	which	has	been	greater	within	Denmark	than	within	other	countries.	The	field	of	

companies	that	our	research	applies	to	has	been	limited	to	digital	platform	companies	only.	This	
limitation	has	been	made	to	capture	the	very	recent	wave	of	startups	(Zhu	&	Furr,	2016)	as	well	as	

to	contribute	to	existing	strategy	literature	which	currently	is	limited	in	scope	to	the	strategic	

approaches	within	digital	platform	companies	in	Denmark	specifically.	One	of	the	consequences	of	

this	limitation	is	that	the	digital	platform	business	model	is	relatively	new	and	therefore	this	

research	will	not	apply	to,	or	include,	companies	who	are	founded	before	the	late	1990s,	when	the	

first	digital	platform	companies	evolved	(Srnicek	2017).	

1.6.2.	Research	method		

The	empirical	research	that	we	have	been	able	to	make	in	this	thesis	is	naturally	also	constrained	

by	the	time	frame	of	a	Master’s	thesis.	One	of	the	consequences	of	this	limitation	is	our	inability	to	

follow	a	certain	company	for	an	extended	period.	This	would	otherwise	have	been	ideal	in	order	

to	answer	our	problem	statement	which	firstly	focuses	on	comparing	the	strategic	approach	in	

startups	and	established	companies.	By	following	a	company	for	several	years,	we	would	be	able	

to	fully	understand	that	company’s	strategic	approach	in	the	startup	phase	and	then	able	to	

compare	it	to	their	strategic	approach	in	the	established	stage.	Instead,	we	are	researching	

companies	in	different	stages	of	their	lifecycles	and	comparing	their	strategic	approaches	to	each	

other.	This	method	is	elaborated	further	in	our	method	section	on	page	18.	

1.6.3.	Researched	theories	

Our	research	area	of	looking	into	different	approaches	to	strategy	is	quite	broad	and	we	have	

therefore	limited	it	down	to	only	using	theories	within	a	few	different	approaches.	This	means	we	

will	only	be	examining	strategy	within	the	frames	these	approaches	provide.	We	recognize	that	by	

doing	so	we	may	miss	out	on	important	work	of	writers	and	consultants	and	risk	to	overlook	

important	angles,	orientations	and	tendencies	within	the	field	of	strategy.	However,	we	also	

acknowledge	that	the	literature	of	strategic	management	is	vast,	continuing	to	grow	every	day	

(Mintzberg	et	al,	2009),	meaning	that	we	will	not	be	able	to	grasp	every	single	aspect	within	the	

limits	of	this	thesis.	The	approaches	that	we	have	chosen	to	limit	the	scope	to	are	in	this	thesis	

categorized	as	the	traditional,	the	experimental	and	the	disruptive	approach.	The	reasoning	for	
using	these	approaches	as	well	as	what	they	include	will	be	explained	further	in	the	method	

section	on	page	18.	

1.7.	The	purpose	of	the	thesis		
When	seeking	to	answer	the	problem	statement	“We	will	investigate	the	strategic	approach	in	
startups	compared	to	established	companies,	and	discuss	if	there	is	an	ideal	approach	to	strategy	
in	digital	platform	startups”	the	purpose	of	this	thesis	is	twofold;	explorative	and	normative.	It	is	
explorative	in	the	way	that	we	seek	to	explore	the	differences	that	may	or	may	not	exist	in	

strategic	approaches	between	startups	and	established	companies.	It	is	normative	as	the	
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knowledge	that	we	gain	in	our	explorative	research	will	be	used	to	recommend	the	best	strategic	

approach	for	startups	by	providing	a	short	guide.	

1.7.1.	Managerial	implications	

Providing	a	guide	on	how	to	approach	strategy	in	startups	could	have	various	positive	implications	

for	different	individuals.	We	hope	that	our	guide	will	help	current	and	future	startup	owners	in	

achieving	success	within	their	companies.	Likewise,	we	hope	the	outcome	of	this	thesis	could	help	

Venture	Capitalists	(hereafter	VCs)	make	better	decisions.	A	guide	of	the	ideal	startup	approach	

will	aid	them	in	investing	in	startups	who	is	following	this	approach,	as	well	as	provide	a	set	of	

advices	they	can	offer	to	their	invested	startups,	increasing	the	likelihood	of	their	success.	

	

On	a	larger	societal	level,	providing	a	guide	for	how	to	approach	strategy	in	startups	may	help	in	

addressing	the	challenges	Denmark	is	facing	within	fostering	digital	Unicorns	and	Gazelles	as	

mentioned	previously	on	page	7.	This	could	result	in	increased	economic	growth	in	Denmark	and	

help	in	staying	competitive	relative	to	other	countries.		

Finally,	even	though	this	thesis	is	mainly	focusing	on	startups,	we	hope	that	some	of	the	learnings	

can	be	inspiring	and	learnful	for	established	companies	as	well.	By	giving	them	new	perspective	

and	knowledge	in	business	strategy	within	digital	platforms	we	hope	that	we	can	aid	them	in	

staying	competitive	within	the	increasingly	digital	world	(BCG	2016,	p.	3).	

1.7.2.	Theoretical	implications	

It	is	evident	from	the	many	viewpoints	in	defining	strategy	that	we	are	not	the	first	ones	to	

investigate	this	field.	Even	a	quick	search	on	the	word	strategy	in	the	thesis	collection	of	the	
Copenhagen	Business	School	(hereafter	CBS),	provides	several	hundreds	of	theses	

(studenttheses.cbs.dk	2017).	Neither	are	we	the	first	to	study	startups,	as	the	same	CBS	thesis	

collection	also	hosts	a	vast	number	of	theses	about	startups	(studenttheses.cbs.dk	2017).	

However,	our	literature	review	has	revealed	that	a	concrete	investigation	of	the	strategic	

approaches	in	the	context	of	digital	platform	startups	operating	in	Denmark,	has	not	been	

captured	by	anyone	yet2.	By	limiting	our	research	to	this	specific	area,	we	are	aiming	to	expand	

the	scope	of	the	current	theories.	We	are	looking	to	fill	a	gap	in	the	current	business	literature	and	

thereby	contribute	to	a	very	important	field	of	research.	We	are	also	inviting	future	researchers	to	

build	new	investigations	on	top	of	our	work.	

	

This	field	is	important	as	the	platform	based	companies	are	increasingly	becoming	commonplace	

and	the	rise	of	these	type	of	businesses	is	only	expected	to	grow	over	the	next	years	(Evans	&	

Schmalensee,	2016).	As	we	have	just	stated,	very	little	research	has	been	limited	to	this	particular	

scope	before	and	we	therefore	may	discover	interesting	findings	that	have	never	been	discovered	

due	to	lack	of	this	limitation.	

																																																								
2	This	claim	is	naturally	limited	to	the	breadth	of	our	own	literature	review	
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2.	Method	and	theory	

2.1.	Methodological	approach	

The	choices	within	our	methodology	are	very	defining	for	both	how	our	research	folds	out	and	for	

which	results	we	reach.	In	order	to	provide	an	overview	of	the	knowledge	creation	process	of	this	

thesis	we	have	created	figure	1	below.	

	
Figure	1	-	The	knowledge	creation	process	

	
FIGURE	1.	The	knowledge	creation	process	

Source:	Andersen	(2003,	p.	29)		

	

Our	journey	of	going	from	defining	our	problem	statement,	to	reaching	a	conclusion	is	one	of	
creating	new	knowledge	by	applying	both	theory	and	empirical	data.	The	interplay	of	these	four	
elements	in	our	research	are	aggregated	by	analysis	and	interpretation.	These	have	a	vital	
importance	for	our	results.	We	will	therefore	in	the	following	elaborate	on	our	method	of	the	

analysis	and	interpretation,	as	well	as	on	the	scientific	perspective	applied	in	this	thesis.	

2.2.	Scientific	perspective		

Within	the	field	of	social	science	there	can	be	said	to	be	four	major	paradigms;	positivism,	

hermeneutics,	critical	theory	and	constructivism	(Nygaard,	2012,	p.	26).	We	will	in	this	thesis	

conduct	research	within	the	hermeneutic	paradigm,	which	focuses	on	the	understanding	of	

interpretation;	the	understanding	of	the	world	is	based	on	own	experiences	and	prejudice	(Ibid.,	p.	

80).	This	perspective	fits	this	thesis	well,	as	strategy	is	a	dynamic	and	ambiguous	area	(Mintzberg	

et	al.	2002,	p.	17),	and	we	may	first	understand	the	researched	companies’	strategic	approaches	

when	taking	the	circumstances	they	work	under	into	consideration.	“Because	change	brings	novel	
combinations	of	circumstances	to	the	organization,	the	substance	of	strategy	remains	
unstructured,	unprogrammed,	non-routine	and	non-repetitive”	(Mintzberg	et	al.	2002,	p.	17).	We	

need	to	gain	an	understanding	of	the	different	companies’	situations	in	order	to	understand	their	

strategic	choices,	from	their	point	of	view	and	thereby	figure	what	makes	certain	actions	

meaningful	to	them.	
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An	important	aspect	within	this	process	is	our	own	understanding,	as	it	is	based	on	our	

understanding	that	we	are	interpreting	new	knowledge	(Nygaard	2012,	s.	80).	Here	it	is	important	

to	emphasize	that	our	understanding	is	not	static	but	that	it	changes	in	line	with	the	knowledge	

process.	This	process	happens	through	our	empirical	and	theoretical	data	collection,	which	allows	

us	to	see	strategy	in	a	new	perspective.	Thus,	throughout	this	thesis	we	continuously	acquire	new	

knowledge	and	thereby	create	a	new	understanding	framework	that	will	form	the	basis	for	our	

way	of	looking	at	the	subject,	i.e.	the	strategic	approach	in	startups.	

2.3.	Deductive	&	inductive	methods	

Going	from	our	problem	statement	to	reaching	a	conclusion	is	done	by	analysing	both	theory	and	

empirical	data;	a	process	that	consists	of	both	inductive	and	deductive	methods.	This	process	is	
according	to	Andersen	(2003)	common	especially	when	doing	field	research	that	includes	

qualitative	interviews	(Andersen	2003,	p.	40).	Our	use	of	qualitative	interviews	will	be	explained	in	

our	data	collection	section	on	page	26.	

	

The	deductive	method	is	also	known	as	the	path	of	evidence	(Ibid.,	p.	40)	and	refers	to	drawing	
conclusions	of	certain	events	in	connection	to	general	principles.	The	method	is	used	in	the	

beginning	of	this	thesis,	when	we	on	the	basis	of	our	literature	analysis	draw	conclusions	by	

setting	up	hypotheses	regarding	the	ideal	strategic	approach	for	digital	platform	startups.	

	

The	inductive	method	is	also	called	the	path	of	discovery	(Ibid.,	p.	39).	This	method	is	used	when	

we	try	to	test	our	hypotheses	with	data	from	our	empirical	analysis.	This	approach	is	a	thought	

process	(Ibid.,	p.	39),	that	questions	our	theoretical	groundwork	and	allows	for	new	perspectives	

to	disrupt	our	prejudiced	hypotheses.	This	process	is	an	important	part	of	our	research,	as	strategy	

is	a	complex	phenomenon	that	cannot	be	accounted	for	with	stable	terms	(Mintzberg	et	al.	2002,	

p.	17).	This	circular	process	between	the	theory	and	empirical	findings	fits	our	hermeneutic	

perspective	well,	as	we	in	that	way	constantly	adjust	our	understanding	according	to	new	findings.	

	

With	the	above	speculations	in	mind,	our	scientific	perspective	provides	the	basis	for	how	we	will	

be	utilizing	our	empirical	data.	Figure	2	below	illustrates	the	method	of	this	thesis,	going	from	

problem	statement	to	the	conclusion	and	reflection.	
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Figure	2	-	The	method	of	the	Master’s	thesis	

	
FIGURE	2.	The	method	of	the	Master’s	thesis	

Source:	Own	interpretation	of	Jørgensen	&	Rienecker	(2012,	p.	259)	

	

As	shown	in	the	figure,	the	thesis	begins	with	a	presentation	of	the	method	and	theory	as	well	as	a	

theoretical	analysis	based	on	relevant	literature.	The	results	of	the	analysis	are	summarized	into	

hypotheses,	making	it	possible	to	test	the	analysis	empirically.	Subsequently,	the	qualitative	

interviews	of	the	thesis	will	be	discussed	in	contrast	to	the	hypotheses,	which	then	will	result	in	

recommendations	for	the	strategic	approach	in	digital	platform	startups.	As	a	last	step	the	results	

are	put	together	into	a	conclusion,	which	is	explored	in	a	broader	view,	i.e.	in	reflection.	

	

With	this	overall	method	framework,	we	do	not	only	refer	to	the	theory,	but	strive	to	analyze,	

interpret	and	evaluate	it	thereby	ensuring	a	critical	and	interpretative	approach	to	our	research.	

2.4.	Methodological	implications	

Our	choice	of	method	has	implications	for	the	results	we	gather,	which	we	will	briefly	go	over	in	

this	section.	

	

We	are	in	this	thesis	analyzing	digital	platform	companies	as	a	group.	We	do	so	because	we	

assume	that	companies	are	similar	as	they	all	create	value	by	facilitating	exchanges	between	two	
or	more	independent	groups,	usually	consumers	and	producers3.	However,	we	recognize	that	the	
strategic	choices	of	these	companies	may	vary	according	to	the	industry	they	are	in.	Strategy	is	not	

a	stable,	but	rather	dynamic	phenomenon	that	is	affected	by	external	events,	as	well	as	by	internal	

happenings.	By	using	a	hermeneutical	approach	we	strive	put	ourselves	in	the	companies’	place	

and	understand	the	reasoning	for	their	strategic	decisions,	grasping	how	their	behavior	in	different	

situations	forms	their	strategic	approach.	However,	we	acknowledge	that	we	can	not	ensure	that	

we	take	all	aspects	that	affect	their	strategic	decisions	into	consideration,	which	naturally	limits	

																																																								
3	I.e.	our	definition	of	a	digital	platform	as	of	p.	10	



	

	 21	

our	understanding	and	affects	the	result	of	this	research.	This	could	partly	be	addressed	by	

investigating	companies	within	the	same	industry,	yet	due	to	the	fact	that	Danish	platforms	are	

not	that	large	in	number	yet,	as	well	as	due	to	the	limits	of	the	reach	of	our	own	network,	this	has	

not	been	possible.		
	

Moreover,	it	is	important	to	note	that	when	working	within	the	hermeneutic	paradigm,	our	

understanding	of	the	researched	phenomena	will	always	be	subjective	and	limited	to	our	own	

prejudices,	i.e.	to	what	we	already	know	and	not	know	about	strategy.	We	are	addressing	this	by	

taking	a	critical	stand	on	the	knowledge	we	gather,	which	will	be	elaborated	further	in	the	validity	

section	on	page	32.,	as	well	as	by	separating	our	interviewing	section	from	the	theoretical	analysis	

section,	which	will	be	elaborated	on	page	90.	

	

In	this	thesis	we	wish	to	account	for	the	investigated	strategic	approaches	in	a	broader	sense,	i.e.	

we	are	not	comparing	the	use	of	one	particular	model	or	framework	to	another.	Rather,	we	aim	to	

account	for	the	general	premises	of	the	investigated	approaches,	examining	which	aspects	play	

the	most	significant	role	in	these.	Thus,	the	recommendations	we	aim	to	set	out	for	digital	

platform	startups	in	Denmark	provide	some	general	directions,	rather	than	an	exact	framework	to	

be	followed	strictly	and	step	by	step.	This	is	because	we	believe	that	such	a	framework	shall	not	

exist,	given	the	complexity	and	dynamics	of	strategy	as	a	phenomenon	and	all	the	aspects	that	

may	influence	it	along	the	way.	This	will	be	further	explained	in	the	recommendations	and	

conclusion	sections.	

By	investigating	startups	compared	to	established	companies,	we	make	the	assumption	that	there	

is	a	difference	in	the	very	nature	and	circumstances	of	these	types	of	companies.	We	do	not	take	

the	stand	that	startups	are	"just"	smaller	versions	of	established	companies.	It	is	from	this	belief	

that	we	are	examining	all	of	our	theory.	This	naturally	has	an	implication	on	the	findings	we	

gather,	yet	we	account	for	this	assumption	in	chapter	3.	

2.5	Theoretical	choices		

As	mentioned	in	our	limitations	section,	we	have	limited	the	scope	of	theories	used	in	this	thesis	

to	looking	into	three	overall	strategic	approaches.	These	approaches	have	been	thoroughly	picked	

from	a	vast	field	of	strategy	literature	in	an	attempt	to	both	use	some	of	the	most	recognized	and	

widely	used	approaches,	as	well	as	in	order	to	examine	approaches	that	suit	our	limitations	of	

startups	and	digital	platform	companies.	We	have	picked	approaches	that	we	later	on	will	

categorize	as	traditional	approaches,	which	include	some	of	the	world’s	most	recognized	

approaches	to	strategy	(Fortune	2012)(Mintzberg	et	al	2009,	p.	24),	the	experimental	approaches	
including	some	of	the	most	recognized	approaches	tailored	specifically	to	the	startup	stage	of	a	

company	(Ries	2011)	(Blank	2013),	as	well	as	the	disruptive	approach,	an	approach	that	over	the	
last	years	has	been	recognized	to	be	very	well-suited	for	the	companies	in	the	digital	platform	

category	(Sampere	2016).	We	believe	that	choosing	theories	that	vary	within	their	point	of	views,	
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origins,	and	founding	years	will	provide	an	important	and	interesting	discussion	within	the	

strategic	field	of	digital	platform	startups.		
Figure	3	-	The	interplay	of	chosen	theories	

	
	

FIGURE	3.	The	interplay	of	chosen	theories	

Source:	Own	making		
	

The	traditional	and	experimental	approaches	will	later	on	be	defined	and	categorized	as	“waves”	
within	the	strategic	management	field,	constituting	of	various	approaches	and	business	thinkers	

all	having	some	general	traits	in	common,	while	the	disruptive	approach	is	categorized	by	just	one	
core	professor	Clayton	Christensen	and	his	theory	on	disruptive	innovation	(Christensen,	1997).	

Within	the	traditional	and	experimental	approaches,	we	have	made	a	further	limitation	of	only	

looking	deeper	into	the	most	widely	used	theory	or	business	thinker,	and	not	all	the	theories	that	

together	constitute	these	approaches.	While	the	traditional	approaches	constitute	of	different	
aspects	within	design	thinking,	planning,	matching	and	positioning,	that	traditionally	have	been	

associated	with	business	strategy,	we	are	mainly	focusing	on	the	ideas	of	Michael	Porter	(1985)	

within	this	field,	as	he	by	far	stands	out	among	the	literature	in	this	area	(icic.org,	2017).	The	same	

way,	the	experimental	approaches	constitute	of	various	theories	and	strategies	focusing	on	
experimentation	and	hypothesis	testing,	which	in	the	latest	years	have	dominated	the	startup	

literature.	Still,	we	have	chosen	to	focus	mainly	on	one	approach,	Ries’	(2011)	Lean	Startup	

approach	as	this	approach	is	by	many	believed	to	be	the	main	contributor	to	this	field	(Blank,	

2013).	

	

These	limitations	of	looking	into	only	one	writer	have	been	made	in	order	to	be	able	to	go	more	

into	depth	and	really	understand	the	means	of	these	views,	rather	than	only	touching	upon	the	

surface.	We	recognize	that	only	investigating	one	writer	may	not	be	representative	for	a	whole	

“wave”	of	approaches.	Yet,	because	a	wave	of	approaches	include	theories	that	have	general	traits	

in	common	we	believe	that	one	approach	still	will	represent	at	least	some	of	the	tendencies	within	

the	wave.	
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2.6	Empirical	Choices		

We	have	collected	empirical	data	in	form	of	interviews	from	three	groups;	experts,	startups	and	

established	companies,	as	well	as	attended	events	within	the	startup	field	to	broaden	our	

understanding.	These	are	elaborated	on	below.	

2.6.1	Events	

In	order	to	broaden	our	perspective	of	the	startup	field	we	have	in	the	very	early	stage	of	our	

thesis	writing	attended	a	few	startup	events.	This	has	provided	an	insight	into	current	tendencies	

and	challenges	within	the	field,	as	well	as	given	us	the	possibility	to	network	with	startups.	This	

process	has	opened	up	for	new	ideas	for	this	thesis.	
Figure	4	-	Overview	of	attended	events	

	
FIGURE	4.	Overview	of	attended	events		

Source:	Own	making		

2.6.2	Interviews	with	experts	

At	the	events	we	found	that	Venture	Capitalists	(hereafter	VC)	and	startup	mentors	can	play	a	very	

important	role	in	the	startups’	successes.	We	have	therefore	decided	to	include	experts	within	the	

startup	field	in	the	thesis,	ensuring	a	more	nuanced	discussion.	We	have	chosen	experts	within	

different	fields	holding	different	positions	to	get	different	aspects.	

	

Figure	5	below	illustrates	an	overview	of	the	experts	we	have	included,	which	hereafter	will	be	

referred	to	as	the	expert	panel.	For	a	more	deliberate	description	we	refer	to	appendix	3.	
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Figure	5	-	Overview	of	the	expert	panel	

	
FIGURE	5.	Overview	of	the	expert	panel	

Source:	Own	making		

	

The	experts	used	in	this	thesis	are	daily	involved	with	some	of	the	most	successful	Danish	startups	

and	therefore	have	a	broad	knowledge	base.	The	expert	panel	can	thus	provide	insight	into	recent	

trends,	tendencies	and	challenges	within	the	Danish	landscape	of	entrepreneurs,	pointing	our	

research	into	the	right	direction.	The	method	of	interviewing	experts	will	be	elaborated	on	in	

section	2.	

2.6.3	Interviews	with	startups	

We	have	interviewed	Danish	startups	within	the	digital	platform	category,	as	this	is	the	segment	of	
companies	we	are	investigating	in	our	problem	statement.	The	purpose	of	these	interviews	is	to	
examine	their	strategic	approaches,	i.e.	the	method	they	use	to	create	a	pattern	of	behavior	that	is	
consistent	over	time.	The	way	we	will	do	this	is	by	asking	them	into	different	topics	that	fall	into	
the	strategy	field4,	and	then	comparing	the	answers	to	the	hypotheses	that	we	will	establish	by	
analyzing	our	chosen	theories	as	stated	above.	The	interview	process	will	be	elaborated	further	in	
the	data	collection	section	on	page	26.	
	
We	are	aware	that	startups	are	very	unpredictable	by	nature.	As	mentioned	earlier,	the	majority	
of	startups	fail	(WSJ,	2012),	and	we	can	therefore	not	guarantee	that	we	by	analyzing	the	strategic	
behavior	of	the	researched	startups	will	find	the	best	strategic	approach	to	use.	We	are	not	in	a	
position	to	predict	whether	the	startups	we	investigate	will	actually	succeed	by	using	the	approach	
they	use,	or	fail.	For	this	reason,	we	suggest	for	future	research	following	startups	over	a	number	
of	years,	which	will	give	a	more	accurate	way	of	investigating	the	“successful”	strategic	
approaches.	As	of	the	limits	of	this	thesis,	this	approach	was	not	possible	to	use.	Instead,	we	have	
reviewed	a	vast	number	of	startup	literature,	and	on	this	basis	established	some	success	criteria	
with	the	purpose	of	only	interviewing	startups	with	a	high	possibility	of	success.	
	
These	criteria	as	well	as	how	the	researched	startups	fulfill	them	will	be	elaborated	further	in	
section	2.6.5	below,	but	a	brief	overview	of	the	researched	startups	can	be	found	in	figure	6.	
	
Figure	6	-	Overview	of	interviewed	startups	

																																																								
4	How	these	topics	are	defined	will	be	elaborated	on	in	the	data	collection	section	
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FIGURE	6.	Overview	of	interviewed	startups	

Source:	Own	making		

2.6.4	Interviews	with	established	companies	

Another	way	this	thesis	is	addressing	the	very	uncertain	nature	and	unpredictability	of	the	startup	
successes	is	by	established	companies.	These	interviews	have	a	dual	purpose.	Firstly,	as	our	
problem	statement	is	stating,	we	aim	to	compare	the	strategic	approaches	in	startups	to	those	of	
established	companies,	in	order	to	examine	if	there	is	a	difference	in	the	strategic	approaches	
between	the	two	stages	of	the	companies’	lifecycles.	Thus,	for	this	purpose	we	are	interviewing	
the	established	companies	using	the	same	questions	or	topics	as	for	startups,	in	order	to	be	able	
to	compare	these	to	each	other.		
Secondly,	we	are	also	aiming	to	investigate	the	difference	of	going	from	a	startup	into	an	
established	company	within	the	same	company,	to	avoid	that	differences	in	organizational	culture,	
leadership	team,	industry,	etc.	affect	the	results.	To	address	this	we	are	adding	a	dimension	to	the	
interviews	which	focuses	on	whether	the	way	they	do	things	today	are	different	from	when	they	
first	started.	The	exact	questions,	interview	structure	and	analysis	of	the	results	will	be	elaborated	
on	in	the	following	data	collection	section.		
	
Just	as	with	the	startups,	we	have	chosen	to	research	established	companies	that	fulfill	the	success	
criteria	that	are	elaborated	in	the	next	section.	A	brief	overview	of	the	researched	established	
companies	is	outlined	in	figure	7.		

Figure	7	-	Overview	of	interviewed	established	companies	

	
FIGURE	7.	Overview	of	interviewed	established	companies	

Source:	Own	making		
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2.6.5.	Success	criteria		

In	the	process	of	defining	the	success	criteria	for	choosing	successful	startups	and	established	
companies,	we	have	reviewed	different	books	and	articles,	as	well	as	supported	these	with	our	
expert	interviews.	One	of	the	sources	we	used	Jim	Collins’	(2001)	book	“Good	to	Great”;	one	of	
the	best	selling	business	publications	ever	(Economist	2008).	Here,	Collins	has	researched	
hundreds	of	companies	to	find	the	key	elements	that	make	them	successful,	or	“great”.		
	
Startups	are	in	an	early	stage	of	their	lifecycles,	and	we	can	therefore	only	assess	success	at	their	
current	stage,	and	try	to	predict	how	that	may	affect	them	in	the	future.	Conversely,	the	way	of	
determining	success	of	the	established	companies	are	viewed	in	retrospect,	i.e.	how	what	they	did	
before	has	affected	the	stage	they	are	at	now.	The	success	criteria	are	outlined	in	figure	8	below.	
	

 
FIGURE	8.	Success	criteria	for	startups	and	established	companies	

Source:	Own	making		
	

These	four	metrics	are	the	ones	we	have	evaluated	the	startups	and	established	companies	upon	
to	define	which	companies	to	include	in	this	thesis,	in	order	to	get	valuable	results	from	the	
empirical	research.	

2.7.	Data	collection	

To	answer	our	problem	statement,	we	are	utilizing	primary	data,	in	form	of	interviews	with	

experts,	startups	and	established	companies,	as	well	as	secondary	data	in	form	of	reports,	articles,	

books	and	blogs	of	recognized	writers	within	the	field	of	strategic	management.	The	collection	of	

these	data	is	elaborated	below.	

Figure	8	-	Success	criteria	for	startups	and	established	coanies 
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2.7.1	Primary	data	

Our	method	for	gathering	primary	data	is	a	set	of	in-depth	semi-structured	interviews.	As	we	have	
claimed	in	the	definitions	section,	the	field	of	strategy	is	vastly	complex.	We	may	first	understand	

the	researched	companies’	strategic	approaches	when	taking	the	circumstances,	they	work	under	

into	consideration;	we	need	to	understand	why	companies	do	certain	things,	rather	than	only	

what	they	do.	Using	a	method	of	qualitative	in-depth	interviews	can	help	us	in	doing	so,	as	it	

enables	participants	to	not	only	explain	the	actions	they	daily	take	in	their	companies,	but	also	to	

delve	deeper	into	why	they	make	decisions,	and	in	which	situations	they	find	one	action	more	

important	than	the	other.	

	

The	semi-structured	interview	enables	us	to	understand	themes	of	the	daily	actions	taken	by	the	

companies,	from	their	own	perspectives	(Kvale	2007,	p.	10).	It	is	not	an	open	everyday	

conversation,	nor	a	closed	questionnaire	(Ibid.,	p.	11).	The	pre-defined	topics	of	the	interview	

allows	us	to	cover	the	same	topics	for	all	companies	making	them	comparable,	while	the	open	

nature	of	the	interview	enables	new	ideas	to	be	brought	up	during	the	interview	as	a	result	of	

what	the	interviewee	says.	The	interviews	seek	to	cover	both	the	factual	and	meaning	level	by	

listening	to	the	explicit	descriptions	of	what	is	being	said,	as	well	as	to	what	is	said	“between	the	

lines”	(Ibid.,	p.	11).	

	

Planning	and	conducting	the	interviews	is	done	by	following	the	guidelines	of	Kvale’s	(2007)	Seven	
stages	of	an	interview	guide	as	illustrated	in	figure	8,	and	from	which	is	elaborated	below.	
Figure	9	-	Own	interpretation	of	Kvale’s	Seven	Stages	of	an	interview	inquiry	

	
FIGURE	9.	Own	interpretation	of	Kvale’s	Seven	Stages	of	an	interview	inquiry	

Source:	Kvale	(2007)		

	

Thematizing	&	Designing		

Thematizing	refers	to	the	purpose	of	the	interview,	“why	the	interview	is	conducted”	(Kvale,	2007).	
As	listed	above,	the	purpose	of	our	expert	interviews	is	to	guide	us	in	the	right	direction.	Thus,	
these	interviews	need	minimal	guidance	from	us,	in	order	to	not	hinder	exploration	of	important	

aspects.	The	purpose	of	the	company	interviews	is	different.	It	is	more	restricted	to	explore	the	

companies’	strategic	approaches	in	a	way	that	is	comparable.	It	is	therefore	more	important	that	

we	cover	all	the	same	topics	in	these	interviews.	The	difference	between	expert	interviews	and	

company	interviews	is	illustrated	in	figure	9	below.	
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Figure	10	-	Interview	purpose	and	design	structure	

	
FIGURE	10.	Interview	purpose	and	design	structure	

Source:	Own	making	

	

As	we	are	using	the	semi-structured	approach,	Designing	the	interview	includes	forming	an	

interview	guide.	This	entails	predefined	topics	that	aim	to	guide	the	interviews	in	a	direction	that	

fits	our	purpose.	The	interview	guide	for	experts	and	companies	will	be	the	same,	yet	due	to	the	

different	purposes	the	way	they	are	conducted	will	slightly	differ.	This	is	elaborated	in	the	

interviewing	section.	
	

With	our	interview	guide	we	aim	to	cover	the	different	aspects	that	together	constitute	the	

strategic	approach,	i.e.	the	method	used	to	form	the	pattern	of	behavior	that	is	consistent	over	
time,	and	it	is	therefore	important	to	cover	as	many	aspects	that	may	constitute	this	pattern	as	

possible.	In	order	to	do	so	we	have	once	again	turned	to	Mintzberg	et.	al.	(1998)	and	their	book	

Strategy	Safari,	the	same	we	used	for	the	definition	of	strategy	in	this	thesis.	This	book	provides	a	
good	basis	for	covering	the	most	important	aspects	of	strategy,	due	to	the	very	thorough	field	

review	done	by	the	writers;	different	views	have	been	gathered,	discussed	and	finally	clustered	

into	ten	different	paradigms	or	schools	(Mintzberg	et	al,	1998).	These	ten	schools	all	focus	on	

different	parts	of	strategy,	e.g.	the	learning	school	focuses	on	the	testing	and	learning	process,	the	
planning	school	focuses	on	the	process	before	executing,	the	entrepreneurial	school	focuses	on	
having	a	strong	vision,	etc.	(Mintzberg	et	al,	1998).	These	schools	provide	the	basis	for	the	topics	

in	our	interview	guide.	A	full	overview	of	the	ten	school	and	topics	can	be	found	in	appendix	1.	

Figure	10	below	illustrates	the	process	of	forming	the	interview	guide;	starting	with	a	thorough	

literature	review,	boiling	it	down	to	the	ten	schools	of	thought,	which	in	the	end	provides	the	basis	

for	the	topics	in	the	interview	guide.	
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Figure	11	-	The	process	of	forming	the	interview	guide	

	
FIGURE	11.	The	process	of	forming	the	interview	guide	

Source:	Own	making	
	

The	interview	guide	consists	of	ten	main	areas,	i.e.	the	ten	schools	of	thought,	which	then	are	

divided	into	smaller	topics	that	provide	guidance	for	the	discussions	with	the	startups	and	

established	companies.	For	example,	within	the	planning	school,	we	cover	topics	as	objective	

setting,	use	of	framework	models,	hierarchy,	etc.	(appendix	1).	The	interview	guide	for	startups	

and	established	companies	are	identical,	yet	for	established	companies	we	are	also	asking	if	the	

different	aspects	have	changed	from	when	they	started	till	today.	

	

Before	the	interview	we	are	conducting	a	small	research	on	the	interviewed	person	and	company	

to	get	a	better	understanding	of	the	business	and	their	experience.	A	day	prior	to	the	interview	

the	overall	topics	are	sent	to	the	interviewee	to	provide	an	overview;	the	exact	questions	are	not	

sent	prior,	as	this	can	create	a	too	structured	interview	(Kvale,	2007	p.40).	

	

	

	

Interviewing	&	transcribing		

Interviewing	is	done	by	following	the	overall	topics	outlined	in	the	interview	guide,	yet	the	
questions	are	asked	not	in	the	precise	manner	but	according	to	the	conversation	that	the	

interview	generates;	that	is	the	nature	of	a	semi-structured	interview	(Kvale	2007,	p.	11).	Given	

the	purpose	of	expert	interviews	is	more	explorative,	these	interviews	will	be	conducted	in	a	way	

that	allows	for	a	conversation	even	more	detached	from	the	interview	guide	than	the	interviews	

with	companies,	where	it	is	more	important	to	cover	all	the	same	topics,	to	be	able	to	compare	

the	interviews.	

	

The	interview	process	takes	place	prior	to	analysing	the	theory	and	establishing	hypotheses.	The	

reason	for	separating	the	two	is	to	ensure	that	our	own	prejudice	of	the	gained	knowledge	from	

theory	does	not	cloud	our	understanding	of	the	interviews.	It	is	a	two-part	analysis	that	together	
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constitute	an	understanding	of	the	entirety	of	the	research	field	(Andersen	2003,	p.	246).	This	

allows	us	to	be	more	critical	of	both	the	theory	and	the	empirical	data	when	later	comparing	

them,	as	these	are	not	intertwined	(Kvale	2007,	p.12).	Figure	11	below	illustrates	how	we	have	

separated	the	interviewing	process	from	the	process	of	establishing	hypotheses.	
Figure	12	-	Illustration	of	separation	of	interview	guide	from	analysis	

	
FIGURE	12.	Illustration	of	separation	of	interview	guide	from	analysis	

Source:	Own	making	
	

All	interviews	are	recorded	and	transcribed	shortly	after	the	interviews	are	done,	which	is	an	
important	step	in	the	further	understanding	of	the	answers.	The	interviews	are	conducted	and	

transcribed	in	Danish	and	we	acknowledge	that	by	translating	these	into	English	in	the	thesis,	the	

exact	meaning	of	quotes	cannot	be	reproduced	(Kvale	2007,	p.	40).	

	
Analyzing,	Verifying	and	Reporting	

In	the	mode	of	analyzing	the	interviews	we	are	using	meaning	interpretation,	a	method	that	

matches	our	scientific	perspective	of	hermeneutics	well	(Kvale,	2007,	p.	109).	Meaning	
interpretation	refers	to	categorization	of	certain	quotes	and	statements,	which	are	then	

connected	to	certain	subjects	(Ibid.,	p.	108).	We	are	doing	this	by	reading	the	transcript	of	each	

interview,	then	highlighting	all	quotes	related	to	each	of	the	hypotheses	made	in	our	literature	

analysis.	Each	hypothesis	is	then	discussed	with	regards	to	the	highlighted	quotes	from	all	

interviews,	aiming	to	either	confirm	og	reject	the	hypothesis.	This	stage	includes	an	element	of	

interpretation	as	our	interview	guide	was	not	constructed	based	on	our	hypotheses,	as	mentioned	

above.	It	is	therefore	our	interpretation	and	understanding	of	both	the	interviews	and	the	theory	

that	allows	us	to	connect	our	empirical	data	directly	to	our	hypotheses.	

	

To	verify	our	results	we	have	early	in	the	interview	process	checked	whether	the	results	gathered	
from	the	first	interviews	are	sufficient	to	cover	all	five	hypotheses.	This	is	done	in	order	to	

determine	if	the	defined	interview	guide	and	method	need	any	adjustment	before	continuing	with	

the	rest	of	the	interviews.	We	also	aim	to	be	critical	towards	our	interviews,	by	not	purely	

interpreting	what	is	being	said	directly,	but	also	discussing	what	is	being	done,	as	well	as	said	

“between	the	lines”	(Kvale	2007,	p.	11).	In	Reporting	our	results	we	are	only	using	the	most	

important	quotes	that	we	find	to	be	representative	of	the	main	findings	in	the	interview	analysis.		
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2.7.2	Validity	and	reliability		

We	find	it	important	to	assess	the	validity	and	reliability	of	our	interviews	and	taking	a	critical	

stand	on	the	knowledge	we	gather.	Validity	is	often	defined	in	terms	of	“truth”	(Kuzmanec,	2009),	

and	the	“issue	of	what	is	valid	knowledge	involves	the	philosophical	question	of	what	is	truth”	
(Kvale	1996,	p.	238).	As	this	paper	follows	the	hermeneutic	paradigm,	the	truth	is	considered	to	be	

constituted	through	dialogue	and	our	own	interpretation	of	that	dialogue.	Using	this	approach	

means	that	the	truth	we	gain	is	relative,	as	our	own	interpretation	of	the	truth	will	always	be	

influenced	by	our	own	prejudices.	

	

To	address	this	and	ensure	validity	of	our	interviews,	we	have	separated	our	process	of	doing	

interviews	from	our	process	of	analyzing	theory;	as	well	as	been	looking	into	a	broader	set	of	

aspects	within	strategy	in	the	interviewing	process,	which	use	the	ten	schools	of	thought;	than	in	

the	theoretical	analysis	process,	which	is	limited	to	the	experimental,	traditional	and	disruptive	

approaches.	By	separating	these	two	processes	we	allow	us	selves	to	look	at	the	gathered	data	

with	an	open	mind,	limiting	the	risk	of	overlooking	important	aspects	of	the	complex	area	of	

strategy	because	of	our	own	prejudice	of	what	we	know,	i.e.	the	conclusions	from	the	theoretical	

analysis.	

	

Reliability	refers	to	whether	the	results	of	the	research	can	be	reproduced	(Kvale	&	Brinkmann	

2014,	p.	318).	We	recognize	that	the	method	of	qualitative	interviews	is	generally	of	a	nature	that	

is	hard	to	replicate	compared	to	quantitative	research	methods	(Ibid.,	p.	318).	To	address	this	we	

have	defined	our	interview	guide	to	make	sure	we	cover	all	the	same	topics	in	each	interview.	We	

have	also	strived	to	keep	our	interview	method	as	neutral	as	possible.	At	the	same	time	we	

acknowledge	that	it	is	almost	impossible	to	make	our	interviews	identical,	as	the	nature	of	the	

qualitative	interview	is	just	not	tailored	to	making	very	standardized	questions.	Yet,	we	believe	

that	this	exact	fact	is	also	the	strength	of	the	qualitative	method.	The	qualitative	interviews	allow	

us	to	dig	deeper	into	the	dynamic	area	of	strategy,	that	would	otherwise	have	been	difficult	to	

investigate	using	a	quantitative	method	that	does	not	give	much	room	for	broadening	our	

perspectives,	only	grasping	a	small	part	of	what	constitute	strategy.		

	

We	appraise	that	we	have	ensured	validity	and	reliability	of	our	interviews	and	that	we	by	using	

the	qualitative	method	have	the	best	premises	for	capturing	the	complexity	of	the	strategy	

phenomenon.	

2.7.3.	Secondary	data		

The	primary	data	and	theories	used	in	this	thesis	are	supplemented	by	secondary	data.	Secondary	

data	helps	us	in	two	ways.	First	of	all,	it	broadens	our	perspective	when	it	comes	to	primary	data.	

The	interviews	we	gather	ourselves	only	gives	a	certain	amount	of	answers	within	a	narrow	scope,	

while	journals,	articles	and	consultancy	reports	have	a	much	wider	scope	as	they	have	typically	

made	broader	analysis.	Second,	the	secondary	data	support	our	theories	by	providing	insight	into	

trends	and	challenges	of	the	entrepreneurial	landscape	in	Denmark	at	the	current	moment,	while	
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theories	are	quite	stable.	By	supplementing	our	primary	data	and	theories	with	secondary	data	we	

are	strengthening	our	understanding	of	the	startup	field	and	broadening	our	perspective,	as	well	

as	give	our	thesis	more	relevance	for	the	current	situation	of	startups	in	Denmark.	

	

The	secondary	data	in	this	thesis	was	thoroughly	picked	from	credible	sources	such	as	Harvard	

Business	Review,	Inc.,	Forbes,	The	Economist,	as	well	as	consultancies	such	as	Accenture,	BCG,	

PWC,	etc.	The	secondary	data	consist	of	reports,	articles,	business	journals,	papers,	websites	and	

blogs.	The	blogs	used	in	this	thesis	are	written	by	recognized	authors	within	the	field	of	strategic	

management.	

2.8.	Structure	of	thesis		

Figure	12	on	the	next	page	illustrates	the	structure	of	how	different	chapters	in	this	thesis	will	

contribute	to	answering	our	problem	statement.	The	first	two	chapters	introduce	the	research	and	

account	for	the	methodological	and	theoretical	choices.	Chapter	3	outlines	the	situation	of	the	

startups	in	Denmark	and	draws	the	main	characteristics	of	startups	in	contrast	to	established	

companies.	This	is	the	premise	the	rest	of	the	thesis	is	working	from.	Chapters	4-6	provide	a	

discussion	of	three	strategic	approaches,	namely	the	traditional-,	the	experimental-,	and	

disruptive	approaches.	Chapters	7-8	conclude	the	analysis	by	setting	out	a	set	of	hypotheses.	

Chapters	9-10	test	the	hypotheses	by	researching	startups	and	established	companies,	as	well	as	

experts	in	the	area.	The	findings	are	discussed	and	concluded	into	a	set	of	recommendations	for	

digital	platform	startups	in	Denmark.	Chapters	11-12	summarize	the	research	in	a	conclusion,	

followed	by	a	reflection	of	the	thesis	findings.	
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Figure	13	-	.	Illustration	of	thesis	struc	

FIGURE	13.	Illustration	of	thesis	structure	
Source:	Own	making	
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3	

Startups	in	Denmark	
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3.	Startups	in	Denmark		

3.1.	The	Unicorn	landscape	

	
	

Despite	having	a	favorable	environment	for	startups	in	terms	of	digital	maturity,	capital	and	social	
support,	there	are	currently	no	companies	in	Denmark	qualifying	as	Unicorns	(BCG	2016,	p.	3).	
This	can	be	worrying	in	a	world	where	Unicorns	seem	to	become	“the	new	normal”	and	thereby	
described	as	being	key	drivers	of	future	growth	(Forbes,	2015).		
The	term	“Startup	Unicorn”	was	coined	by	VC	Aileen	Lee	in	2013	(Ohio	University,	2016).	In	fact,	
his	choice	of	the	mythical	animal	represents	the	statistical	rarity	of	such	successful	ventures	that	
are	not	more	than	ten	years	old,	yet	worth	at	least	$1	billion	(Ohio	University,	2016).	Back	in	2013,	
this	was	a	suitable	description	for	the	only	39	Unicorns	existing	worldwide	(Forbes,	2015).	
However,	today	we	might	need	a	different	term	to	describe	the	phenomenon,	as	it	seems	we	are	
in	the	midst	of	a	rapid	growth	acceleration,	making	Unicorns	more	and	more	common.	In	2011	
there	were	just	five	companies	qualifying	as	Unicorns	in	the	US.	This	number	grew	almost	10	times	
in	2015	to	47	Unicorns	in	the	US,	and	more	than	tripled	just	a	year	after,	to	169	unicorns	in	2016	
(Ohio	University,	2016).	
	
This	trend	is	especially	noticeable	within	the	digital	platform	category	defined	earlier	in	this	paper,	
making	up	70%	of	unicorn	startups	(Accenture,	2017).	In	fact,	the	new	measure	is	the	“Decacorn”,	
a	startup	worth	$10	billion	or	more	(Forbes,	2015).	In	2013	there	was	only	one	decacorn,	the	
social	platform	Facebook,	but	today	there	are	at	least	eight,	including	platforms	as	Uber	($62	
billion),	Airbnb	($30	billion)	and	SnapChat	($19	billion)	(Fortune.com,	2016).	Some	would	claim	
that	such	high	valuations	are	caused	by	the	unique	concepts	of	the	p2p	platforms,	enabled	by	the	
technological	innovations	allowing	tech	startups	to	reach	millions	of	people	while	only	paying	a	
handful	of	salaries	and	avoiding	costly	overhead	(Forbes,	2015).	Others	believe	the	accelerated	
Unicorn	growth	is	fueled	by	massive	investor	spend	and	increasing	desire	for	startups	to	stay	
private	(Business	Insider,	2015).	As	of	tough	regulations	for	newly-public	companies,	many	private	
startups	only	hold	IPO	as	a	last	resort,	and	instead	raise	late-stage	rounds	of	funding	(Ibid.).	At	the	
same	time,	VCs	and	investment	firms	are	doubling	down	on	investor	startups	(Forbes,	2015),	while	
big	tech	companies	also	are	investing	more	money	in	startups	than	ever	before.	The	search	giant	
Google	has	for	instance	been	acquiring,	on	average,	more	than	one	company	per	week	since	2010	
(Rusli,	2011).		
	
With	large	customer	bases	and	tech-advantages	that	did	not	exist	just	two	decades	ago,	optimists	
believe	that	most	of	today’s	startups	are	primed	for	success,	making	Unicorns	destined	to	become	
the	new	normal	(Forbes,	2015).	In	a	world	where	Unicorns	are	about	to	become	commonplace,	
exceeding	tremendous	amounts	in	value	each	year,	it	is	crucial	that	Denmark	won’t	be	left	behind.	
Already	today	researchers	claim	that	Unicorns	are	the	main	creators	of	wealth	in	a	society.	
According	to	Global	Entrepreneurship	and	Development	Institute	(GEDI)	the	number	of	Unicorns	is	
what	determines	how	well	off	we	are	as	individuals	and	as	a	nation	(GEDI,	2017b).	This	makes	the	

“From	every	unicorn,	there	can	be	created	50	new	companies	
-	KRISTIAN	JUSTESEN,	Chief	Growth	Officer,	Rainmaking	Loft	(Appendix	3)	
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Unicorn	trend	important	for	Denmark	to	follow,	especially	considering	that	our	neighbouring	
country	Sweden	has	been	able	to	foster	several	companies	that	have	grown	into	the	Unicorn	
category,	such	as	Spotify,	Klarna,	Skype	and	Mojang	(Technologist,	2016).		

3.2.	The	Gazelle	landscape	

Even	if	we	expand	our	view	to	startups	outside	the	Unicorn	category,	and	look	at	the	development	
of	Gazelle	companies,	it	seems	that	Denmark	has	seen	better	days.	Gazelle	companies	are	more	
common	than	Unicorns,	and	are	an	expression	for	fast	growing	companies	distinguished	by	having	
experienced	significant	growth	and	more	than	doubled	their	revenue	or	gross	profit	over	the	last	
four	years	(Børsen.dk,	2017).	Some	researchers	point	out	that	“Gazelles”	are	main	growth	drivers	
in	societies	and	serve	as	key	engines	of	job	creation	(Danmarks	Statistik,	2016).	Yet,	the	number	of	
new	Gazelles	created	in	Denmark	seems	to	be	declining.	During	the	period	of	2011-2014	it	has	
decreased	with	17%	since	the	period	of	2009-2012,	and	comparing	to	the	period	from	2004-2007	
it	has	decreased	by	more	than	50%	(Ibid.).		

3.3.	Strategic	approach	as	the	reason	for	unfavorable	outlook?	

This	movement	is	especially	interesting	since	Denmark	is	often	mentioned	as	being	one	of	the	best	
places	in	the	world	to	start	a	company.	In	fact,	Denmark	ranks	the	fifth	highest	in	the	2017	Global	
Entrepreneurship	Index	(GEI)	with	a	score	of	74.1	which	is	just	slightly	behind	Sweden	with	their	
score	of	75.5	(GEDI,	2017a).	The	GEI	measures	a	country’s	entrepreneurial	ecosystem	by	
combining	individual	data	such	as	opportunity	recognition,	startup	skills	and	risk	acceptance,	by	
using	institutional	measures	such	as	urbanization,	education	and	economic	freedom	(Ibid.).	Even	
with	a	very	close	ranking	to	Denmark,	Sweden	still	has	had	more	exits	alone,	than	Denmark,	
Norway	and	Finland	had	together	between	2000-2014	(Articstartup.com,	2017).		
	
There	could	be	several	reasons	for	this.	Some	point	towards	Sweden	being	a	bigger	country	and	
thus	being	able	to	develop	a	richer	startup	ecosystem	than	the	other	Nordic	countries	
(Articstartup.com,	2017).	We	agree	that	this	could	be	the	case,	but	since	Denmark	has	an	
entrepreneurial	ecosystem	ranking	just	as	favorable	as	Sweden,	we	believe	the	answers	to	this	
undesirable	development	should	be	found	not	in	the	external	environment,	but	rather	inside	the	
companies	and	in	the	way	they	are	run.	This	brings	our	attention	towards	the	way	of	running	the	
startups,	i.e.	their	strategic	approaches,	which	we	in	chapter	1	defined	as	being	the	method	used	
to	create	a	pattern	of	behavior	that	is	consistent	over	time.		
	
We	will	in	this	paper	examine	different	strategic	approaches	in	order	to	determine	the	one	best	
suited	for	digital	platform	startups	in	Denmark,	aiming	to	create	a	recommendation	for	Danish	
entrepreneurs	and	VCs,	contributing	to	the	unfavorable	development	of	fostering	unicorns	and	
gazelles	in	Denmark.		

3.4.	Understanding	the	startup	characteristics	

In	this	thesis	we	work	with	the	premise	that	startups	are	of	a	different	nature	than	established	
companies,	working	under	different	conditions.	Before	examining	the	strategic	approach	for	
digital	platform	startups,	it	is	thus	important	to	understand	this	premise,	i.e.	delve	into	how	
startups	differ	from	established	companies	and	under	which	conditions	they	work.		
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As	defined	earlier,	a	startup	is	an	early	phase	in	a	company’s	life,	characterized	by	an	organization	
with	the	purpose	of	growth	in	creating	a	new	product/solution	under	extreme	uncertainty.	While	
an	established	company	is	a	company	that	has	grown	out	of	the	startup	phase.	So	how	do	these	
really	differ	in	terms	of	their	capabilities?		
	
Established	companies	have	to	follow	the	conformity	of	quarterly	reports	to	shareholders,	and	in	
that	process	be	predictive	in	their	product	development,	in	order	to	create	and	meet	budget	goals	
(Wessel	2012).	In	established	companies	the	processes	are	typically	long,	which	comes	as	a	result	
of	their	large	size	and	complex	structure	(Denning	2016).	Established	companies	also	typically	
serve	known	customers	in	deterministic	markets	(Moogk	2012,	p.	24).	They	have	established	a	set	
of	concepts	that	have	shown	to	work	and	can	thus	apply	this	“best	practice”	knowledge	to	their	
strategic	choices	as	well	(Ibid.,	p.	24).	When	making	their	analytical	calculations	they	can	draw	on	
their	experience	and	best	practices	for	how	their	clients	typically	are	perceiving	their	services	or	
products.		
	
Startups	on	the	other	hand,	are	typically	small	in	size	and	have	no	or	very	little	structure	(Blank	
2010).	Decisions	and	processes	only	go	through	a	few	people,	and	are	made	fast	(Halligan	2016).	
Startups	don’t	yet	have	the	experience	with	being	out	in	the	field	and	selling	their	ideas	to	clients.	
When	all	ideas	are	generated	inside	their	company	without	access	to	real	customer	insights,	the	
strategy	becomes	limited	to	their	team’s	own	understanding	of	the	market	and	customer	needs,	
wants	and	expectations.	While	established	companies	have	a	proven	history	and	perhaps	even	a	
manual	for	how	to	use	these	insights	to	develop	good	strategies,	products	or	services,	startups	
don’t	yet	have	this	knowledge.	They	don’t	yet	know	how	their	ideas	will	be	perceived	by	their	
customers.	A	startup’s	intended	business	model	thus	becomes	more	of	an	untested	hypothesis,	a	
good	guess	(Moogk	2012,	p.	23).	An	example	of	this	is	described	below.	
The	outlined	differences	between	startups	and	established	companies	are	illustrated	in	figure	13	
below.	

Figure	14	-	Differences	in	startups	and	established	companies.companies	

	
FIGURE	14.	Differences	in	startups	and	established	companies	

Source:	Own	making	
	

These	are	the	startup	characteristics	we	will	refer	to	throughout	the	rest	of	our	research,	to	
ensure	that	our	results	are	tailored	to	the	nature	of	startups	specifically,	making	our	
recommendations	more	relevant	for	this	group	of	companies.	In	the	following	chapters,	we	will	go	
through	different	strategic	approaches	and	examine	their	feasibility	to	the	outlined	startup	
characteristics.		



	

	 38	
	 	

4	

The	Traditional	

Approaches	
	



	

	 39	

4.	The	traditional	approaches		

4.1.	A	review	of	the	strategic	management	field	

Our	review	of	the	strategic	management	discipline	points	to	how	focusing	on	designing,	planning	

and	positioning	historically	have	been	the	dominant	way	of	viewing	strategy	and	still	is	today	

(Mintzberg	et	al	2009,	p.	19).	Overall,	these	views	can	be	said	to	describe	a	rather	systematic	

empirical	search	for	relationships	between	external	conditions	and	internal	strategies,	where	it	is	

believed	that	systematic	study	can	uncover	the	ideal	strategies	to	be	pursued	under	given	sets	of	

conditions	(Ibid.).	The	systematic	approaches	do	seem	to	fit	business	schools	well	(Ibid.).	It	makes	

sense;	students	are	able	to	methodologically	work	with	analysis,	focus	on	hard	facts	and	there	

through	gain	knowledge	of	strategic	choices	while	studying.	This	is	something	we	recognize	from	

our	five	years	as	students	at	Copenhagen	Business	School	as	well,	where	most	Bachelor	and	

Master	degrees	touch	upon	designing,	planning	and	positioning.	So,	what	categorizes	these	views?	

This	we	will	describe	below,	but	first,	we	need	to	outline	why	they	are	important	in	this	research	

after	all.	

	

In	this	thesis,	we	will	classify	these	views	as	the	traditional	approaches,	ones	that	traditionally	
have	dominated	the	strategy	field.	We	find	these	approaches	important	to	examine	when	

investigating	the	ideal	strategic	approach	in	startups,	as	the	recognition	these	views	have	gained	

within	the	last	decades	implies	that	many	business	people	have	had	success	when	implementing	

them	in	their	companies.	At	the	same	time,	as	mentioned	in	our	introduction	section,	we	do	

suspect	that	these	views	might	be	better	tailored	to	larger,	well-established	firms	that	have	an	

operating	history	and	experience,	than	to	the	unpredictable	nature	of	startups	who	do	not	yet	

know	their	value	proposition	and	are	therefore	in	a	worse	position	to	make	decisions	based	on	

calculations.	This	is	what	we	aim	to	examine	further	with	our	review	of	the	traditional	approaches	

below.		

4.1.1.	Design	thinking	

Our	review	of	the	traditional	approaches	reveals	that	one	of	the	most	influential	approaches	to	

the	strategy	formation	process	is	noticeably	that	of	design	thinking	and	its	key	concepts,	which	
continues	to	form	the	base	of	undergraduate	and	MBA	strategy	courses	as	well	as	a	great	deal	of	

the	practice	of	strategic	management	in	general	(Mintzberg	et	al	2009,	p.	24).	Design	thinking	is	

about	attaining	a	“match”	or	“strategic	fit”	between	a	company’s	internal	capabilities	and	external	

possibilities,	and	is	probably	most	known	for	the	famous	notion	of	SWOT	-	the	assessment	of	

strengths	and	weaknesses	of	an	organization	in	light	of	the	opportunities	and	threats	in	its	

environment	(Mintzberg	2009,	p.	24)	(The	Economist,	2009).		
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4.1.2.	Strategic	planning	

Another	dominant	concept	in	strategic	management	education	is	the	wave	of	formal	strategic	
planning	that	hit	most	business	academic	journals	and	popular	business	press	in	the	1970s	(Powell	

1992,	p.	551).	The	most	influential	researcher	within	this	area	is	perhaps	Igor	Ansoff	(1965)	and	his	

book	“Corporate	Strategy”	published	in	1965	(Ansoff,	1965).	The	book	was	the	first	to	concentrate	
solely	on	the	subject	and	has	been	described	by	other	recognized	researchers	in	the	field	as	“the	
most	elaborate	model	of	strategic	planning	in	the	literature”	(The	Economist,	2008).	Ansoff’s	

(1965)	book	contained	a	series	of	rigorous	processes	and	checklists	designed	to	help	managers	

reach	strategic	decisions	attaining	the	strategic	fit	(Ansoff,	1965)	and	has	set	in	motion	a	

publication	of	literally	thousands	of	articles	on	the	topic	(Mintzberg	et	al	2009,	p.	50).		

4.1.3.	Positioning	

Both	the	60s	with	their	focus	on	designing	and	the	70s	with	focus	on	strategic	planning	have	had	

considerable	influence	on	the	field	of	strategic	management	today.	Yet,	the	years	where	strategic	

management	first	really	took	off,	adopted	its	name	as	well	as	the	years	where	consulting	firms	

established	the	“strategy	industry”,	are	the	early	80s.	These	years	concentrated	around	

positioning,	analyzing	and	calculating,	dominated	by	the	Harvard	professor	Michael	Porter	

(Mintzberg	et	al	2009,	p.	86).	If	there	is	one	strategic	view	and	writer	who	stands	out	among	the	

crowd	within	the	strategic	management	field,	it	is	him.	Porter	is	known	for	being	the	most	cited	

writer	within	the	field	of	Business	and	Economics,	in	particular	focusing	on	competition	and	

company	strategy	(icic.org,	2017).	He	is	even	being	recognized	as	the	“father	of	the	modern	
strategy	field”,	and	his	ideas	are	taught	in	virtually	every	business	school	around	the	world	(Ibid.).	
Fortune	(2012)	goes	as	far	as	calling	him	"the	most	famous	and	influential	business	professor	who	
has	ever	lived"	(Fortune,	2012).		
	

With	this	in	mind,	we	find	it	useful	to	delve	deeper	into	Michael	Porter’s	work.	By	examining	

Porter’s	central	concepts	and	frameworks,	we	aim	to	get	an	understanding	of	the	core	beliefs	of	

the	traditional	approaches,	as	he	has	been	the	main	influencer	in	this	field.	We	aim	to	understand	

why	these	approaches	have	shown	to	be	so	successful	within	the	strategy	field,	in	order	to	explore	

whether	these	would	be	a	good	fit	for	digital	platform	startups	in	Denmark,	or	if	they	are	better	

tailored	to	larger,	well-established	firms.		

4.2.	Porter’s	strategic	approach	

Porter’s	strategic	approach	is	one	that	argues	only	certain	strategies,	as	positions	in	the	economic	

marketplace,	are	desirable	in	any	given	industry;	ones	that	can	be	defended	against	competitors.	

Firms	which	occupy	these	positions	enjoy	higher	profits	than	other	firms	in	the	industry.	That	

provides	a	pool	of	resources	with	which	to	expand,	and	so	to	enlarge	as	well	as	consolidate	

position.	Porter	has	developed	a	set	of	analytical	tools	dedicated	to	matching	the	right	strategy	to	

the	conditions	at	hand.	The	most	prominent	among	these	tools	are	his	concept	of	the	five	forces	
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framework,	his	set	of	generic	strategies	and	his	notion	of	the	value	chain.	For	Porter,	the	key	to	
strategic	management	lay	in	the	use	of	these	tools	and	analysis	to	identify	the	right	relationships.		

	

Strategy	making	is	perceived	by	Porter	as	a	controlled,	conscious	process	that	produces	deliberate	

strategies,	to	be	made	explicit	before	being	formally	implemented.	The	process	focuses	on	

calculation	of	close-ended	selection	of	generic	strategic	positions.	There	are	a	limited	number	of	

strategic	positions	a	firm	may	pick	to	attain	above	average	performance	in	an	industry;	focusing	on	

either	low	cost	or	differentiation.	To	Porter,	being	everything	to	all	people	is	a	recipe	for	strategic	

mediocrity	and	below-average	performance	(Porter,	1985	p.	16).	Firms	must	make	a	choice	among	

the	few	generic	strategies,	namely	cost	leadership,	differentiation,	and	focus,	to	gain	a	

competitive	advantage.	A	firm	that	engages	in	more	than	one	generic	strategy	at	once	will	fail	to	

achieve	any	of	them,	and	so	become	“stuck	in	the	middle”	(Ibid.).	
	

Porter	argues	it	is	the	industry	structure	that	drives	the	choice	of	the	strategic	position,	which	then	

drives	organizational	structure.	He	is	especially	detailed	about	the	steps	by	which	to	do	

competitive	and	industry	analyses.	The	analyses	are	made	by	a	strategist,	who	studies	reams	of	

hard	data	to	recommend	optimal	generic	strategies.	An	important	point	of	his	is	that	you	should	

not	design	strategies	or	not	even	formulate	them,	so	much	as	select	them.	In	some	sense,	

strategies	to	Porter	are	“to	be	plucked	off	the	tree	of	generic	strategic	opportunities”	(Mintzberg	

et.	al	2009,	p.	88).	

4.2.1.	Porter’s	Five	Forces	Framework	

At	the	center	of	Porter’s	strategic	approach	is	his	model	of	competitive	analysis	that	identifies	five	

forces	in	an	organization’s	environment	that	influence	competition,	also	known	as	the	“Five	Forces	
Framework”.	The	framework	is	used	to	measure	competition	intensity,	attractiveness	and	

profitability	of	an	industry	or	market,	and	contains	the	following	forces:	“the	threat	of	new	
entrants,	the	threat	of	substitutes,	the	bargaining	power	of	buyers,	the	bargaining	power	of	
suppliers	and	intensity	of	the	rivalry	among	the	existing	competitors”	(Porter,	1985,	p	4).	The	
strategist	must	delve	below	the	surface	of	each	force	and	identify	the	few	driving	factors	that	

really	define	the	industry	(Porter,	1979).	

	

The	Threat	of	new	entrants	is	based	on	the	degree	of	barriers	for	new	competitors	who	might	try	

to	enter	the	market	(Porter,	1979).	Barriers	to	entry	could	include	economies	of	scale,	basic	capital	

requirements	or	customer	loyalty	to	established	brands.	The	Bargaining	power	of	suppliers	can	
impact	the	profitability	of	a	market	by	raising	costs	or	reducing	the	quality	of	purchased	goods	or	

services	(Ibid.).	The	Bargaining	power	of	buyers	refers	to	the	way	customers	wish	to	get	prices	

down	or	quality	up.	The	threat	of	substitutes	is	the	extent	to	which	products	in	one	industry	are	
replaceable	by	ones	from	another	industry.	Intensity	of	rivalry	among	competing	firms	is	the	sum	

of	the	other	four	forces.	High	rivalry	will	limit	the	profitability	of	an	industry	due	to	constant	

competition.		
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Figure	15	-	Porter’s	five	forces	framework	

	
FIGURE	15.	Porter’s	five	forces	framework	

Source:	Porter	(1985,	p.	4)	

	

The	composition	of	these	five	forces	determines	the	ultimate	profitability	potential	in	a	given	

industry,	defining	the	industry	character	and	attractiveness	(Porter,	1979).	Porter	claims	that	even	

a	firm	with	an	excellent	competitive	position	may	be	in	such	poor	industry	that	it	is	not	very	

profitable,	and	further	efforts	to	enhance	its	position	might	be	of	little	benefit.	However,	a	firm	in	

a	very	attractive	industry	may	still	not	earn	profits	if	it	has	chosen	a	poor	competitive	position	in	

that	industry	(Porter	1985,	p.	2).	The	strategist’s	goal	is	to	find	a	position	in	the	market	where	his	

or	her	company	can	best	defend	itself	against	these	forces	or	can	influence	them	in	its	favor:	

“Knowledge	of	these	underlying	sources	of	competitive	pressure	provides	the	groundwork	for	a	
strategic	agenda	of	action”	(Porter,	1979).	
	

Given	the	range	of	the	external	forces,	one	might	think	that	the	variety	of	possible	strategies	that	

you	can	choose	is	rather	large.	However,	Porter	takes	the	opposite	position;	only	a	few	generic	
strategies	gives	you	a	competitive	advantage	and	survive	the	competition	in	the	long	run	(Ibid.).		

4.2.2.	Porter’s	Generic	Strategies		

	
	

Porter	(1985)	argues	that	there	are	two	basic	types	of	competitive	advantage	firms	can	possess;	

either	via	lower	cost	than	their	competition	or	by	differentiating	themselves	along	dimensions	

valued	by	customers	to	command	a	higher	price	(Porter	1985,	p.	11).	A	company	also	chooses	one	

	“Competitive	advantage	grows	out	of	value	a	firm	is	able	to	create	for	its	buyers	that	exceeds	
the	firm's	cost	of	creating	it.	Value	is	what	buyers	are	willing	to	pay,	and	superior	value	stems	
from	offering	lower	prices	than	competitors	for	equivalent	benefits	or	providing	unique	
benefits	that	more	than	offset	a	higher	price”	

-	MICHAEL	PORTER	(Porter	1985)	
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of	two	types	of	scope,	either	focus	-	offering	products	to	selected	segments	of	the	market,	or	

industry-wide	-	offering	its	products	across	many	market	segments.	The	generic	strategy	of	a	firm	

reflects	the	choices	made	regarding	both	the	competitive	advantage	and	the	scope.	This	makes	up	

three	overall	generic	strategies	that	any	company	can	take:	Cost	leadership,	differentiation	and	
focus	(Porter,	1985).		
	

At	the	very	core	of	Porter’s	theory	is	his	point	about	how	firms	need	to	choose	only	one	of	the	

three	strategies,	or	otherwise	waste	their	resources.	A	company	that	engages	in	more	than	one	

generic	strategy	will	fail	to	achieve	in	any	of	them.	If	you	want	to	be	“everything	to	all	people”	you	
will	end	up	being	“stuck	in	the	middle”	without	any	competitive	advantage	(Ibid.,	p.	16).	The	three	

generic	strategies	are	illustrated	and	described	below.	

	
Figure	16	-	Porter’s	Generic	strategies	

	
FIGURE	16.	Porter’s	Generic	strategies	

Source:	Porter	(1985,	p.	11)	

	
Cost	Leadership	strategy	aims	at	being	the	low-cost	producer	in	an	industry.	(Porter,	1985	p.	13).	

Differentiation	strategy	is	the	development	of	unique	products	or	services	relying	on	

brand/customer	loyalty.	It	is	about	creating	more	value,	better	performance	than	your	

competitors	as	well	as	creating	unique	selling	propositions	(USP’s)	in	order	to	justify	a	higher	price	
level	(Ibid.,	p.	14).	Focus	strategy	seeks	to	serve	narrow	market	segments	within	a	single	product	

line	or	segment	or	focus	solely	on	a	single	geographical	area	(Ibid.,	p.	11).		

	

A	firm’s	strategic	choice	between	the	three	strategies	must	grow	out	of	a	sophisticated	

understanding	of	the	rules	of	competition	that	determine	an	industry’s	attractiveness.	When	

moving	down	to	implementation,	establishing	the	desired	position	can	then	take	many	forms.	

Different	positions	require	different	activities,	different	processes,	as	well	as	internal	culture,	

management,	but	also	different	values	that	are	communicated	towards	customers.	To	create	a	

competitive	advantage	the	strategist	must	plan	out	how	these	activities	fit	to	one	another	and	

reinforce	each	other	(Porter	1996,	p.	70).	A	way	to	do	so	is	by	using	Porter’s	value	chain	
framework.	
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4.2.3.	Porter’s	Value	Chain		

Porter’s	value	chain	framework	is	a	systematic	way	of	examining	all	the	activities	a	firm	performs	

and	how	they	interact.	It	provides	a	way	to	understand	the	behavior	of	costs	and	the	existing	and	

potential	sources	of	differentiation	(Porter	1985,	p.33).	All	the	activities	in	the	value	chain	

contribute	to	buyer	value,	and	the	cumulative	costs	in	the	chain	will	determine	the	difference	

between	the	buyer	value	and	producer	cost	(Ibid.,	p.	40).	The	value	chain	emphasizes	that	

competitive	advantage	can	come	not	just	from	great	products	or	services,	but	from	anywhere	

along	the	chain.		

	
Figure	17	-	Porter’s	Value	Chain.	

	
	

FIGURE	17.	Porter’s	Value	Chain	

Source:	Porter	(1985,	p.	40)	

	

The	framework	consists	of	two	overall	value	activities:	primary-	and	support	activities	(Porter,	
1985	p.	38).	The	primary	activities	are	directly	concerned	with	the	creation	or	delivery	of	a	product	
or	service.	Porter	defines	five	distinct	categories	of	primary	activities:	inbound	logistics,	

operations,	outbound	logistics,	marketing	&	sales,	and	service	(Ibid.,	p.	40).	The	support	activities	
help	to	improve	the	effectiveness	or	efficiency	of	the	primary	activities,	and	include:	the	company	

infrastructure,	human	resources,	technology	development	and	procurement	(Ibid.,	p.	41).	A	firm	

gains	a	competitive	advantage	by	performing	these	strategically	important	activities	more	cheaply	

or	better	than	its	competitors.	Yet,	it	is	essential	that	the	individual	activities	are	not	considered	in	

isolation.	A	firm	should	consider	the	totality	of	the	value	chain	and	how	the	different	activities	fit	

to	one	another	and	reinforce	each	other.	Being	best	at	marketing	may	for	example	not	be	a	

strategic	advantage	if	this	is	poorly	matched	with	operations.	If	competitive	advantage	grows	out	

of	the	entire	system	of	activities,	it	is	also	harder	for	competitors	to	imitate,	as	they	then	must	

match	each	activity,	rather	than	just	one	(Porter,	1996,	p.	73).	
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4.2.5.	Operational	effectiveness	

Porter	claims	that	the	firm	must	constantly	seek	to	improve	its	Operational	effectiveness	(OE).	OE	
includes	but	is	not	limited	to	efficiency,	and	refers	to	“any	number	of	practices	that	allow	a	
company	to	better	utilize	its	inputs	by,	for	example,	reducing	defects	in	products	or	developing	
better	products	faster”	(Porter	1996,	p.	64).	However,	an	important	point	of	Porter’s	is	that	even	

though	OE	is	necessary,	it	is	usually	not	sufficient	to	provide	a	competitive	advantage	that	will	

sustain	in	the	long	run.	Porter	claims	that	competition	that	is	purely	based	on	OE	is	mutually	

destructive,	as	OE	is	easily	imitated	(Ibid.,	p.	62).	Once	a	company	establishes	a	new	best	practice,	

its	rivals	tend	to	copy	it	quickly	(Ibid.).	To	gain	a	sustained	competitive	advantage,	in	addition	to	

improving	OE,	a	company	needs	to	find	ways	to	perform	different	activities	than	its	rivals	or	

performing	similar	activities	in	different	ways	(Ibid.).	OE	is	not	a	strategy	(Ibid.).		

4.3	Summarizing	Porter’s	approach		

Summarizing	Porter’s	main	ideas,	it	could	be	said	that	strategy	making	for	him	is	generally	

perceived	as	a	rather	controlled,	conscious	process	that	produces	deliberate	strategies,	to	be	

made	explicit	before	being	formally	implemented.	Porter	speaks	mainly	about	the	market	and	the	

competitive	situation.	For	him	it	is	the	industry	structure	that	determines	the	choice	of	the	

strategic	position,	which	then	drives	organizational	structure.		

	

We	are	in	no	doubt	that	Porter	has	provided	a	very	powerful	set	of	concepts	for	practice.	He	has	

managed	to	take	an	extraordinary	complex	problem,	how	to	thrive	in	a	competitive	landscape,	

and	gotten	his	arms	around	it	in	a	way	that	has	helped,	informed	and	empowered	many	

practitioners	to	go	out	and	implement	great	strategies	and	make	wise	strategic	choices	(Mintzberg	

et.	al	2009,	p.	124).	He	has	conceptualized	a	very	complex	area	and	designed	an	approach	that	can	

be	applied	to	nearly	any	business	and	industry.		

We	agree	with	Porter	that	the	industry	structure	and	competition	are	crucial	elements	to	consider	

when	defining	your	strategy	and	organizational	structure.	We	also	believe	that	his	notion	of	

strategic	trade-offs	creates	strategic	focus	and	makes	sense	as	it	truly	is	hard	to	be	“everything	to	

all	people”.	Finally,	we	find	it	valuable	to	consider	how	the	different	activities	in	your	value	chain	

fit	to	one	another	and	reinforce	each	other	to	drive	competitive	advantage.	We	agree	that	a	firm	

must	constantly	seek	to	improve	its	operational	effectiveness,	yet	to	gain	a	real	sustainable	

competitive	advantage,	still	seek	to	perform	activities	differently	than	its	rivals,	or	perform	a	

complete	different	set	of	activities.		

	

Where	we	feel	Porter’s	approach	could	fall	short,	together	with	the	traditional	strategic	

management	thinking	in	general,	is	on	their	rather	small	focus	on	execution	and	involvement	with	

customers.	This	is	something	that	generally	defines	the	traditional	strategic	approaches	well	with	

their	focus	on	designing,	planning	or	positioning.	In	these	approaches,	strategies	need	to	be	made	

explicit	before	being	formally	implemented.	In	other	words,	when	using	the	traditional	methods	in	
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practice,	there	is	a	quite	large	set	of	steps,	companies	need	to	go	through	before	getting	directly	

involved	with	the	customers.		

	

For	example,	following	Porter,	the	firm	needs	to	at	least;	make	the	five	forces	analysis,	select	the	

generic	strategy,	figure	out	how	to	structure	the	value	chain	so	that	all	activities	add	up	to	a	

competitive	advantage	and	at	the	same	time	seek	to	improve	its	operational	effectiveness.	As	

Mintzberg	et.	al	(2009)	mentions	in	his	analysis	of	Porter:	“Porter’s	model	indicates	what	writers	of	
military	strategy	call	a	come-as-you-are	approach	to	strategy.	Once	the	strategic	confrontation	
begins,	you	are	stuck	with	what	you’ve	got.	You	can	change	only	before	or	after	that.”	(Minztberg	

et	al.	2009,	p.	123).	In	other	words,	Mintzberg	et	al	(2009)	make	the	claim	that	strategy	making	for	

Porter	is	rather	detached	from	execution	-	you	either	analyse	and	make	a	strategy,	or	you	serve	

your	clients	by	using	the	chosen	strategy;	there	is	nothing	in	between,	no	direct	customer	

interaction	and	little	room	for	ongoing	adjustments	according	to	feedback.	In	Mintzberg	et.	al’s	

words,	“The	strategist	is	supposed	to	deal	in	abstractions	on	paper,	in	isolation	from	the	tangible	
world	of	making	products	and	closing	sales”	(Ibid.,	p.	119).	We	find	this	critique	interesting	

especially	when	applying	to	the	characteristics	of	a	startup	which	we	will	discuss	below.		

	

In	summary,	we	find	Porter’s	strategic	approach	to	provide	a	very	strong	set	of	concepts	focusing	

on	the	market	and	the	competitive	situation.	At	the	same	time,	we	find	his	critics	interesting,	who	

pinpoint	his	view	being	rather	detached	from	execution,	paying	less	attention	to	direct	

involvement	with	customers,	and	ongoing	adjustments	according	to	feedback.	The	question	is	

then,	what	does	this	mean	for	our	research	area	of	investigating	the	strategic	approach	in	

startups?		

4.4.	Porter’s	approach	and	startups		

Going	back	to	our	previous	chapter	outlining	the	characteristics	of	startups	and	established	

companies,	we	can	now	draw	a	few	interesting	connections	with	regards	to	how	these	fit	to	

Porter’s	strategic	approach.	As	a	brief	reminder,	we	earlier	defined	established	companies	as	

working	in	the	known,	having	an	operating	history	and	being	aware	of	their	value	proposition;	

while	startups	as	working	in	the	unknown,	daily	faced	with	uncertainty	and	still	not	having	found	

their	value	proposition.	

	

When	connecting	Porter’s	rather	deliberate	and	systematic	approach	to	established	companies,	

who	have	a	proven	history	and	experience	with	making	products	that	customers	want	to	buy,	it	

seems	that	there	is	no	major	issue	with	separating	strategic	calculation	and	execution	in	that	way,	

in	favor	of	precision.	Established	companies	typically	serve	known	customers	in	deterministic	

markets	(Moogk	2012,	p.	24).	They	have	established	a	set	of	concepts	that	have	shown	to	work	

and	can	thus	apply	this	“best	practice”	knowledge	to	their	strategic	choices	as	well	(Ibid.).	When	

making	their	analytical	calculations	they	can	draw	on	their	experience	and	best	practice	

knowledge	for	how	their	clients	typically	are	perceiving	their	services	or	products.		
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However,	we	do	question	if	the	same	goes	for	startups.	We	point	to	Mintzberg	et.	al	(2009)	

critique	Porter’s	strategic	approach	due	to	his	separation	of	‘thinking’	from	‘acting’	by	claiming	it	

may	“render	the	strategy-making	process	excessively	deliberate”	and	so	undermine	strategic	

learning	(Mintzberg	et.	al	2009,	p.	115).	We	find	this	critique	interesting	when	applied	to	startups,	

as	we	recognize	that	strategic	learning	could	especially	be	important	for	early	stage	businesses.	

This	is	because	startups	typically	have	to	address	an	environment	of	extreme	uncertainty	as	they	

have	not	yet	learned	how	to	operate	and	how	to	best	serve	clients	(Moogk	2012,	p.	24).		

	

Moreover,	as	we	claimed	earlier,	deep	strategic	analysis	like	Porter’s	takes	time,	and	for	startups,	

time	can	be	a	scarce	resource.	While	big	companies	can	afford	to	make	slow	decisions,	the	

opposite	goes	for	startups.	Those	few	startups	that	have	been	lucky	to	secure	venture	capital	

investment	must	account	for	frugal,	but	effective	spending	to	their	boards	of	directors.	Thus,	they	

need	to	ensure	that	the	scarce	resources	not	only	last	longer	but	also	bring	a	demonstration	of	

market	viability	as	early	as	possible	(Moogk	2012,	p.	23).		

4.5.	Summarizing	the	traditional	approaches	

With	this	chapter,	we	have	examined	some	of	the	most	prominent	views	within	the	strategic	

management	field,	the	traditional	approaches,	and	delved	deeper	into	the	main	concepts	of	

perhaps	the	most	influential	strategist,	Michael	Porter.	For	him,	strategy-making	is	perceived	as	a	

rather	controlled,	conscious	process	that	produces	deliberate	strategies,	to	be	made	explicit	

before	being	formally	implemented.	We	do	believe	that	this	strategic	approach	provides	a	very	

strong	set	of	concepts,	with	the	main	focus	on	the	competitive	landscape.		

	

Yet,	we	evaluate	that	the	nature	of	this	approach	is	slightly	better	tailored	to	established	

companies,	who	have	a	history	of	proven	techniques	and	concepts	that	have	shown	to	work,	and	

can	apply	this	knowledge	when	analyzing	their	way	using	Porter’s	approach.	For	startups,	the	

knowledge	base	is	still	limited	in	scope,	and	the	decisions	they	make	are	limited	to	their	own	

understanding	of	the	analysis,	making	it	highly	uncertain.	We	therefore	aim	to	examine	if	there	

could	be	other	strategic	approaches	that	fit	better	to	the	nature	of	startups.		

	

We	continue	this	research	by	exploring	other	strategic	views.	The	next	chapter	will	focus	on	the	

approaches	we	classify	as	the	experimental	approaches.	As	we	will	explain	in	the	next	chapter,	
these	approaches	are	by	a	variety	of	business	literature	claimed	to	be	tailored	specifically	to	the	

circumstances	of	startups.	
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5.	The	experimental	approaches	

5.1.	A	review	of	the	startup	management	field	

Our	review	of	the	startup	literature	points	towards	a	move	away	from	the	aforementioned	

traditional	approaches	and	towards	an	increased	focus	on	a	culture	of	experimentation	and	

hypothesis	testing	(Blank,	2013)	(Ries,	2011)	(Sarasvathy,	2001)	(Moogk,	2012).	Here,	

implementation	through	experimentation	is	prioritized	over	traditional	business	planning	and	

positioning.	These	approaches	use	methods	as	business	model	canvas	(Blank,	2013),	the	lean	
startup	(Ries	2011),	effectuation	(Sarasvathy,	2001)	and	customer	development	(Blank,	2006).	
What	they	all	have	in	common	is	their	minimal	focus	on	detailed	business	planning.	At	the	same	

time	they	are	all	replacing	“ultimate	guesswork”	(Blank	2013)	with	a	scientific	approach	of	

evidence	based	business	models	where	startups	are	advised	to	get	out	of	the	building	and	test	in	

the	real	world.	These	approaches	will	in	this	thesis	be	classified	as	the	experimental	approaches,	
given	their	core	focus	on	experimentation.	

	

One	of	the	aspects	that	separates	the	traditional	way	of	viewing	strategy	from	the	experimental	

approaches	is	their	way	of	viewing	failure.	While	the	traditional	approaches	favor	precision	of	

analysis	and	gives	little	room	for	learning	along	the	way,	the	experimental	approaches	embrace,	

well,	experimentation	-	and	experimentation	brings	along	failures.	Early	and	fast	failure	in	the	

short	run	is	here	viewed	as	an	effective	way	of	learning,	which	is	believed	to	save	startups	from	

failing	in	the	long	run	(Isenberg,	2011).		

	

By	including	the	experimental	approaches	in	this	research	we	aim	to	examine	whether	the	they	

could	provide	the	answer	to	our	problem	statement,	which	investigates	the	ideal	strategic	

approach	in	digital	platform	startups.	We	suspect	that	the	experimental	approaches	might	be	

better	tailored	to	the	specific	nature	of	startups,	than	the	traditional	approaches,	which	were	

examined	in	the	previous	chapter.	We	will	delve	deeper	into	the	experimental	approaches	by	

investigating	the	most	prominent	method	within	this	field,	just	as	we	did	in	our	review	of	the	

traditional	approaches,	delving	deeper	to	the	view	of	Michael	Porter.	So	who	stands	out	among	

the	crowd	within	the	experimental	views?		

5.1.1.	Identifying	the	most	recognized	method		

During	our	review	of	the	experimental	literature	we	found	theory	of	the	Lean	Startup	being	one	of	
the	most	prominent	ones	within	this	field.	An	approach	to	strategy	in	startups	that	builds	on	the	

the	customer	development	theory	(Ries,	2008a)	developed	by	Steve	Blank	back	in	the	1990s.	The	

term	“lean	startup”	was	first	coined	many	years	later	in	2008,	when	it	was	further	developed	and	

popularized	by	one	of	Blank’s	graduates	at	Stanford,	Eric	Ries,	through	his	popular	blog	

startuplessonslearned.com,	which	then	formed	the	book	“The	Lean	Startup”	in	2011	(Ries,	2011).	

Since	then,	the	approach	has	gained	major	traction	all	over	the	world.	In	fact,	the	Lean	Startup	is	
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today	being	taught	at	more	than	25	universities	as	well	as	through	a	popular	online	course	at	

Udacity.com	(Blank,	2013).	In	addition,	in	almost	every	city	around	world,	Ries’	followers,	with	

organizations	like	Startup	Weekend,	are	introducing	the	lean	method	to	hundreds	of	prospective	

entrepreneurs	at	a	time	(Blank,	2013).	By	some	audiences,	the	Lean	Startup	is	considered	not	just	

an	approach,	but	a	whole	movement	-	a	completely	different	way	of	thinking	(Ries,	2011).	Given	

this	major	recognition	around	the	world,	we	have	chosen	to	examine	this	particular	view,	the	Lean	

Startup	,	further	in	the	following.		

5.2.	The	Lean	Startup		

The	fundamental	idea	behind	the	Lean	Startup	philosophy	is	that	the	product	of	an	early-stage	

startup	is	an	experiment,	or	a	slew	of	experiments,	that	contribute	to	reducing	the	initial	extreme	

uncertainty.	Just	like	this	research	proposed	in	chapter	3,	the	Lean	Startup	is	originated	with	the	

idea	that	established	companies	and	startups	are	different	in	nature.	It	proposes	that	while	we	in	

big	companies	have	“proven	a	set	of	techniques	for	managing	them	and	we	know	the	best	
practices	for	building	physical	products”,	when	it	comes	to	startups	“they	are	shooting	in	the	dark”	
(Ries	2011,	p.	11).	Startups	do	not	have	a	knowledge	base	for	classic	strategic	management	

methods	as	these	require	long,	stable	operating	history	(Ries	2011,	p.	8).	Therefore	they	should	

not	be	using	the	same	approaches	(Ibid.).	The	Lean	Startup	suggests	to	operate	in	a	way	that	

provide	startups	the	opportunity	to	learn	while	still	validating	their	vision	as	“ambiguity	must	be	
replaced	by	increasing	certainty	over	as	short	a	timeframe	as	possible”	(Moogk	2012,	p.	24).	In	the	

following	we	will	examine	the	central	ideas	within	this	approach.	As	discussed	in	chapter	2,	we	do	

not	wish	to	evaluate	the	exact	frameworks	and	models	set	out	in	the	different	approaches.	Rather,	

we	will	discuss	the	more	general	concepts	of	the	Lean	Startup	,	its	way	of	thinking.		

5.2.1.	Vision,	strategy	and	product		

Ries	(2011)	divides	the	process	of	driving	a	startup	into	three	key	elements;	vision,	strategy	and	
product.	The	vision	guides	the	overall	heading	of	the	startup,	the	guiding	star,	examining	what	the	

startup	aims	to	change	or	do	in	the	world	(Ries,	2011,	p.	22).	The	vision	rarely	changes,	as	

entrepreneurs	must	be	committed	to	see	the	startup	to	the	end.	In	order	to	achieve	this	vision	the	

startup	employs	a	strategy	that	includes;	a	business	model,	a	product	road	map,	a	point	of	view	

about	partners	and	competitors	as	well	as	some	ideas	about	who	the	customer	will	be	(Ibid.).	The	

strategy	may	change	through	the	process	of	learning,	and	the	startup	may	figure	out	that	the	

strategy	it	has	deployed	is	not	working.	The	startup	then	needs	to	make	a	sharp	turn,	or	pivot,	as	
Ries	calls	it.	Pivoting	or	changing	strategy	must	be	based	on	learning	about	customer	usage	of	the	

product	(Ibid.,	p.	23).	The	product	then,	is	the	end	result	of	the	strategy,	and	is	the	least	stable	
part	of	a	startup.	It	constantly	changes	through	optimizations,	which	must,	as	the	strategy,	be	

based	on	the	learnings	from	meeting	customers	in	the	real	world	(Ibid.,	p.	23).		
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Figure	17	below	illustrates	how	the	process	of	driving	a	startup	divides	into:	a	vision	that	rarely	

changes,	a	strategy	that	sometimes	changes	by	making	sharp	turns	or	pivoting,	and	a	product	that	

constantly	changes	through	optimizations.		
Figure	18	-	The	vision,	strategy	and	product	pyramid.	

	

	
FIGURE	18.	The	vision,	strategy	and	product	pyramid	

Source:	Ries	(2011,	p.	23)		
	

The	product	and	the	strategy	are	very	interdependent,	as	if	the	strategy	changes	the	product	must	

often	change	as	well	(Ries,	2011,	p.	23).	This	creates	a	view	of	product	development	where	the	

creation	of	products	must	be	very	flexible,	and	the	startup	must	be	ready	to	pivot	often	through	

the	process	of	learning.	The	vision	is	a	more	stable	piece	of	the	startup,	as	it	is	the	reason	for	the	

startup	to	exist	“the	problem	that	it	wants	to	solve	in	the	world”	(Ibid.).	The	strategy	and	product	
that	needs	to	solve	this	problem	can	often	change	throughout	the	process	of	building	the	startup.		

5.2.2.	The	concept	of	hypothesis	testing	

The	story	of	Better	Place	who	failed	by	not	testing	their	product	in	the	market	at	first,	examined	in	

chapter	3	on	page	37,	shows	how	difficult	it	is	for	startups	to	predict	whether	their	initial	

assumptions	are	right	before	going	out	and	testing	it.	A	backbone	of	the	Lean	Startup	addresses	

this	by	actively	working	with	hypothesis.	Instead	of	deep	analysis	and	creating	long-term	plans,	

Ries	(2011)	takes	the	approach	of	breaking	down	the	overall	vision	and	idea	into	component	parts	

that	need	to	be	tested	and	confirmed	before	the	startup	can	start	investing	more	time	and	money.	

These	components	are	hypotheses	that	essentially	determine	if	the	startup	is	able	to	grow	into	a	

business.	The	hypotheses	are	about	validating	if	that	idea	is	able	to	turn	into	a	business,	and	how	

this	validation	has	to	happen	as	fast	as	possible	in	order	not	to	waste	money	and	time	on	a	

product	that	perhaps	nobody	wants	to	use	(Ries	2011,	p.	23).		

	

Ries	(2011)	points	to	two	key	assumptions	that	the	startup	must	test	in	its	initial	stage;	value	
hypothesis	and	the	growth	hypothesis	(Ries,	2011,	p.	61).The	value	hypothesis	is	about	testing	
whether	the	product	or	service	actually	creates	value	for	customers	when	they	are	using	it	(Ibid.).	

The	growth	hypothesis	is	about	testing	how	fast	the	test	product	or	service	spreads	from	the	early	
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adopters	to	mass	adopters	(Ibid.).	The	very	first	iteration	should	seek	to	answer	the	value	and	
growth	hypotheses.	The	learnings	from	these	are	the	groundwork	for	further	development	of	the	

product.	Thus,	the	product	is	never	a	stable	part	of	the	business,	it	is	constantly	being	updated.		

	

To	better	guide	the	process	of	this	constant	development,	Ries	proposes	to	use	the	build-measure-
learn	feedback	loop.	This	method	will	be	elaborated	further	on	page	55.	In	the	following	we	will	

evaluate	the	hypothesis	aspect	of	the	Lean	Startup	and	examine	its	applicability	to	startups	and	

established	companies.		

	

Evaluating	concept	of	hypothesis	testing		

Early	hypothesis	testing	implies	that	the	customer	is	involved	directly	in	the	strategy	making	

process	from	the	very	beginning,	even	before	the	strategy	is	fully	developed.	Ries	emphasizes	

making	a	product	that	fits	to	the	customer	needs,	by	continually	adjusting	the	product	due	to	

customer	feedback.	This	stands	in	contrast	to	our	previous	examination	of	the	traditional	

approaches	and	Porter	in	chapter	4,	where	the	product	first	reaches	the	customer	at	the	end	of	

the	strategy-making	process.	

	

Referring	back	to	this	thesis’	examination	of	startup	characteristics,	i.e.	working	in	the	unknown,	

daily	faced	with	uncertainty	and	still	not	having	found	their	value	proposition,	in	contrast	to	

established	companies,	i.e.	working	in	the	known,	having	an	operating	history	and	being	aware	of	

their	value	proposition;	we	evaluate	that	hypothesis	testing	could	be	a	good	way	of	breaking	down	

the	level	of	uncertainty	in	startups.	By	getting	involved	with	customers	early,	startups	have	the	

ability	to	determine	whether	their	assumptions	about	the	product	and	market	were	right,	without	

investing	time	in	designing	features	or	services,	building	a	full	product	to	then	figure	they	didn’t	

get	the	strategy	right	and	fail,	as	the	case	with	Better	Place,	examined	in	chapter	3.	We	therefore	

agree	with	Ries	that	early	hypothesis	testing	could	be	a	good	way	of	going	to	market	for	a	startup.		

	

As	was	examined	in	chapter	3,	big	companies	have	a	proven	set	of	techniques	for	managing	their	

business	and	know	the	best	practices	for	building	physical	products,	while	startups	are	still	trying	

to	learn	their	way.	Established	companies	are	in	a	better	place	than	startups	to	make	precise	

analytical	calculations	as	they	can	draw	on	their	experience	and	best	practices	for	how	their	clients	

typically	are	perceiving	their	services	or	products.	Thus,	we	evaluate	that	established	companies	

don’t	necessarily	need	to	involve	customers	in	the	strategy-development	process	as	early	as	

startups	do.	Startups	don’t	have	this	type	of	experience	yet,	and	therefore	rely	more	on	real	time	

customer	feedback	to	find	an	appropriate	business	model.		

	

We	will	in	the	following	continue	examining	the	rest	of	the	central	concepts	of	the	Lean	Startup	.		

5.2.3.	The	concept	of	lean	development		

Another	central	idea	of	the	Lean	Startup	is	one	that	has	its	origins	within	lean	manufacturing	and	
the	“waste	not”	principle.	This	principle	was	originally	based	on	the	manufacturing	processes	of	
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Japanese	carmaker	Toyota,	providing	a	process	for	doing	more	with	less	in	its	search	for	

eliminating	wasteful	practices	and	increasing	value-producing	activities	during	the	product	

development	phase	(Ries,	2011,	p.	18).		

	

The	main	goal	of	waste	not	is	to	eliminate	all	processes	that	are	not	creating	value.	As	a	startup	is	

scarce	on	resources,	they	are	not	to	be	wasted	if	the	startup	is	to	succeed.	Applying	the	waste	not	
principle	in	the	lean	startup	happens	by	adopting	a	combination	of	experimentation,	fast	product	

releases	and	validated	learning	processes.	The	lean	startup	proposes	that	by	releasing	an	early	

prototype	of	a	product	that	is	not	yet	finalized,	the	startup	can	make	use	of	customer	feedback	to	

reveal	whether	the	original	idea	is	valid	or	not,	ensuring	that	the	startup	does	not	invest	time	

designing	features	or	services	that	consumers	do	not	want	(Moogk	2012,	p.	24).		

	

Evaluating	the	Lean	development	concept	

When	applying	the	lean	development	concept	to	startups,	it	could	be	useful	to	look	at	the	

resources	they	have	available,	as	ultimately	“waste	not”	refers	to	saving	resources	by	eliminating	

waste.	Startups	are	typically	known	for	having	very	few	resources,	as	they	do	not	yet	have	a	

product	that	secures	them	a	revenue	stream	every	month.	Thus,	their	resources	are	typically	

limited	to	the	capital	investments	they	have	secured	or	to	their	own	savings.	Those	few	startups	

that	have	been	lucky	to	secure	a	capital	investment	must	account	for	frugal,	but	effective	spending	

to	their	boards	of	directors.	Thus,	they	need	to	ensure	that	the	scarce	resources	not	only	last	

longer	but	also	bring	a	demonstration	of	market	viability	as	early	as	possible.	Wasting	resources	

on	wrong	investments,	could	result	not	just	in	losing	resources	but	in	an	actual	death	of	the	

startup.		

Thus,	we	evaluate	that	using	the	lean	development	approach	and	being	frugal	is	of	great	

importance.	

	

Established	companies	on	the	other	side,	have	an	already	existing	cash	flow	and	customers	who	

are	using	their	products,	meaning	that	the	risk	they	possess	of	wasting	resources	is	not	as	big	as	

the	one	startups	face.	As	Peter	Madsen	says:	GripGrab’s5	
	

	
	

Yet,	as	Porter	also	argues,	all	firms	(not	only	startups)	must	constantly	seek	to	improve	their	

Operational	effectiveness	(OE),	a	very	similar	concept	to	the	waste	not	principle,	because	OE	refers	

to	“any	number	of	practices	that	allow	a	company	to	better	utilize	its	inputs	by,	for	example,	

																																																								
5	GripGrab	is	an	established	Danish	manufacture	of	cycling	and	running	accessories		

"There	is	a	difference	when	GripGrab’s3	production	is	delayed	for	one	month	and	they	don’t	
receive	their	gloves,	to	when	Pas	Normal	doesn’t	get	their	Jerseys.	GripGrab	have	a	lot	of	
other	things	to	sell	-	for	them	it's	just	a	small	bump	on	the	road.	For	Pas	Normal	it	could	mean	
everything	-	they	have	nothing	else."	

-	PETER	MADSEN,	Mentor	GoGrow	(Appendix	3)	



	

	 54	

reducing	defects	in	products	or	developing	better	products	faster”	(Porter	1996,	p.	64).	As	Porter	
claims,	once	a	company	establishes	a	new	best	practice,	its	rivals	tend	to	copy	it	quickly.	This	is	

one	of	the	reasons	why	established	companies	also	need	to	apply	the	waste-not	principle.	If	they	

don’t	constantly	seek	to	optimize	their	processes	and	eliminate	waste,	their	competitors	will,	

which	will	enable	them	to	lower	prices	or	increase	quality,	and	in	the	long	run,	to	take	over	market	

share.		

Thus,	we	evaluate	that	startups	need	to	use	the	“waste-not”	principle	to	survive	even	in	the	short	

term,	but	established	companies	need	to	think	about	the	“waste-not”	principle	to	secure	their	

long	term	survival		
	

We	will	now	move	on	to	explaining	how	the	lean	development	concept,	together	with	hypotheses	

testing	and	learning,	together	form	the	build-measure-learn	loop	framework	examined	by	Ries.		

5.2.4.	Build-measure-learn	feedback	loop	

The	build-measure-learn	feedback	loop	proposes	that	the	best	learning	for	a	startup	comes	as	a	

result	of	experiments	that	test	a	version	of	a	product	against	relevant	metrics.	The	result	of	the	

experiment	can	reveal	whether	the	original	idea:	is	valid,	in	which	case	development	can	continue	

in	the	same	direction,	or	is	not	valid,	in	which	case	the	strategy	has	to	change	(Moogk	2012,	p.	24).	

The	build-measure-learn	loop	offers	startups	a	structured	way	of	getting	an	idea,	building	a	

product,	collecting	data	to	measure,	then	learn	based	on	this	data	in	order	to	develop	the	product	

further.	This	has	to	work	in	a	loop	of	a	constant	movement,	as	the	startup	constantly	gets	

feedback	from	customers,	and	creates	new	iterations	based	on	the	data	collected.	Figure	18	below	

illustrates	this	process.	
Figure	19The	Build	Measure	Learn	loop	

	

	
FIGURE	19.	The	Build	Measure	Learn	loop	

Source:	Ries	(2011,	p.	107)	
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Build		

When	building	a	product	or	service,	Ries	suggest	to	make	it	a	Minimal	Viable	Product	(MVP),	a	

prototype	that	is	the	minimum	of	a	product	or	service	that	will	be	able	to	work	in	the	real	world.	

MVPs	are	created	in	order	to	test	hypotheses	as	quickly	as	possible	and	then	adjust	it	according	to	

feedback.	MVPs	often	lack	features,	design	and	finishing	touches,	as	the	key	premise	of	an	MVP	is	

that	any	additional	work	beyond	what	is	required	to	start	learning	is	waste.	Ries	(2011)	argues	that	

since	the	startup	is	building	an	MVP	based	on	initial	assumptions,	they	do	not	yet	know	who	the	

customer	is	and	therefore	they	do	not	know	what	quality	is	yet	(Ries,	2011,	p.	107).	This	

knowledge	is	first	being	established	when	the	customers	are	engaging	with	the	product.	Getting	

an	MVP	out	to	customers	can	be	a	challenge	as	the	startup	often	has	a	grand	vision	of	how	it	

wants	to	create	value	with	their	product,	but	while	that	envisioned	product	is	polished,	slick	and	

ready	for	prime	time,	the	MVP	lacks	most	of	the	features.	A	continuous	process	of	updates	and	

iterations	of	the	MVP	will	create	the	polished,	slick	and	ready	product	in	the	end.	Perhaps	not	one	

as	initially	imagined,	but	one	that	customers	actually	want	to	use	(Ibid.,	p.	95).	

	

When	going	to	market	with	an	MVP	Ries	suggest	not	to	present	it	to	the	average	customers	but	
rather	target	the	early	adopters.	He	proposes	finding	the	customers	who	feel	the	need	for	the	

product	most	acutely	and	are	willing	to	try	it	out	before	anybody	else.	Those	customers	tend	to	be	

more	forgiving	of	mistakes	and	are	especially	eager	to	give	feedback	(Ries,	2011,	p.	62).		

Measure	

The	true	value	of	the	MVP	is	the	learning	it	brings	to	the	startup.	How	the	startup	measures	is	very	

important	for	its	ability	to	learn.	It	is	paramount	for	a	startup	to	be	sure	of	its	product’s	positive	or	

negative	values	in	the	early	stages	of	development,	as	building	something	nobody	wants	is	not	

going	to	get	the	startup	anywhere	(Ries,	2011,	p.	77).	The	gathered	information	and	data	must	be	

used	in	the	best	way.	The	metrics	a	startup	chooses	to	focus	on	will	ultimately	have	a	big	impact	

on	the	decisions	it	makes.	A	startup	needs	to	know,	in	order	to	learn,	exactly	what	processes	

creates	what	results,	and	what	to	do	with	these	results.		

	

Learn	

The	process	of	learning	is	for	Ries	(2011)	one	the	most	defining	parts	of	building	a	startup.	All	the	

time,	effort	and	money	put	into	the	two	stages	build	and	measure,	are	being	put	to	work	here.	

The	underlying	idea	of	the	lean	startup	method	is	to	create	validated	learning	through	gaining	

real-world	knowledge	from	customers	testing	the	product	out	in	the	real	world,	but	even	if	a	

startup	has	a	lot	of	user	data,	feedback	on	their	MVP,	there	is	no	way	to	take	out	the	human	

element	of	deciding	if	the	strategy	and	product	the	startup	has	set	out	with	is	the	right	one.	This	is	

defined	as	the	process	of	pivot	or	persevere	(Ries,	2011,	p.	149).	When	the	startup	has	gained	

feedback	and	learnings	there	comes	a	time	when	the	startup	needs	to	make	the	decision	to	

whether	stick	to	their	strategy	(persevere)	or	change	it	(pivot).	When	following	the	build-measure-

learn	feedback	loop	they	are	equipped	to	make	this	decision	based	on	evidence-based	learnings,	
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that	will	help	the	startup	putting	their	business	and	products	on	a	path	to	growing	a	sustainable	

business	(Ibid.,	p.	150).	

	

The	goal	of	working	with	the	build-measure-learn	feedback	loop	is	to	create	a	product	or	service	

that	fits	the	market	the	startup	is	in,	what	Ries	(2011)	calls	product/market	fit	(Ries,	2011,	p.	218).	

5.2.5	The	concept	of	product/market	fit	

The	term	product/market	fit	was	initially	coined	by	renowned	entrepreneur	and	co-founder	of	

Mosaic	and	Netscape	Marc	Andreessen	in	2007	defined	as:	“Product-market	fit	means	being	in	a	
good	market	with	a	product	that	can	satisfy	that	market.”	(Andreessen,	2007).	Ries	(2011)	
describes	product/market	fit	as	the	moment	when	a	startup	finally	finds	a	widespread	set	of	

customers	that	resonate	with	its	product.	This	moment	is	what	the	build-measure-learn	feedback	

loop	is	working	towards	reaching.	The	faster	the	startup	is	at	iterating	and	completing	full	loops,	

the	faster	it	will	discover	a	sustainable	path	towards	aligning	its	product	with	the	needs	of	the	

market	(Ries,	2011,	p.	150).	When	reaching	the	point	of	the	product/market	fit,	you	reach	the	

point	where	your	startup	can	really	take	off.	
	

	
	
When	a	startup	finds	a	fit	with	a	large	market,	with	a	lot	of	customers	willing	to	use	their	product,	

cases	like	“Facebook	weeping	college	campuses	practically	overnight”	type	of	growth,	are	
experienced	(Ries,	2011,	p.	219).	Finding	the	product/market	fit	is	essentially	the	goal	of	all	the	

experiments	and	iterations	of	the	startups.	On	the	other	hand,	startups	that	never	reach	

product/market	fit,	are	the	ones	that	fail.	

	

Ries	(2011)	states	that	after	product/market	fit	is	achieved	the	situation	of	the	startup	often	

change.	The	competitive	situation	often	changes	as	when	the	startup’s	product	shows	growth	in	

the	market,	fast	followers	seek	to	copy	the	product	and	competitors	attack	the	market.	This	

situation	requires	significantly	different	capabilities.	Once	the	market	for	the	new	product	is	well	

established,	procedures	become	more	routine.	In	order	to	compete	in	this	type	of	market,	product	

extension,	upgrades	and	new	forms	of	marketing	are	essential.	Operational	excellence	and	being	

precise	becomes	more	important,	as	it	is	a	way	of	creating	higher	margins	and	lowering	costs	

(Ries,	2011,	p.	265).	Ries	acknowledges	that	a	broader	way	of	looking	at	the	market,	one	that	also	

includes	competitors,	is	needed	once	the	product/market	fit	is	made,	but	still	states	the	

importance	of	dealing	with	development	and	innovation	by	validated	learning	and	the	build-

measure-learn	feedback	loop.	

	

	

“Startups	occasionally	ask	me	to	help	them	evaluate	whether	they	have	achieved	
product/market	fit.	It’s	an	easy	answer:	If	you	are	asking	you’re	not	there	yet”	

	

-	ERIC	RIES	(2011	p.	220)	
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Evaluating	product/market	focus	

Ries	(2011)	describes	the	product/market	fit	as	the	moment	when	a	startup	finally	finds	a	

widespread	set	of	customers	that	resonate	with	its	product.	He	states	that	after	product/market	

fit	is	achieved	the	situation	of	the	startup	often	changes,	especially	in	terms	of	the	importance	of	

the	competitive	landscape.	He	states	that	the	focus	of	the	company	at	this	stage	should	expand	to	

also	include	an	evaluation	of	the	competitive	landscape,	as	well	as	pay	more	attention	to	being	

precise.	We	find	this	notion	interesting,	since	Ries	doesn’t	mention	competitors	otherwise	in	his	

book.	This	makes	Ries’	approach	to	strategy	very	different	from	Porter’s	approach,	who	puts	the	

industry	and	the	competitive	situation	at	the	center	of	strategy	making.	Ries	does	consider	the	

market	in	terms	of	the	customers’	direct	feedback	to	the	company’s	product,	but	he	doesn’t	focus	

on	competitors	and	the	overall	situation	in	the	industry,	and	how	the	startup	should	position	itself	

in	that	industry.		

	

Going	back	to	our	startup	characteristics	in	chapter	3,	we	examined	that	startups	don’t	yet	know	

their	exact	value	proposition	and	what	they	are	good	at.	It	could	thus	be	said	that	even	if	the	

startup	determines	a	position	it	would	like	to	have	in	the	market,	it	could	not	be	sure	its	product	is	

good	enough	to	establish	that	position	yet.	A	startup	who	hasn’t	reached	product	market	fit,	

doesn’t	yet	have	a	knowledge	base	for	how	to	actually	use	market	insights	to	make	a	product	that	

fits	to	the	market.	Its	knowledge	and	judgement	is	limited	to	its	team’s	own	understanding	of	the	

market	and	customer	needs,	wants	and	expectations.		

	

While	established	companies	have	a	proven	history	and	perhaps	even	a	manual	for	how	to	use	

these	insights	to	develop	good	strategies,	products	or	services,	startups	don’t	yet	have	this	

knowledge.	They	don’t	yet	know	how	their	ideas	will	be	perceived	by	their	customers.	It	is	

therefore	important	for	startups	to	test	their	hypotheses	about	the	product	in	order	to	build	up	

that	knowledge	base,	from	continual	customer	feedback.	It	is	this	process	of	continually	improving	

the	product	according	to	the	feedback	that	is	the	dominant	focus	of	the	Lean	Startup	,	in	favor	of	

the	competitive	situation,	which	we	agree	makes	sense	being	a	startup’s	main	focus.		

	

As	claimed	in	chapter	3,	an	established	company	already	has	a	product	and	a	value	proposition	of	

what	it	can	deliver	to	the	market.	It	also	has	a	proven	history	of	how	to	use	market	insights	to	

deliver	products	that	fit	to	those	insights.	Therefore	we	agree	with	Ries	that	the	conditions	of	the	

company	change	once	it	reaches	product/market	fit	and	becomes	a	bigger	company.	These	

conditions	require	a	change	in	strategic	focus,	from	mainly	focusing	on	finding	the	value	

proposition	to	establishing	the	right	position	in	the	market.	The	customers	of	a	bigger	company	

also	tend	to	be	less	forgiving	than	the	early	adopters	of	a	startup,	and	therefore	precision	

becomes	more	important	(Ries	2011,	p.	220).	The	company	is	then	also	bigger,	has	an	operating	

history	and	experience	with	making	analysis-based	decisions.	This	enables	it	to	be	more	precise	in	

its	calculations	and	thus	to	establish	its	desired	position	in	the	market,	differentiating	itself	from	

potential	competitors.	Paying	more	attention	to	the	competitive	situation	also	makes	sense	since	
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as	the	startup	shows	growth	in	the	market,	competitors	will	most	likely	try	to	attack	that	market	

and	try	to	win	some	market	share	from	a	market	that	has	shown	to	be	profitable.		

	

Thus,	we	evaluate	that	having	a	dominant	focus	on	the	product	part	makes	sense	for	a	startup,	

while	having	a	dominant	focus	on	the	market,	i.e.	the	competitive	landscape,	makes	sense	for	the	

more	established	companies.	The	last	general	concept	we	will	evaluate	in	the	Lean	Startup	is	the	

aspect	of	agility,	or	as	Ries	calls	it	the	speed	of	the	cycle.	

5.2.6.	The	speed	of	the	cycle	

Reaching	your	product	market	fit	should	according	to	Ries	(2011)	mean	that	hypothesis	about	

growth	and	value	are	validated.	At	each	turn	of	the	build-measure-learn	circle,	the	startup	should	

have	come	closer	to	the	product/market	fit,	or	should	have	become	wiser	in	terms	of	how	to	get	

there.	The	speed	of	the	turn	is	paramount	for	the	company	to	survive	it’s	early	iterations.	Moving	

fast	means	often	failing,	learning	and	pivoting.	This	part	of	Ries’	approach	is	taken	from	the	

processes	of	agile	product	development,	that	is	about	iterating	fast	when	developing	products.	It	is	
a	process	of	turning	ideas	into	a	minimum	viable	product	quickly,	testing	and	measuring	the	

product	with	customer	in	order	to	then	learn	for	the	next	iteration	(Ries,	2009).		

	

Startups	that	go	through	the	build-measure-learn	feedback	loop	more	quickly	than	competitors	

are	the	ones	that	will	be	successful	in	competitive	environments.	The	ability	to	learn	faster	from	

customers	is	the	essential	competitive	advantage	that	startups	must	possess	(Ries,	2011,	p.	252).	

This	notion	is	based	on	the	assumption	that	long-term	planning	and	accurate	analysis	can	not	

predict	markets.	Startups	are	not	only	competing	with	other	startups	but	also	established	

companies.	Established	companies	that	have	more	experience,	customer	data	and	sometimes	

more	capital.	If	startups	are	to	compete	with	them,	their	ability	to	be	fast	in	their	build-measure-

learn	feedback	loop	and	agility	in	their	way	of	structuring	according	to	the	validated	learnings	is	

what	create	a	competitive	advantage	for	the	startup	(Ibid.).		

	

Evaluating	the	concept	of	agility	

The	reality	of	building	a	startup	is	often	dealing	with	failure.	As	we	have	discussed	earlier,	for	

startups	it	is	very	rare	that	the	first	iteration	of	a	product	or	the	first	strategy	is	the	one	that	ends	

up	being	the	final	one.	As	a	startup	is	in	the	process	of	learning	about	how	its	product	or	strategy	

can	be	improved,	it	is	significant	to	be	able	to	respond	to	these	learnings	fast.	Startups	are	in	a	life-

or-death	struggle	to	learn	how	to	build	a	sustainable	business	before	they	run	out	of	resources	

and	die.		

	

Thus,	we	evaluate	that	the	faster	the	startup	is	able	to	reach	the	product/market	fit,	the	less	time	

and	resources	it	will	have	to	spend	building	the	product	that	will	eventually	enable	the	startup	to	

grow.	The	ability	to	learn	faster	from	customers	is	the	essential	competitive	advantage	that	

startups	must	possess.	We	claim	the	lean	development	concept	should	be	applicable	to	startups.		
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Even	though	Ries’	book	is	called	the	lean	startup,	he	does	mention	that	most	of	the	aspects	should	

also	be	applied	to	established	companies,	hereunder	the	build-measure-learn	loop	and	the	ability	

of	companies	to	change	direction	fast.	Ries	doesn’t	seem	to	be	the	only	one	arguing	that	testing	

different	solutions	in	the	market	fast	and	being	able	to	be	agile	is	important	in	today’s	competitive	

landscape.	A	recent	Accenture	(2017)	report	states	that	80%	of	researched	companies	claim	agility	

is	a	priority	today,	while	94%	point	out	it	will	be	crucial	for	their	survival	in	three	years	(Accenture	

2017,	p.	4).		

	

It	seems	that	today’s	business	landscape	is	changing	with	markets	becoming	more	dynamic	along	

with	the	growth	of	the	digital	era.	New	technology	is	developing	at	an	ever-increasing	pace,	and	

no	longer	takes	years	to	form	and	peak,	it	rises	rapidly	and	disrupts	instantly	(Accenture	2017,	p.	

4).	In	this	new	reality	companies	do	not	have	the	luxury	of	weighing	up	their	options	and	

developing	their	plans.	Agility	in	this	environment,	becomes	is	a	matter	of	surviving,	as	the	

companies	are	not	able	to	adapt	their	strategy	and	operations	faster	than	their	competitors	they	

will	not	survive	(Ibid.,	p.	3).	Thus,	we	examine	that	the	agile	development	concept	is	not	only	

useful	for	startups,	but	could	also	be	a	source	of	competitive	advantage	for	established	

companies,	in	today’s	increasingly	fast-paced,	technological	world.		

	

However,	when	looking	back	at	the	nature	of	established	companies	examined	in	chapter	3,	we	

suspect	if	established	companies	with	their	complex	structures	and	large	size	would	be	able	to	

implement	it.	We	examined	in	chapter	3	that	established	companies	typically	have	to	follow	the	

conformity	of	quarterly	reports	to	shareholders,	and	in	that	process	be	predictive	in	their	product	

development,	in	order	to	create	and	meet	budget	goals.	Thus,	we	question	if	the	nature	of	these	

companies	would	allow	to	follow	the	iterative	nature	of	the	agile	development	process.	If	a	

startup	of	say,	five	people	choose	to	pivot	and	change	strategy,	they	should	in	theory	be	able	to	

make	a	decision	and	act	fairly	quickly.	In	a	startup	of	this	size,	the	people	making	the	decision	are	

also	the	ones	implementing	it.	We	suspect	that	this	would	not	be	the	case	when	it	comes	to	

established	companies,	where	complexity	arises	due	to	longer	processes	and	more	people	to	have	

the	decision	through.		

	

Thus,	we	examine	that	the	agile	development	concept	is	useful	for	both	startups	and	established	

companies,	but	at	the	same	time	suspect	that	it	would	be	harder	to	implement	in	established	

companies	due	to	their	more	rigor	and	structured	nature	as	companies.		

“As	the	Lean	startups	grow,	they	can	use	adaptive	techniques	to	develop	more	complex	
processes	without	giving	up	their	core	advantage:	speed	through	the	build-measure-learn	
loop”	

-	ERIC	RIES	(2011	p.	252)	
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5.3.	Summarizing	the	Lean	Startup		

Summarizing	the	key	concepts	and	ideas	of	the	Lean	Startup	,	we	have	examined	this	method’s	

key	ideas;	hypothesis	testing,	lean	development,	product/market	focus,	and	agile	development.		

	

We	have	evaluated	that	early	hypothesis	testing	and	customer	involvement	in	the	strategy-making	

process	is	important	when	being	a	startup,	because	startups	do	not	yet	have	a	sufficient	history	

and	knowledge	of	how	to	make	products	that	fit	customer	needs.	Established	companies	have	this	

type	of	knowledge,	making	it	less	risky	to	involve	the	customer	in	the	end	of	the	strategy-making	

process.		

	

We	have	also	examined	that	startups	can	not	only	benefit	from	using	the	lean	development	or	
“waste	not”	principle,	but	may	need	to	apply	it	in	their	strategies	in	order	to	survive	even	in	the	

short	term.	Established	companies	also	can	benefit	from	the	waste-not	principle,	which	we	

discussed	with	regards	to	Porter’s	OE	concept,	being	very	similar	to	waste-not.	We	determined	

that	established	companies	need	to	think	about	eliminating	waste	to	secure	not	the	short-,	but	the	

long-term	survival.	

	

We	have	examined	the	concept	of	product/market	fit	as	follows.	The	dominant	focus	on	product	

development	and	customer	feedback	in	favor	of	the	competitive	situation	and	industry	in	the	Lean	

Startup	makes	sense	for	startups	as	the	product	is	crucial	for	establishing	a	new	business	and	

getting	the	first	customers	who	can	secure	your	monthly	revenue	income.	We	also	established	

that	the	conditions	of	the	company	change	when	reaching	product/market	fit,	meaning	that	

established	companies	shall	focus	on	the	competition	from	this	stage	on.		

	

Finally,	we	evaluated	that	it	is	important	for	both	startups	and	established	companies	to	use	the	

concept	of	agility,	especially	in	today’s	increasingly	fast-paced	business	environment.	Yet,	we	also	

suspect	that	established	companies	would	find	it	more	difficult	to	do	so,	given	their	nature	of	a	

large	organization.		

5.4.	Summarizing	the	experimental	approaches		

With	this	chapter,	we	have	examined	the	experimental	approaches	that	are	specifically	tailored	to	

startups.	Here,	implementation	through	experimentation	is	prioritized	over	traditional	business	

planning	and	positioning.	In	particular,	we	have	gone	into	depth	into	what	we	found	being	the	

most	popularized	approach	within	this	field,	the	Lean	Startup	method.	

	

Overall,	we	find	the	Lean	Startup	being	a	method	that	seems	to	suit	the	startup	characteristics	

well.	As	we	outlined	in	chapter	3,	startups	are	different	in	nature	than	established	companies	are,	

and	this	is	a	premise	the	Lean	Startup	is	addressing.	The	Lean	Startup	provides	an	interesting	set	of	

concepts.	It	is	especially	strong	within	getting	involved	with	customers	early	and	adjusting	the	

strategy	along	the	way,	rather	than	being	detached	from	this	process.	What	the	Lean	Startup	does	
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not	focus	much	on	is	what	else	happens	out	in	the	market,	i.e.	the	competitive	landscape.	This	is	

however	something	we	suspect	could	be	of	less	importance	in	the	startup	stage,	something	that	

might	change	when	the	company	grows	into	an	established	company.		

	

We	have	now	examined	some	of	the	most	widely	used	strategic	approaches,	the	traditional	
approaches,	as	well	as	approaches	specifically	tailored	to	the	nature	of	startups,	the	experimental	
approaches.	What	we	haven’t	discussed	yet,	is	how	our	limitation	of	only	looking	at	digital	
platform	companies	could	affect	the	answer	to	this	research,	investigating	the	ideal	strategic	
approach	to	digital	platform	startups	in	Denmark.		

	

The	next	chapter	will	address	this.	It	has	its	main	focus	on	the	digital	platform	as	a	business	model,	

as	well	as	on	the	disruptive	approach,	which	we	will	outline	later	has	shown	to	be	working	for	
many	of	the	most	successful	digital	platforms	to	date.		

	

	

	

	 	



	

	 62	

	 	

6	

The	Disruptive	

Approach	
	



	

	 63	

6.	The	disruptive	approach		

6.1.	A	growing	business	of	digital	platforms	

Looking	out	in	the	global	macroeconomic	environment,	one	could	say	that	a	lot	has	happened	

since	the	1980s	where,	as	examined	in	chapter	4,	most	of	the	traditional	strategic	views	were	

formed.	Especially	within	the	technological	innovation	space,	we	have	seen	major	changes	that	

have	transformed	the	way	businesses	operate,	completely	redefining	many	industries.	The	market	

has	become	more	dynamic	along	with	the	growth	of	the	digital	economy,	which	is	expected	to	

account	for	25	percent	of	the	world’s	entire	economy	by	2020	(Accenture	2016,	p.	4).	Today’s	

capabilities	of	technological	progress	where	there	is	almost	no	limit	has	made	it	harder	to	foresee	

all	potential	entrants	or	substitutes	that	can	change	a	market	or	industry	overnight,	even	with	a	

very	strong	market	analysis	and	study	(Christensen,	2015).		

	

Recently	we	have	seen	a	wave	of	businesses	utilizing	models	that	not	necessarily	would	seem	to	

make	sense	when	applying	the	traditional	strategic	approaches,	yet	still	growing	into	large	and	

profitable	businesses.	We	have	seen	large	companies	growing	even	bigger	with	creations	of	online	

platforms,	disrupting	other	established	companies	along	the	way;	The	iPhone	from	Apple	moved	

online	surfing	from	desktop	to	mobile,	thus	disrupting	Microsoft's	desktop	operating	system	

products	(Evans	&	Schmalensee,	2016).	We	have	seen	platforms	starting	small,	like	Airbnb,	then	

growing	big	and	disrupting	an	established	industry,	and	we	have	seen	companies	like	Google	and	

Facebook	growing	to	become	some	of	the	most	valuable	in	the	world,	disrupting	several	industries	

along	the	way	(Ibid.).		

6.2.	The	concept	of	Disruptive	Innovation		

These	kinds	of	cases	have	today	become	known	under	the	concept	of	“disruptive	innovation”	

popularized	by	professor	Clayton	Christensen	(1997).	The	phenomenon	refers	to	the	process	of	

often	small	companies	toppling	industry	giants	by	grabbing	a	part	of	the	market	willing	to	sacrifice	

some	quality	for	usually	for	a	cheaper	price,	and	then	moving	upstream	by	adapting	to	a	larger	

market	(Christensen	1997).	A	disruptive	product	will	generally	underperform	with	regards	to	the	

prevailing	products’	key	performance	attribute(s),	but	will	offer	a	set	of	benefits,	typically	focused	

around	being	cheaper,	more	convenient,	or	simpler.		

	

Consequently,	the	disruptive	product	appeals	to	the	low-end	of	the	market	or	creates	a	

completely	new	market.	Over	time	the	disruptive	product	improves,	thereby	making	it	appealing	

to	greater	numbers	of	customers	and	attracting	increasing	levels	of	the	mainstream	market.	This	

approach	would	not	necessarily	make	sense	from	the	traditional	approach	to	viewing	strategy,	as	

when	calculating	your	way	to	the	perfect	strategy,	the	most	rational	approach	is	to	look	for	the	

most	profitable	solution,	and	as	a	disruptive	product	initially	appeals	to	the	low-end	of	the	market,	

it	will	not	always	be	the	rational	choice	of	a	traditional	strategist.		
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6.2.1.	The	disruptive	innovation	of	Amazon	

A	relatively	new	example	case	of	disruption	is	that	of	Amazon’s	cloud	computing	services.	Amazon	

succeeded	in	disrupting	the	way	data	is	stored,	moving	it	from	in-house	data	storage	to	a	network	

of	cloud	based	storage.	Creating	an	online	service	that	started	small,	but	now	runs	about	1	percent	

of	the	entire	internet	(McMillan	2012).	When	Amazon	began	using	its	new	and	improved	cloud	

system	internally,	they	saw	that	it	could	go	after	a	much	wider	audience	than	a	handful	of	

retailers.	Andy	Jassy,	Head	of	Amazon	web	services,	puts	it	this	way:		

	

	
	

As	Amazon	started	going	into	the	cloud	business,	it	entered	a	market	focused	on	large	and	

complex	solutions	for	enterprises.	Amazon	chose	to	focus	on	making	a	simple	product	aimed	a	low	

end	of	the	market,	developers.	They	launched	a	product	full	of	flaws	and	but	is	was	cheap	and	

easy	to	use,	thus	available	to	a	broader	group	of	users	(Fox	2017).		

	

Amazon	has	by	doing	this	capitalized	on	business	with	its	data	center	expertise,	in	order	to	build	a	

vast	cloud	computing	platform,	a	strategic	move	that	according	to	traditional	strategy	might	be	

counterintuitive.	But	the	platform	today	hosts	web	operations	for	some	of	the	world’s	largest	

Internet	companies,	like	Netflix	(Levy	2011).	The	case	of	Amazon,	is	one	that	fits	well	within	the	

concept	that	of	disruptive	innovation.	By	targeting	a	very	wide	range	of	range	of	users	their	cloud	

service	grew	rapidly,	and	Amazon	had	in	2015	a	market	share	of	28%	over	companies	like,	

Microsoft,	Google	and	IBM.		

	

Looking	at	these	successes,	disruptive	innovation	brings	the	promise	to	“catapult	start-ups	into	
multi-billion-dollar	enterprises	and	topple	seemingly	untouchable	giants,	all	at	the	same	time”	
(Pisano	2014).	This	promise	for	startups	of	becoming	the	next	Google,	Amazon,	or	Apple,	is	

certainly	enough	for	us	to	look	at	this	theory	further	when	investigating	digital	platform	startups.	

This	approach	to	strategy	will	in	this	thesis	be	categorized	as	the	disruptive	approach,	and	
examined	further	in	the	next	sections.		

6.3.	The	Disruptive	Approach	

We	have	in	the	previous	chapter	of	experimental	approaches	discovered	that	it	is	important	to	

focus	on	customers.	The	customer-centric	rationale	makes	sense;	a	trade	occurs	when	supply	

meets	demand.	And	when	modern	technology	gives	us	better	opportunities	to	predict	demand	-	

i.e.	customer	needs	-	it	improves	the	organization’s	ability	to	engage	in	trade	with	consumers.	Or	

"We	wanted	to	enable	any	individual,	in	his	or	her	dorm	room,	to	have	the	access	to	the	same	
price	and	cost	structure	and	scalability	and	infrastructure	as	the	largest	companies	in	the	
world,”.	“Other	companies	ignored	this	market	and	instead	pointed	their	products	at	top	
executives	in	large,	traditional	business	organizations	(...)”	

- ANDY JASSY, Head of Amazon Web Services, (Bloomberg, 2015) 
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put	in	other	words;	The	companies	that	best	adapt	their	products	to	consumer	demand	will	

survive	in	the	modern	market.	But	is	it	that	simple?		

	

Clayton	Christensen,	the	Harvard	Business	School	professor,	author	of	the	book	The	Innovator’s	
Dilemma	(1997),	agrees	with	this	view	-	a	piece	of	the	way,	at	least.	Christensen	(1997)	does	
believe	that	modern	technology	changes	consumer	demand	for	the	products.	Similarly,	he	

believes	that	organizations	are	dependent	on	their	consumers.	In	fact,	he	believes	that	the	

organization	itself	has	no	control	over	its	development	-	it	is	solely	the	consumers	who	control	the	

organization	(Christensen	1997,	101).	So	far	so	good.	Yet,	on	the	other	hand,	it	is	in	his	view	

exactly	those	organizations	that	follow	consumer	needs	that	fail	when	to	innovate.	To	understand	

this	it	is	important	to	delve	deeper	into	his	concept	of	disruptive	innovation,	and	firstly	to	examine	

the	various	forms	of	innovation	that	he	sets	out.	Christensen	divides	innovations	into	sustaining	

and	disruptive	innovations.		

6.3.1.	Sustaining	and	disruptive	innovations	

When	organizations	create	sustaining	innovations,	they	are	creating	technologies	that	contribute	

small	improvements	to	existing	products	or	technologies.	Sustaining	changes	may	be	better	

cameras	in	our	smartphones,	stronger	processors	in	our	computers,	etc.	This	is	in	the	model	

exemplified	by	the	blue	lines	in	the	illustration	below,	and	as	shown	the	rate	of	performance	

improvement	is	quite	stable	and	slow	(Christensen,	1997,	p.	25).		
Figure	20-	Disruptive	technology	development	

	
FIGURE	20.	Disruptive	technology	development	

Source:	Christensen	(1997)	

	

Disruptive	innovations,	on	the	other	hand,	are	often	significantly	worse	if	compared	to	existing	

products	in	the	market.	A	disruptive	product	will	generally	underperform	with	regards	to	the	

prevailing	products’	key	performance	attribute(s)	(Christensen	1997),	but	will	offer	a	distinct	set	of	

benefits,	typically	focused	around	being	cheaper,	more	convenient,	or	simpler.	Consequently,	the	

disruptive	product	appeals	to	the	low-end	of	the	market	or	creates	a	completely	new	market.	

Therefore	it	starts	in	the	bottom	of	the	graph.	However,	over	time	the	disruptive	product	

improves,	thereby	making	it	appealing	to	greater	numbers	of	customers	and	attracting	increasing	

levels	of	the	mainstream	market.	This	shift	may	eventually	attract	attention	from	the	leading	
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companies,	but	by	then	the	disruptive	product	may	be	so	entrenched	that	the	previously	leading	

companies	struggle	to	compete	(Ibid.).		

6.3.2.	The	innovator’s	dilemma	

An	example	of	this	are	the	first	laptops,	which	were	both	significantly	poorer	in	quality	and	at	the	

same	time	far	more	expensive	than	the	desktop	computers.	But	the	laptops	were,	portable,	which	

was	a	quality	demanded	by	the	fewest	desktop	users.	Therefore,	the	laptops	were	initially	seen	as	

a	niche	product,	but	as	technology	became	better	and	cheaper,	laptops	manufacturers	began	to	

meet	more	of	the	needs	of	desktop	users	and	they	could	therefore	take	a	greater	and	greater	part	

of	the	larger	mainstream	market.	If	the	manufacturers	that	sold	desktop	computers	listened	to	the	

demand	in	the	market,	they	would	first	have	produced	laptops	when	it	was	too	late.	And	why	

should	they,	even	produce	laptops?	Their	customers	demanded	more	powerful	computers	with	

higher	performance,	so	it	was	not	at	all	attractive	to	produce	computers	that	were	worse	in	

quality	and	more	expensive.		

	

The	example	of	laptops	shows	how	organizations	that	listen	to	their	customers	end	up	losing	big	

market	shares	when	new	disruptive	technologies	emerge.	Christensen	therefore	propose	an	

interesting	dilemma:	On	one	hand,	the	most	successful	companies	are	those	who	understand	the	

needs	and	demand	of	consumers,	but	at	the	same	time	this	can	threaten	the	survival	of	the	

organization	when	radical	changes	occur	(Christensen	1997	p.	232).	This	is	the	innovator’s	

dilemma.	To	deal	with	this	dilemma,	Christensen	suggests	to	create	an	independent	organization,	

with	a	cost-structure	honed	to	achieve	profitability	at	the	low	margins	characteristic	of	most	

disruptive	innovations,	as	the	only	viable	way	for	established	firms	to	harness	this	principle	(Ibid.,	

p.	218).		

6.4.	Disruptive	innovation	and	digital	platforms	

Looking	at	the	disruptive	innovation	model	when	working	with	digital	platforms	is	relevant,	as	in	

fact,	many	practitioners	argue	that	most	of	the	digital	platforms	do	to	some	extent	disrupt	one	or	

another	industry	(Moazed	2016).	There	are	already	hundreds	of	digital	platforms	who	have	

disrupted	or	are	on	the	way	to	disrupt	several	industries	and	business	models,	e.g.	Spotify	and	the	

traditional	music	industry,	or	Netflix	and	the	traditional	film	market,	but	this	is	only	the	beginning	

(Moazed	2016).	As	an	HBR	article	states	about	platform-companies:	“There	is	a	new	wave	of	
platform-based	disruptive	enterprises	that	will	not	only	change	industries	but	also	bring	a	deep	
societal	change.	It	will	change	how	we	live,	how	we	make	money,	and	how	we	interact	with	each	
other,	and	it	will	give	us	many	new	opportunities.”	(Sampere	2016).		

	

So	what	makes	the	platform	business	model	so	likely	to	disrupt	other	industries?	We	will	examine	

the	main	characteristics	of	the	digital	platforms	below,	and	relate	these	to	the	concept	of	

disruptive	innovation.		
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6.4.1.	Platforms	are	creating	new	sources	of	supply	

Many	industries	have	recently	been	disrupted	by	digital	platform	companies.	According	to	several	

researchers,	this	is	because	companies	in	the	digital	platform	category	“(...)	play	by	different	rules	
than	those	for	traditional	firms”	(Evans	&	Schmalensee,	2016b).	There	are	several	distinct	reasons	
that	we	would	like	to	point	towards,	but	first,	we	will	refer	to	our	definition	of	the	digital	

platforms,	examined	in	chapter	1	of	this	thesis.		

	

	
	

Now	that	we	have	the	definition	in	place,	we	can	move	on	to	examine	its	connection	to	the	

concept	of	disruptive	innovation.	First	of	all,	it	could	be	said	that	by	connecting	two	peers,	

platforms	are	creating	new	sources	of	supply	that	had	never	existed	before.	For	example,	with	the	

rise	of	Airbnb,	for	the	first	time,	anyone	with	a	spare	mattress	or	room	could	run	their	own	bed	

and	breakfast.	Wikipedia	created	the	world’s	largest	repository	of	knowledge	without	relying	on	

experts.	YouTube	gets	more	views	than	any	traditional	TV	channel,	largely	for	a	long	tail	of	videos	

that	would	never	find	their	way	onto	television.		

	

These	types	of	supply	didn’t	exist	before,	but	have	been	created	by	platforms.	By	enabling	this	

new	type	of	supply,	platforms	can	create	new	markets;	just	as	Christensen	(1997)	suggests	a	

disruptive	innovation	would	do.	Platforms	can	also	enable	new	supply	in	regions	and	areas	where	

none	were	before,	like	Airbnb	did	in	areas	with	no	hotels	(Evans	&	Schmalensee,	2016).	Platform	

companies	are	geared	to	do	just	that,	because	they	are	not	held	back	by	the	same	constraints	as	

traditional	businesses	who	e.g.	need	to	manufacture	tangible	assets	to	meet	their	customers.	For	

the	most	part,	platforms	are	using	already	existing	assets,	like	unused	homes	or	rooms,	they	

connect	people	to	use	these	assets	all	over	the	world	online	(Evans	&	Schmalensee,	2016b).	By	

doing	so,	platforms	can	enter	the	low	end	of	an	existing	market,	just	as	Christensen	(1997)	also	

suggests	that	disruptive	innovations	might.	

6.4.2.	Platforms	underperform	key	attributes,	but	offer	other	benefits	

The	new	platforms	tend	to	be	inferior	and	less	sophisticated	compared	to	existing	market	

offerings.	The	initial	Airbnb	offering	didn’t	compare	with	the	service	of	established	hotels,	neither	

was	YouTube	the	same	quality	as	the	traditional	broadcast.	At	the	same	time,	the	fact	that	

platforms	don’t	manufacture	tangible	goods	or	hold	inventory	enables	them	to	have	relatively	low	

operating	costs.	This	allows	many	platforms	to	offer	their	service	below	cost,	or	even	for	free	to	

one	side	of	the	platform	(Edelman,	2015)	and	thereby	make	it	attractive	relatively	to	existing	

solutions.	This	is	in	line	with	Christensen’s	notion	that	a	disruptive	product	typically	will	

underperform	with	regards	to	the	prevailing	products’	key	performance	attribute(s),	yet	offering	a	

distinct	set	of	benefits,	typically	focused	around	being	cheaper,	more	convenient,	or	simpler.		

Definition:	“A	business	model	that	creates	value	by	facilitating	exchanges	between	two	or	
more	independent	groups,	usually	consumers	and	producers”	(Moazed	2016b)	
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6.4.3.	Platforms	can	move	up	market	as	of	“network	effects”	

Offering	the	service	at	a	low	cost	is	important	for	platforms	to	be	able	to	attract	new	customers,	

as	of	the	phenomenon	called	network	effects,	also	known	as	economies	of	scale,	which	according	

to	Alstyne	et.	al	(2016)	is	central	to	platform	strategy.	Network	effects	refers	to	the	value	that	is	
created	for	all	platform	users,	as	more	people	are	using	the	platform	(Alstyne,	2016).	For	example,	

the	Airbnb	platform	has	two	sides;	house	owners	and	house	renters,	supply	and	demand.	If	Airbnb	

gets	more	renters,	demand	will	grow.	This	will	in	turn	make	it	more	attractive	for	house	owners	to	

rent	their	rooms	on	Airbnb.	They	will	therefore	increase	supply,	which	in	then	will	have	a	positive	

effect	for	the	renters,	who	then	will	have	more	choices.	Thereby,	everyone	benefits	when	Airbnb’s	

network	is	growing.	Figure	20	below	illustrates	this	process.		
Figure	21	Network	effects	in	digital	platforms	

	
FIGURE	21.	Network	effects	in	digital	platforms	

Source:	Own	making,	inspired	by	Alstyne	(2016)	
	

In	other	words,	the	larger	the	network,	the	better	the	matches	between	supply	and	demand	and	

the	richer	the	data	that	can	be	used	to	find	matches.	This	results	in	more	people	using	the	

platform,	moving	it	from	the	small,	new	market,	to	the	mainstream	market.	This	nature	of	

network	effects	is	in	line	with	how	Christensen	(1997)	points	towards	the	disruptive	product	

improving	over	time,	thereby	making	it	appeal	to	greater	numbers	of	customers	and	attracting	

increasing	levels	of	the	mainstream	market.	By	getting	more	users,	the	platform	naturally	

improves	over	time,	as	more	users	result	in	more	value,	and	therefore	appeals	to	a	broader	

market	then.	Yet,	this	doesn’t	explain	the	whole	part	of	the	story,	when	considering	scalability	

opportunities	of	platforms	and	their	disruptive	nature.	One	of	the	reasons	platforms	are	able	to	

capture	such	big	parts	of	the	mainstream	markets	is	essentially	their	business	model	which	

typically	creates	a	new	type	of	supply.	When	adopting	a	new	type	of	supply,	customers	need	to	

shift	their	behavior.	A	tough	thing	to	do	as	a	company,	but	the	gains	are	big	once	it	happens	and	

brings	bigger	scale	opportunities	than	when	having	to	win	market	share	with	existing	supply	

models,	and	existing	behaviors.		
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6.4.4.	Platforms	create	new	types	of	behavior		

A	suggestion	to	sleep	at	a	stranger's	apartment	in	a	new	city	would	have	been	considered	crazy	a	

few	years	back.	Airbnb	created	an	entirely	new	user	behavior	when	it	aggregated	new	inventory.	

YouTube	redefined	what	we	watch,	as	a	result	of	the	supply	explosion.	Gomore.dk	made	

carpooling	with	strangers	acceptable.	As	Sampere	(2016)	mentions	“While	product-based	
disruptions	change	what	people	buy,	platform-based	disruptions	result	in	more	far-reaching	
societal	shifts”	(Sampere	2016).	Today,	platforms	enable	people	to	complement	their	salary	with	

part-time	work	or	rent	out	their	underused	assets.	Platform	startups	don't	win	because	of	better	

technology	or	features.	“They	win	because	they	use	this	principle	to	unlock	entirely	new	markets	
and	create	new	user	behaviors	to	compete	effectively”	(Guides.co	2017).	When	creating	new	user	

behavior,	the	potential	of	moving	your	product	to	a	big	mainstream	market	becomes	wider,	thus	

the	platform’s	potential	to	disrupt	an	existing	industry	is	big.		

	

With	the	above	speculations	in	mind,	we	evaluate	that	disruptive	innovation	theory	is	very	

relevant	when	considering	platform	companies.		

6.5.	Summarizing	the	disruptive	innovation	theory	

Summarizing	the	outlined	concept	of	disruptive	innovation,	we	evaluate	that	digital	platforms	

generally	utilize	a	business	model	that	is	almost	geared	to	follow	this	approach.	By	being	a	

matchmaker	between	two	peers,	platforms	typically	create	new	sources	of	supply,	a	new	market	

that	didn’t	exist	before.	Because	platforms	typically	aren’t	holding	inventory	or	operational	staff	

themselves,	they	most	likely	underperform	certain	features	in	favor	of	e.g.	lowering	the	price.	This	

attracts	users	to	the	platform	and	the	network	effects	ensures	that,	as	the	user	base	grows,	the	

platform	value	increases,	which	then	makes	the	platform	appeal	to	more	users	and	eventually	

captures	the	mainstream	market.	The	potential	of	that	market	is	very	big	if	the	platform	can	

create	new	user	behavior	by	growing	their	supply	and	demand	sides.		

	

All	these	characteristics	are	in	line	with	Christensen’s	theory	about	how	a	disruptive	product	will	

appeal	to	the	low	end	of	a	market	to	begin	with,	generally	underperforming	key	performance	

attribute(s),	but	offering	a	distinct	set	of	benefits;	yet	over	time	improving	and	thereby	attracting	

the	mainstream	market.	This	strengthens	our	belief	that	disruptive	innovation	theory	is	relevant	

for	companies	within	the	platform	category.	We	therefore	find	this	approach	interesting	and	

useful	when	applying	to	our	research	of	examining	the	ideal	strategic	approach	in	digital	platform	

startups.		

	

Where	we	think	the	disruptive	innovation,	concept	has	its	weaknesses,	is	within	implementation.	

We	find	that	the	concept	of	disruptive	innovation	can	seem	to	be	abstract	or	irrational	when	

applying.	As	Christensen	even	outlines	himself	“The	logical,	competent	decisions	of	management	
that	are	critical	to	the	success	of	their	companies	are	also	the	reasons	why	they	lose	their	positions	
of	leadership”	(Christensen,	p.	xvii).	The	theory	of	“resource	dependence”	brings	forward	
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interesting	arguments	for	how	Christensen’s	theory	can	be	hard	to	rationalize.	It	states	that	while	

managers	may	think	they	control	the	flow	of	resources	in	their	firms,	in	the	end	it	is	really	the	

customers	and	investors	who	dictate	how	money	will	be	spent	because	companies	with	

investment	patterns	that	don’t	satisfy	their	customers	and	investors	don’t	survive	(Ibid.,	p.	xxiii).		

The	highest	performing	companies,	in	fact,	are	those	that	are	best	at	this,	i.e.	they	have	well-

developed	systems	for	killing	ideas	that	their	customers	don’t	want	(Ibid.,	p.	xxiii).	Yet,	utilizing	

these	systems	is	exactly	what	Christensen’s	theory	is	against;	against	doing	what	normally	makes	

you	perform.	This	makes	it	hard	for	companies	to	rationalize	adequate	investments	in	disruptive	

innovations.	These	are	lower-margin	opportunities	that	their	customers	don’t	want.	They	make	

sense	first	when	their	customers	want	them,	but	then	it	is	too	late	(Ibid.,	p.	xxiv).	

	

Therefore,	we	examine	that	even	though	disruptive	innovation	theory	makes	a	lot	of	sense	when	

looking	into	successful	cases	of	platform	companies,	it	may	be	difficult	for	a	company	whose	cost	

structure	is	tailored	to	compete	in	high-end	markets	to	be	profitable	in	low-end	markets	as	well,	

and	it	is	hard	to	rationalize	investments	that	most	customers	don’t	want	from	the	beginning.	We	

suspect	that	even	though	disruptive	innovation	theory	is	crucial	to	understand,	identifying	the	

next	disruptive	technology	curve	might	be	easier	in	retrospect	than	in	real-time.	

6.6.	Summarizing	the	Disruptive	approach		

With	this	chapter	we	have	examined	the	disruptive	approach,	which	we	have	found	to	be	a	good	
fit	to	the	model	of	digital	platform	companies	in	particular.	In	this	approach	the	focus	is	on	

targeting	the	low	end	of	the	market,	with	products	that	generally	underperform	with	regards	to	

the	prevailing	products’	key	performance	attribute(s),	but	offer	a	set	of	benefits,	typically	focused	

around	being	cheaper,	more	convenient,	or	simpler.	Over	time	the	product	improves,	thereby	

moving	to	the	mainstream	market.		

	

We	find	that	this	approach	suits	the	platform	business	model	well,	in	fact	it	seems	almost	to	be	

tailored	to	use	this	approach.	Platforms	typically	create	new	sources	of	supply,	starting	in	the	low	

end	of	the	market,	yet	growing	with	help	of	network	effects,	and	ultimately	moving	to	the	

mainstream	market	by	creating	a	completely	new	type	of	behavior.	Where	we	find	this	approach	

to	fall	short	is	within	its	difficulty	of	rationalizing	implementation,	especially	in	firms	whose	

business	models	are	tailored	to	compete	in	high-end	markets,	rather	than	to	entering	low-end	

markets.		

	

We	have	now,	in	our	search	for	the	ideal	strategic	approach	in	digital	platform	startups,	examined	

three	different	approaches;	the	traditional,	examined	as	the	most	widely	used	approach,	the	
experimental,	examined	as	tailored	to	startups,	and	the	disruptive,	examined	as	tailored	to	digital	

platform	companies.	The	following	chapter	will	lay	the	groundwork	for	an	interesting	discussion	of	

how	the	three	approaches	can	be	related	to	each	other	as	well	as	to	the	digital	platform	startups	

and	to	established	companies.		



	

	 71	
	 	

7	

Discussion	
	



	

	 72	

7.	Discussion		

In	order	to	be	able	to	find	the	ideal	strategic	approach	in	digital	platform	startups,	we	need	to	

outline	the	examined	approaches’	usability	in	relation	to	each	other.	This	chapter	therefore	

provides	a	discussion	of	the	three	approaches	investigated	in	chapters	4,	5	and	6	of	this	thesis.	In	

the	following	we	will	first	examine	the	disruptive	and	experimental	approaches	in	relation	to	each	

other,	following	a	discussion	of	the	disruptive	and	traditional	approaches.	The	next	chapter	will	

conclude	this	discussion	by	establishing	several	hypotheses	to	be	tested	with	our	empirical	

research.		

7.1.	Disruptive	and	experimental	approaches		

When	looking	at	Ries’	Lean	Startup	(2011)	and	Christensen’s	disruptive	innovation	theory,	one	will	

find	some	similarities.	In	fact,	Ries	even	mentions	in	his	book	that	“(..)	a	company’s	only	
sustainable	path	to	long-term	economic	growth	is	to	build	an	innovation	factory	that	uses	lean	
startup	techniques	to	create	disruptive	innovations”	(Ries	2011,	p.	42).	Ries’	Lean	Startup	also	
mentions	Christensen’s	(1997)	“Innovator’s	Dilemma”	in	the	end	of	the	book,	for	“further	

readings”.	We	will	in	the	following	explain	how	the	two	approaches	are	similar	to	each	other.	Yet	

first,	we	will	outline	how	the	Lean	Startup	differs	from	the	Innovator’s	Dilemma.		

7.1.1.	Differences	

It	could	be	said	that	Christensen’s	most	popular	book,	“the	innovator’s	dilemma”	has	two	overall	

parts.	A	bit	more	than	half	of	the	book	explains	why	great	companies	can	fail,	and	provides	a	
deeper	understanding	of	why	and	under	which	circumstances	new	innovations	have	caused	great	

firms	to	fail	(Christensen,	1997).	The	focus	is	on	the	market	structure	and	strategic	examples	from	

the	real-world	rather	than	on	execution.	As	we	saw	earlier,	the	Lean	Startup	focuses	mainly	on	

execution,	it	thereby	offers	a	more	tactical	how-to	guide.	This	makes	the	first	part	of	innovator’s	

dilemma	considerably	different	from	the	Lean	Startup.	Still,	even	though	smaller	in	size,	the	

second	part	of	the	Innovator’s	dilemma	works	to	resolve	the	dilemma	and	thus	focuses	on	

execution.	This	is	more	similar	to	the	Lean	Startup,	which	as	we	will	see	below,	provides	similar	

guidelines.	

	

However,	while	Lean	Startup	offers	a	very	detailed	guide	for	which	metrics	should	be	used	as	

learning	milestones,	and	a	very	tactical	approach,	we	would	claim	the	Innovator’s	dilemma	to	be	

less	tactical	and	more	strategic.	As	Ries	claims,	the	Lean	Startup	answers	tactical	questions	like:	

“Once	a	team	is	set	up,	what	should	it	do?”,	“What	process	should	it	use?”,	“How	should	it	be	held	
accountable	to	performance	milestones?”	(Ries	2011,	p.	26).	Rather	than	being	centered	around	
these	particular	questions,	we	consider	the	Innovator’s	dilemma	to	provide	a	more	high-level	

approach,	focusing	on	how	the	organization	should	be	structured,	which	markets	it	should	

address,	how	this	will	evolve	over	time,	etc.	We	would	claim	the	Lean	startup	offers	a	more	
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detailed	how-to	guide,	a	tactical	approach,	whereas	the	Innovator’s	dilemma	offers	a	more	

theoretical,	strategic	approach.		

7.1.2.	Similarities	

Hypothesis	testing	

We	will	now	look	into	the	similarities	of	the	second	part	of	Christensen’s	Innovator’s	dilemma	

“Managing	disruptive	technological	change”	and	the	Lean	Startup	.	We	will	start	by	the	attention	

they	both	give	to	the	importance	of	early	failures.	Christensen	claims	that	“(..)	we	need	the	
flexibility	to	fail,	on	a	small	scale,	so	that	we	can	try	again	without	having	destroyed	our	
credibility.”	(Christensen	1997,	p.	219).	This	is	in	line	with	Ries’	key	principle	around	importance	of	

early	failure.	Christensen	also	claims	that	“We	need	a	strong	motivation	to	accelerate	through	the	
trials	and	errors	inherent	in	cultivating	a	new	market.”	(Ibid.).	These	trials	and	errors	could	be	
related	to	Ries’	build-measure-learn	loop.		

	

Lean	development	concept	

Moreover,	Christensen	points	out	“I	don’t	want	my	organization	to	have	pockets	that	are	too	
deep.	While	I	don’t	want	my	people	to	feel	pressure	to	generate	significant	profit	for	the	
mainstream	company,	I	want	them	to	feel	constant	pressure	to	find	some	way	-	some	set	of	
customers	somewhere	-	to	make	our	small	organization	cash-positive	as	fast	as	possible”	
(Christensen	1997,	p.	219).	This	is	very	much	in	line	with	Ries’	notion	of	startups	being	scarce	on	

resources	and	his	overall	idea	of	using	an	approach	originated	from	the	lean	development	process,	

focusing	on	eliminating	unnecessary	waste,	as	examined	in	chapter	5.		

	

Think	big,	start	small	-	early	adopters	

Looking	at	which	customers	should	be	targeted	first,	the	two	approaches	also	seem	to	share	views	

of	“thinking	big,	yet	starting	small”.	Christensen	(1997)	suggests	to	initially	focus	your	disruptive	

innovation	strategy	on	a	smaller	group	of	customers	outside	the	established	market	segment	

(Christensen	1997,	p.	210).	The	disruptive	product	appeals	to	the	low-end	of	the	market	or	creates	

a	completely	new	one.	This	is	similar	to	Ries’	notion	to	start	targeting	not	the	average	customers,	

but	rather	the	early	adopters	(Ries,	2011,	p.	62).	“You	need	to	find	the	customers	who	feel	the	need	
for	the	product	most	acutely	and	are	willing	to	try	it	out	before	anybody	else”	(Ibid.).		
	

Over	time,	both	Ries	and	Christensen	suggest	that	the	product	improves	and	ends	up	in	the	

mainstream	market.	For	Ries	this	is	when	the	product,	after	various	improvements	through	the	

build-measure-learn	loop,	reaches	the	product/market	fit.	“When	you	see	a	startup	that	has	found	
a	fit	with	a	large	market,	it’s	exhilarating.	It	leaves	no	room	for	doubt”	(Ries	2011,	p.	220).	For	
Christensen,	this	moment	is	when	the	disruptive	product	over	time	improves	and	starts	appealing	

to	greater	numbers	of	customers,	attracting	increasing	levels	of	the	mainstream	market	

(Christensen	1997,	p.	210).		
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As	an	example	of	this	process,	we	could	take	Facebook.	Facebook	started	by	targeting	8.000	

Harvard	University	students,	then	expanded	to	target	the	40.000	people	Ivy	League	students,	then	

expanded	again	to	21	million	University	students,	and	now	not	just	students,	but	more	or	less	

everyone	in	the	world,	6	billion	people	(Kastelle	2016).	This	process	is	illustrated	in	figure	21	

below.		
Figure	22	-	Own	interpretation	of	Facebook’s	product	adoption	

	

FIGURE	22.	Own	interpretation	of	Facebook’s	product	adoption	

Source:	Moazed,	2016	
	

Facebook	is	by	many	recognized	as	a	disruptive	innovation	product,	starting	in	the	lower	end	of	

the	market	and	as	it	improved	features	then	ended	up	capturing	the	mainstream	market	(Moazed	

2016).	At	the	same	time	the	way	Facebook	developed	can	also	be	seen	through	the	lens	of	the	

Lean	Startup,	as	Ries	says	“Think	big,	start	small”	(Ries	2011,	p.	57).	As	we	learned	in	chapter	5,	
the	vision	of	a	startup,	according	to	Ries	guides	the	overall	heading	of	the	startup,	talking	about	
what	the	startup	aims	to	change	or	do	in	the	world	(Ibid.,	p.	22).	This	vision	rarely	changes,	while	

the	strategy	and	product	changes	a	lot.	The	vision	could	be	the	6	billion	people,	everyone	who	

Facebook	aimed	at	targeting	in	the	end.	While	starting	in	the	smaller	segment,	at	Harvard	

University,	they	got	to	change	the	product	and	strategy	several	times	before	they	now	got	much	

closer	to	their	vision	with	over	1	billion	active	users	(Kastelle	2016).		

	

Startups	better	geared	to	disrupt?	

An	interesting	observation	when	comparing	Disruptive	innovation	theory	to	the	Lean	Startup	is	

that	Christensen	suggests,	for	companies	to	succeed	creating	disruptive	innovation,	to	create	a	

small,	independent	organization:	“In	a	small,	independent	organization	I	will	more	likely	be	able	to	
create	an	appropriate	attitude	towards	failure”	(Christensen	1997,	p.	219).	Essentially	what	this	
also	indicates	is	that	the	disruptive	innovation	theory	is	best	applicable	in	smaller,	independent	

organizations,	like	startups,	than	in	bigger	established	companies.	This	makes	sense	when	
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referring	to	our	characteristics	of	established	companies	in	chapter	3.	As	companies	become	larger	

and	more	successful,	they	need	to	add	increasingly	large	chunks	of	revenue	each	year	just	to	

maintain	their	desired	rate	of	growth.	Small	markets	then	become	less	viable	for	growth	

opportunities.	Christensen	(1997)	claims	that	“(..)	organizations	who	aim	to	create	disruptive	
innovations	should	be	small	enough	to	get	excited	about	small-market	opportunities”	(Ibid.,	p.	
121).	Moreover,	smaller	organizations	that	serve	small	markets	have	more	flexibility	to	fail	on	a	

small	scale,	to	then	try	again	without	having	destroyed	credibility,	which	most	likely	will	be	the	

case	for	bigger	firms	(Ibid.,	p.	219).		

	

We	can	conclude	that	the	Lean	Startup	has	many	similarities	with	the	disruptive	innovation	

theory.	In	fact,	we	would	claim	the	Lean	Startup	offers	a	tactical	how-to	guide	for	developing	

products	or	services	that	could	potentially	become	disruptive	products	or	services.	However,	we	

cannot	conclude	whether	you	by	using	the	Lean	Startup	only	would	result	in	creating	disruptive	

products,	as	this	is	not	something	Ries	mentions	in	his	book.	What	we	may	conclude	is	that	the	

Lean	Startup	and	disruptive	innovation	theory	are	very	similar	in	their	core	concepts,	the	Lean	

Startup	being	more	tactical	focusing	on	the	doing,	while	the	Disruptive	innovation	theory	besides	

the	execution	offers	a	theoretical	part	about	the	overall	market	structures.	

7.2.	Disruptive	innovation	and	traditional	approaches		

Opposite	the	experimental	approaches,	Christensen’s	theory	differs	a	lot	from	the	traditional	

approaches.	In	fact,	it	is	by	many	viewed	as	a	direct	critique	of	Porter	in	particular	(Denning	2014).	

Where	they	have	similarities	is	in	their	broader	market	focus,	and	in	providing	a	more	high-level	

strategic	approach,	than	the	lean	startup	which	offers	a	more	tactical	how-to	guide.	Some	of	the	

main	differences	lie	in	the	aspects	the	two	pay	attention	to	when	talking	about	target	audiences,	

the	evaluation	of	potential	profits	in	an	industry,	and	in	how	market	structures	are	defined.	This	

will	be	outlined	below	as	well	as	applied	to	a	case	of	Airbnb	and	the	hotel	industry	to	provide	the	

overview.	An	area	of	agreement,	within	sustaining	innovations,	will	finalize	this	discussion	of	the	

two	approaches.		

7.2.1.	Differences		

Target	customers	

Christensen	argues	that	companies	need	to	start	by	targeting	customers	in	the	low	end	of	the	

market.	Targeting	these	customers	does	in	the	view	of	Porter	not	make	sense	as	they	are	not	

attractive	in	the	current	market.	As	Porter	states	companies	should	select	“the	most	valuable	
customers	within	their	position”	(Porter,	1985	p.	108)	whereas	Christensen	actually	claims	the	

opposite.	Christensen	claims	that	the	disruptor	should	focus	initially	on	serving	the	least	profitable	
customer,	who	is	happy	with	a	good	enough	product.	This	customer	is	not	willing	to	pay	premium	

for	enhancements	in	product	functionality.		
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Profit	evaluation	

Another	difference	of	Porter	and	Christensen	lies	in	their	views	on	how	potential	profits	should	be	

evaluated.	Porter	(1979)	states	“(..)	the	collective	strength	of	the	five	forces	determines	the	
ultimate	profit	potential	of	an	industry”	(Porter,	1979,	p.1).	There	is	a	finite	profit	to	be	made	

within	an	industry	that	is	governed	by	the	five	forces	that	shape	it.	Christensen	on	the	other	hand	

suggests	looking	and	the	potential	revenue	that	lies	in	the	non-consumption	of	customers	that	do	

not	yet	exist,	and	where	no	profit	is	currently	made.	Similarly,	Porter’s	approach	is	categorized	by	

deep	analysis	of	the	current	market	structures	to	determine	the	actions	a	company	needs	to	take,	

whereas	Christensen	states	that	because	disruptive	innovations	create	new	markets,	analysis	will	

not	create	usable	results,	markets	that	“do	not	exist”	cannot	be	analyzed	(Christensen,	1997,	p.	

xxv).		

	

A	way	to	understand	the	differences	of	the	two	approaches	is	by	applying	the	theories	to	a	real	

world	case.	In	the	following	we	will	try	to	look	at	a	case	of	Airbnb	and	the	hotel	industry,	from	the	

lens	of	the	traditional	approaches	and	then	the	disruptive	approach.		

	

Applying	the	traditional	approach	to	a	case	of	Airbnb	

When	taking	a	look	at	the	development	of	Airbnb	from	the	traditional	strategic	approach	of	
Porter,	one	would	start	by	analyzing	the	accommodation	industry.	An	industry	that	is,	on	a	global	

scale,	characterized	by	intense	competition	(Cheng,	2013),	high	capital	costs	and	a	high	proportion	

of	fixed	costs	to	total	costs,	creating	considerable	economies	of	scale	(Ibid.).	Factors	that	are	

contributing	to	high-barriers	of	entry	(Ibid.),	make	it	difficult	for	new	competitors	to	enter	the	

market	(Porter	1979).	In	order	to	enter	and	compete	with	the	big	players	in	this	market,	a	new	

entrant	would	have	to	deal	with	the	high-entry	barriers	and	a	competitive	situation	that	demands	

scale	of	business,	high-capital	requirements	as	well	as	differentiation	of	the	product	itself.		

	

Based	on	an	industry	analysis	with	the	use	of	Porter’s	theory,	one	would	expect	a	new	entrant	like	

Airbnb	to	stake	out	a	position	in	the	industry	that	enables	them	to	develop	a	competitive	

advantage	based	on	one	of	the	generic	strategies.	As	a	startup	with	much	less	initial	capital	who	

has,	as	described	in	chapter	6,	a	‘worse	product’	to	start	with,	can	only	start	at	the	bottom	of	the	

market,	and	not	compete	with	the	large	players	like	hotel	conglomerate	Marriott	from	the	

beginning	(Evans	&	Schmalensee,	2016).	Airbnb	would	in	the	eyes	of	someone	like	Marriott	

thereby	be	‘out	of	sight’,	as	based	on	industry	analysis,	Marriott	would	not	expect	Airbnb	to	be	

able	to	move	up	market,	but	stay	in	the	low-end	and	creating	their	competitive	strategy	around	

that.		

	

Applying	the	disruptive	approach	to	a	case	of	Airbnb	

If	we	change	strategic	approach	to	that	of	disruptive	innovation,	things	would	look	differently.	
Here,	Airbnb	would	naturally	be	seen	as	starting	in	the	low	end	of	the	market,	underperforming	

certain	features	compared	to	players	as	Marriott,	yet	offering	a	distinct	set	of	benefits,	around	e.g.	

being	cheaper.	It	would,	however,	still	be	competing	with	Marriott,	as	over	time,	their	product	
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would	improve,	and	moving	their	service	to	the	mainstream	market.	Here	Airbnb	is	changing	

customer	behavior	and	move	the	customers	from	the	‘traditional’	accommodation	market	of	

hotels,	over	to	a	new	peer-to-peer	market	model.	This	means	that	when	looking	at	Airbnb	through	

disruptive	innovation	theory,	we	would	find	they	created	new	supply	and	a	new	market	(Sampere	

2016).	

	

Thus,	we	evaluate	that	the	two	approaches	differ	in	their	ways	of	looking	at	such	a	case.	While	the	

traditional	approaches	would	not	necessarily	be	able	to	rationalize	the	case	of	Airbnb,	the	

disruptive	approach	seems	to	be	more	tailored	to	this	kind	of	innovation.	In	the	following	

however,	we	will	discuss	what	Porter’s	approach	seems	be	addressing	better	than	the	disruptive	

approach	is.		

7.2.2.	Agreements		

Considering	the	above-mentioned,	it	is	easy	to	understand	why	Christensen’s	theory	is	by	many	

viewed	as	a	critique	of	Porter’s	approach.	Yet,	an	important	aspect	to	notice	is	that	Christensen	

acknowledges	that	when	dealing	with	sustaining	innovations	traditional	strategic	views,	e.g.	

Porter,	applies	well	(Christensen,	1997,	p.	25).	The	problem,	according	to	Christensen,	arises	when	

same	approach	is	applied	to	dealing	with	disruptive	innovation	(Christensen,	2016b).	We	find	this	

notion	interesting,	as	it	points	towards	selectively	choosing	when	to	use	the	traditional	strategic	

approach	and	when	to	use	disruptive	innovation.	At	the	same	time	we	have	been	intrigued	by	the	

HBR	article	by	Pisano	(2014)	“In	Defense	of	Routine	Innovation”,	that	claims	that	while	we	need	to	

give	great	attention	to	disruptive	and	breakthrough	innovation,	sustaining	innovation	should	not	

be	forgotten	(Pisano	2014).	It	claims	that	the	vast	majority	of	profit	from	innovation	does	not	

come	from	the	initial	disruption;	but	from	the	stream	of	routine,	sustaining	innovations	that	

accumulate	for	years	afterwards	(Ibid.).		

	

An	example	is	Microsoft’s	Windows	3.1,	which	many	will	argue	has	not	been	a	disruptive	

innovation	when	considering	previous	Microsoft	Windows	versions	(Pisano	2014).	Yet,	it	has	

generated	$325	billion	in	operating	profit	(Ibid.).	Many	other	companies	that	we	think	of	today	as	

great	innovators	have	grown	very	big	through	sustaining	innovation	by	building	on	successes	and	

improving	their	offering	based	on	customer	and	market	needs	awareness;	e.g.	Apple,	Amazon,	and	

Intel	(Crestcomleadership.com	2017).	This	strengthens	our	reasons	to	believe	sustaining	

innovation	should	not	be	abandoned.	As	the	writer	of	the	HBR	article	states	“If	you	disrupt	but	
can’t	sustain,	you	don’t	win”	(Pisano	2014).		
	

As	mentioned	earlier,	Christensen	(1997)	suggests	established	companies	need	to	create	small	

independent	organizations	to	create	disruptive	innovations.	This	is	partly	because	the	established	

company	also	needs	to	focus	on	sustaining	innovations	of	existing	products,	and	failure	with	

sustaining	innovations	is	less	tolerated.	As	Christensen	puts	it:	“The	problem	with	asking	the	
mainstream	organization	to	be	more	tolerant	of	risk-taking	and	failure	is	that	in	general,	we	don’t	
want	to	tolerate	marketing	failure	when,	as	is	most	often	the	case,	we	are	investing	in	sustaining	
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technology	change”	(Christensen	1997,	p.	219).	Christensen	here	points	towards	that	companies	

need	to	not	only	focus	on	disruptive	innovation,	but	to	do	both,	simultaneously.	Opposite	

disruptive	innovation,	he	claims	that	failure	of	sustaining	innovations	should	be	switched	with	

precision	and	careful	planning,	and	this,	as	discussed	in	chapter	4,	is	the	specialty	of	traditional	

strategic	approaches.		

7.3.	Summarizing	the	discussion		

We	have	now,	in	our	search	for	the	ideal	strategic	approach	in	digital	platform	startups,	examined	

the	usability	of	the	three	strategic	approaches	investigated	in	chapters	4,	5	and	6,	in	relation	to	

each	other.		

	

We	have	found	that	the	experimental	and	disruptive	approaches	share	many	similarities.	They	

both	have	a	large	focus	on	hypothesis	testing	and	lean	development,	as	well	as	both	suggest	

targeting	a	small	part	of	the	market,	before	moving	upstream.	Where	they	differ	is	in	their	way	of	

describing	these	approaches.		

	

The	Lean	Startup	focuses	mainly	on	execution,	thus	offering	a	more	tactical	approach,	whereas	the	

Disruptive	Innovation	theory	has	a	more	high-level	focus,	providing	examples	from	the	real-world	

market	structures,	thus	being	more	strategic.	In	that	way,	we	evaluate	that	the	Lean	Startup	offers	

a	tactical	how-to	guide	for	developing	products	or	services	that	could	potentially	become	

disruptive	products	or	services.	This	makes	sense,	as	disruptive	innovation	theory	suggests	

creating	a	small	startup	within	an	organization,	when	applying	their	theory,	thus	perhaps	making	it	

better	applicable	to	startups	than	to	established	companies.		

	

We	have	also	evaluated,	that	the	disruptive-	and	traditional	approaches	highly	differ	from	each	

other.	While	Porter	seeks	to	find	the	most	profitable	customers	from	the	beginning	and	evaluates	

the	market	in	terms	of	existing	structures,	Christensen	suggests	going	after	the	low-end	customers	

in	the	beginning,	and	looks	more	at	non-consumption	and	at	establishing	“new	markets”.	Where	

the	two	theories	seem	to	be,	in	agreement	is	within	sustaining	innovations.	Christensen	agrees	

that	when	dealing	with	sustaining	innovations,	traditional	strategic	views,	as	e.g.	Porter,	applies	

well.	We	evaluate	that	this	is	an	interesting	notion,	as	sustaining	innovations	could	be	important	

for	a	company	alongside	disruptive	innovations,	ensuring	large	companies	a	stable	income	each	

year.	

	

The	next	chapter	will	conclude	this	discussion	as	well	as	the	previous	chapters,	by	examining	how	

suitable	the	traditional-,	experimental-,	and	disruptive	approaches	are	for	digital	platform	startups	

as	well	as	for	established	companies.	We	will	then	

establish	several	hypotheses	to	be	tested	by	analyzing	companies,	in	order	to	figure	if	theory	

reflects	reality.	The	results	of	this	analysis	will	help	us	to	form	our	recommendation	of	the	ideal	

strategic	approach	in	digital	platform	startups	in	Denmark.	 	
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8.	An	approach	for	each	stage		

8.1.	Experimental	approaches	in	the	startup	phase	

In	chapter	3	we	examined	some	general	characteristics	of	startups	and	established	companies.	We	

defined	established	companies	as	working	in	the	known,	having	an	operating	history	and	being	

aware	of	their	value	proposition;	while	startups	as	working	in	the	unknown,	daily	faced	with	

uncertainty	and	still	not	having	found	their	value	proposition.	These	are	the	premises	we	have	

been	working	with	throughout	the	thesis,	when	examining	the	applicability	of	the	traditional-,	

experimental-,	and	disruptive	approaches	in	startups	and	established	companies.	

	

Throughout	our	analysis,	we	have	found	evidence	pointing	towards	that	startups,	because	of	the	

premises	we	set	out	in	chapter	3,	need	to	focus	on	different	things	than	companies	who	have	

reached	the	more	“established”	stage.	Startups	do	not	have	a	knowledge	base	for	classic	strategic	

management	methods	as	these	require	long,	stable	operating	history.	Therefore,	startups	need	to	

operate	in	a	way	that	provides	them	the	opportunity	to	learn	while	still	validating	their	vision,	so	

that	ambiguity	can	be	replaced	by	increased	certainty	over	as	short	a	timeframe	as	possible.	The	

product	of	an	early-stage	startup	is	an	experiment,	or	a	slew	of	experiments,	that	contribute	to	

reducing	the	initial	extreme	uncertainty	-	a	central	point	of	the	Lean	Startup	.		

	

Focusing	on	product,	involving	customers	early,	embracing	agility	and	lean	thinking	are	all	central	
to	the	Lean	Startup	,	and	we	therefore	claim	that	this	concept	fits	startups	very	well.	The	

experimental	Lean	Startup	is	guiding	the	entrepreneur	on	how	to	start	developing	products	and	

getting	their	first	customers,	which	is	crucial	for	a	company	in	the	startup	phase	with	limited	

resources.	Yet,	even	though	Ries	mentions	that	the	Lean	Startup	should	be	encouraged	as	the	

companies	grow	bigger	as	well,	he	points	towards	different	circumstances	that	tend	to	arise	once	

your	startup	reaches	the	product/market	fit	and	are	on	their	way	to	become	established	

companies.	He	mentions	here	that	the	company	at	this	point	needs	to	focus	more	on	the	market	

and	the	competitive	landscape	and	how	procedures	become	more	routine.	He	states	that	this	

requires	operational	excellence,	being	precise	and	analyzing	the	market,	yet	his	own	approach	

doesn’t	focus	on	analyzing	your	way	to	be	precise,	neither	does	he	mention	the	market	or	

competitive	landscape.	Ries’	(2011)	strategic	view	and	book	stops	at	the	moment	the	startup	

reaches	the	product/market	fit	and	is	ready	to	take	off	to	become	a	bigger	company.	The	

traditional	approach	with	Porter	can	take	over	here	though.		

8.2.	Traditional	approaches	in	the	established	phase		

Focusing	on	industry	structure,	staking	out	a	strategic	position,	giving	thoughts	on	how	
organizational	structure	fits	to	that	position,	constantly	improving	operational	effectiveness,	and	
finally	emphasizing	precision	and	careful	planning,	are	central	elements	of	Porter’s	strategic	
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approach,	and	we	therefore	claim	this	approach	fits	well	to	established	companies.	An	exception	

though,	is	that	established	companies	can	learn	from	the	Lean	Startup’s	focus	on	agility.	We	have	

evaluated	that	not	only	startups	need	to	be	agile,	but	also	established	companies,	due	the	

changing	business	environment	that	increasingly	requires	faster	decisions	and	execution	in	order	

for	them	to	stay	competitive.		

	

We	have	found	that	the	traditional	approach	fits	well	when	developing	sustaining	innovations,	
which	are	important	revenue	generators	for	the	short-term	growth	of	established	companies,	and	

need	not	to	be	forgotten.	Yet,	what	this	approach	falls	short	of	is	developing	breakthrough,	

disruptive	innovations	that	cannot	be	based	on	analysis	of	current	market	structure,	and	is	

important	for	the	more	long-term	growth.	The	disruptive	approach	is	one	we	have	examined	being	

a	very	well-suited	approach	for	companies	in	the	digital	platform	category	in	general,	and	as	

having	many	similarities	with	the	Lean	Startup	.	For	the	same	reason,	we	have	found	it	more	

difficult	to	apply	in	established	companies	than	in	startups,	as	this	approach	also	suggests,	the	

best	way	to	use	it	in	large	companies	is	to	create	a	small	independent	company,	a	startup.		

8.3.	Different	stages	of	life	cycles	need	different	approaches		

What	this	all	essentially	means,	is	that	as	companies	go	through	different	stages	of	their	lifecycles,	

different	ways	of	viewing	strategy	are	needed	for	them	to	succeed	in	their	journeys.	We	have	

found	that	more	experimental	approaches	where	the	customer	is	involved	early	and	where	fast	

tests	are	done	in	favor	of	long	analysis	would	be	more	favorable	approaches	to	use	for	companies	

in	the	startup	phase.	At	the	same	time,	we	have	found	that	more	traditional	approaches	where	

the	customer	is	involved	in	the	end	and	calculation	and	precision	play	a	more	vital	role	in	strategy	

making,	would	be	a	better	fit	for	companies	who	have	reached	a	more	mature	stage.		

	

To	illustrate	this,	we	have	chosen	to	use	Sarasvathy’s	(2001)	causation	and	effectuation	model,	
illustrated	in	figure	21	below.	The	advantage	of	using	this	model	is	that	it	captures	our	thoughts	on	

the	main	differences	between	the	traditional	and	experimental	approaches.	Here,	causation	is	
illustrated	as	the	top	triangle.	It	represents	how	the	future	is	rather	predictable,	and	how	

opportunities	are	found	through	forecasting.	Thus,	the	customer	is	illustrated	at	the	end	of	the	

strategy	making	process	(Sarasvathy,	2001)	which	goes	is	in	line	with	our	findings	for	traditional	

approaches.	Effectuation,	on	the	other	hand,	is	the	bottom	triangle.	It	examines	that	the	future	is	

unpredictable	(Ibid.),	and	just	like	the	experimental	approaches	focus	on	controlling	the	means	

available	to	control	future	outcomes,	i.e.	putting	the	customer	at	the	front	of	strategy	making	in	

favor	of	deep	market	analysis.		
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Figure	23	Own	illustration	inspired	by	Sarasvathy	(2007)	”Effectuation	&	Causation	model”	

	
FIGURE	23.	Own	illustration	inspired	by	Sarasvathy	(2007)”	Effectuation	&	Causation	model”	

Source:	Sarasvathy	(2001)	

	

As	our	analysis	points	towards	uncertainty	and	limited	knowledge	in	startups,	it	makes	their	ability	

to	predict	the	future	quite	doubtful	and	therefore	it	makes	sense	for	them	to	use	an	approach	

where	the	focus	is	on	the	known.	In	contrast,	the	established	companies	with	a	proven	set	of	

techniques	that	have	shown	to	work	face	less	uncertainty	and	thus	are	in	a	better	position	to	

predict	future	outcomes	based	on	data	analysis.		

	

These	are	the	key	findings	from	which	we	will	establish	our	hypotheses.	

8.4.	Establishing	hypotheses		

The	hypotheses	seek	to	test	whether	the	theoretical	assumptions	established	in	our	analysis	of	

theory,	match	the	reality.	The	purpose	of	the	hypotheses	is	to	structure	the	assumptions	in	a	way	

that	can	help	us	validate	or	reject	them	through	our	empirical	analysis.	The	reasoning	for	the	

hypotheses	will	be	explained	ongoing.	In	order	to	answer	the	last	part	of	our	problem	statement	

“(...)	what	the	ideal	approach	to	strategy	in	digital	startups	is”,	we	will	also	outline	what	a	
potential	validation	of	each	hypothesis	will	mean	for	how	digital	platform	startups	shall	approach	

strategy.		

	

	
	

	
Startups	need	to	focus	mainly	on	product	development,	whereas	
established	companies	need	to	be	more	aware	of	the	market	and	the	
competitive	landscape.	

Hypothesis		

1	
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We	have	found	that	it	would	make	sense	for	startups	to	have	a	dominant	focus	on	product	
development,	since	the	product	is	the	first	step	to	establishing	a	new	business	and	getting	the	first	
customers,	without	it	the	startup	has	nothing	-	no	revenue	and	no	company.	Even	if	the	startup	

determines	a	position	it	would	like	to	have	in	the	market,	it	cannot	be	sure	its	product	is	good	

enough	to	establish	that	position.	A	startup	doesn’t	yet	have	a	knowledge	base	for	how	to	actually	

use	market	insights	to	make	a	product	that	fits	to	the	market.	Our	hypothesis	is	thus,	that	product	

development	shall	be	the	central	focus	of	a	startup.	
	

Our	literature	review	has	also	shown	that	the	dominant	product	focus	changes	to	a	dominant	

market	focus,	once	the	startup	gets	to	the	more	established	stage	and	reaches	product/market	fit.	

In	particular,	the	competitive	situation	is	very	important	for	established	companies	because	the	

situation	of	the	startup	often	changes	as	it	shows	growth	in	the	market.	Fast	followers	seek	to	

copy	the	product	and	competitors	tend	to	attack	that	market	and	it	is	therefore	important	to	

figure	out	how	your	product	differentiates	from	other	players’.	The	customers	of	a	bigger	

company	also	tend	to	be	less	forgiving	than	the	early	adopters	of	a	startup,	and	therefore	

precision	becomes	more	important.	Being	precise	is	important	at	this	stage	as	it	is	a	way	of	

creating	higher	margins	and	lowering	costs,	compared	to	your	competitors.	We	therefore	find	

Porter’s	dominant	focus	on	the	market	useful	for	established	companies.	In	particular,	we	refer	to	

his	recommendations	to	stake	out	the	industry	structure	and	based	on	that	make	the	choice	of	the	

strategic	position,	which	then	should	guide	the	organizational	structure.	This	is	in	opposition	to	

the	experimental	approaches	where	the	main	focus	is	on	product	development	and	early	

mistakes,	and	not	the	market.		

	

Consequence	for	digital	platform	startups	

With	regards	to	our	problem	statement,	investigating	the	strategic	approach	in	digital	startups,	
this	hypothesis	means	that	digital	platform	startups	first	and	foremost	shall	be	focusing	on	

developing	a	product	or	service	that	brings	value	to	their	customers.	We	can	take	an	example	from	

one	of	our	researched	startups	Cleady,	the	home	services	platform,	who	recognize	that	they	have	

many	competitors	of	different	sizes,	both	within	the	Danish	and	international	marketplace,	such	as	

Happy	Helper,	Book	A	Tiger,	etc.	(Cleady,	Appendix	4).	If	this	hypothesis	is	confirmed,	Cleady	shall	

not	spend	time	on	making	analysis	of	these	competitors’	moves	and	strategies	as	this	will	hurt	

their	ability	of	developing	the	right	product	before	they	run	out	of	resources.	They	need	to	

recognize	that	reliable	market	research	for	startups	lies	not	within	deep	analysis,	but	rather	starts	

by	talking	to	actual	customers	and	figuring	out	how	they	can	make	a	product	that	brings	them	

value.	This	essentially	brings	us	to	our	second	hypothesis.		
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Given	the	dominant	product	focus,	we	have	found	it	important	for	startups	to	take	a	customer	
centric	approach.	In	order	to	be	able	to	learn	fast,	it	is	important	to	involve	customers	in	the	

product	development	process	from	the	beginning,	even	before	the	product	is	done.	A	startup’s	

knowledge	and	judgement	is	limited	to	its	team’s	own	understanding	of	the	market	and	customer	

needs,	wants	and	expectations.	It	is	therefore	important	for	startups	to	test	their	hypotheses	

about	the	product	in	order	to	build	up	that	knowledge	base,	from	continual	customer	feedback.		

	

We	have	found	precision	and	careful	planning,	being	important	elements	for	established	

companies.	One	reason	for	this	is	that	established	companies	are	serving	known	customers	in	

deterministic	markets,	and	these	customers	tend	to	be	less	forgiving	of	mistakes	than	the	early	

adopters	who	are	targeted	with	the	experimental	approaches.	Being	precise	is	also	important	for	

creating	higher	margins	and	lowering	costs.	Established	companies	are	in	a	better	place	than	

startups	to	make	precise	analytical	calculations	as	they	can	draw	on	their	experience	and	best	

practices	for	how	their	clients	typically	are	perceiving	their	services	or	products.	They	have	

established	a	set	of	concepts	that	have	shown	to	work	and	can	thus	apply	this	“best	practice”	

knowledge	to	their	strategic	choices	as	well.	When	making	their	analytical	calculations	they	can	

draw	on	their	experience	and	best	practices	for	how	their	clients	typically	are	perceiving	their	

services	or	products.	In	that	way,	established	companies	don’t	necessarily	need	to	involve	

customers	in	the	strategy-development	process	as	early	as	startups.	Startups	don’t	have	this	type	

of	experience	yet,	and	therefore	rely	more	on	real	time	customer	feedback	to	find	an	appropriate	

business	model.		

	

Consequence	for	digital	platform	startups	

Confirming	this	hypothesis	would	mean	for	startups	that	they	need	to	recognize	there	are	no	

perceived	certainties	-	only	hypothesis	to	rigorously	test	in	the	market.	We	can	take	an	example	

from	one	of	our	researched	startups,	the	freelance	platform	Worksome.	They	need	to	find	some	

early	adopters,	potential	customers	and	stakeholders,	who	are	willing	to	test	the	platform,	even	

before	it	is	completely	finalized.	They	shall	do	this	in	order	to	get	feedback	on	different	parts	of	

their	business,	such	as	target	group,	product	features,	pricing	and	distribution	channels.	For	

example,	they	may	start	by	targeting	people	within	the	creative	industry,	but	then	based	on	

feedback	find	that	this	isn’t	the	best	target	group	because	this	group	doesn’t	have	a	need	to	be	

matched,	as	most	of	the	people	within	this	industry	already	know	each	other.	This	is	something	

Worksome	can	figure	out	fast	by	finding	a	small	group	of	people	within	the	creative	industry	and	

	

Startups	need	the	ability	to	involve	the	customer	early	in	the	strategy	
making	process,	whereas	established	companies	need	more	careful	
planning	and	can	better	wait	to	get	involved	with	customers	till	the	end	of	
the	process	

Hypothesis		

2	
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letting	them	try	the	platform,	instead	of	using	a	long	time	to	plan	which	target	group	will	be	the	

most	profitable	one.		

	

	
	

Our	literature	review	has	shown	that	when	involving	customers	and	adjusting	your	product	in	

order	to	learn	from	early	failure,	it	is	important	for	startups	to	be	agile.	Startups	are	in	a	life-or-
death	struggle	to	learn	how	to	build	a	sustainable	business	before	they	run	out	of	resources	and	

die.	The	faster	the	startup	is	able	to	reach	the	product/market	fit,	the	less	time	and	resources	it	

will	have	to	spend	building	the	product	that	will	eventually	enable	the	startup	to	grow.	At	the	

same	time	we	have	found	that	startups	are	small	and	haven’t	yet	established	long	processes	for	

changing	things,	which	makes	it	easier	for	them	to	be	agile	than	for	established	companies.		

	

We	have	also	discussed	how	agility	is	becoming	more	and	more	important	for	established	

companies,	due	to	the	changes	in	today’s	business	landscape	and	new	market	innovations	

developing	at	an	ever	increasing	speed.	Agility	is	of	essence	in	this	environment,	and	might	more	

or	less	be	a	matter	of	surviving	in	the	long	run.	Yet,	the	nature	of	bigger	organizations	is	that	they	

have	to	go	through	more	processes,	which	are	making	it	harder	for	them	to	be	as	agile	as	startups	

can	be,	making	it	an	important	area	for	established	companies	to	put	efforts	into.	The	larger	the	

organization	the	larger	the	risk	of	failing	becomes.	When	wanting	to	change	strategy,	established	

companies	are	not	geared	to	take	this	risk	as	their	measures	of	success	is	their	ability	to	perform	

on	operational	effectiveness	to	deliver	stable	results	every	quarter.		

	

Consequence	for	digital	platform	startups		

Some	concrete	actions	a	startup	could	take	in	order	to	be	agile	could	be	writing	down	all	

hypotheses	and	ideas,	and	in	that	way	keeping	track	of	which	ones	are	confirmed	and	which	are	

not.	This	will	help	them	to	be	fast	in	trying	new	things	and	move	on	quickly	and	take	learnings	with	

them.	Moreover,	as	we	have	found	that	startups	are	better	geared	to	be	agile	than	established	

companies,	it	would	be	wise	not	to	try	and	act	as	“an	established	company”	too	early,	not	

establish	the	long	processes	and	structures	before	completely	necessary	as	well	as	keep	the	

startup	culture.	

	

	
	

The	scarce	resources	in	startups	also	bring	the	importance	for	them	to	be	lean,	i.e.	eliminating	

wasteful	processes,	or	optimizing	them.	Startups	have	a	greater	risk	to	end	up	in	a	situation	where	

	
It	is	of	great	importance	for	both	startups	and	established	companies	to	
use	an	agile	approach,	but	startups	will	find	this	easier	to	do.	

Hypothesis		

3	

	

It	is	important	for	a	startup	to	be	lean,	even	for	the	short-term	survival,	
whereas	for	established	companies	improving	operational	excellence	is	a	
matter	of	long-term	survival.	
	

Hypothesis		

4	
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wasting	resources	on	wrong	investments	can	result	in	the	death	of	the	startup.	They	need	to	

ensure	that	the	scarce	resources	not	only	last	longer	but	also	bring	a	demonstration	of	market	

viability	as	early	as	possible.	Using	the	“waste-not”	approach	and	being	frugal	can	here	become	a	

matter	of	life	or	death	for	the	startup.		

	

We	have	also	found	that	operational	excellence	is	important	for	established	companies’	long-term	

survival,	which	we	have	found	to	be	a	very	similar	concept	to	the	lean	development	principle.	Yet,	

in	the	short	term,	operational	excellence	(OE)	or	lean	thinking	is	not	as	much	of	a	life-death	game	

as	it	is	for	startups,	who	have	very	limited	resources	to	begin	with.	Established	companies	have	an	

already	existing	cash	flow	and	customers	who	are	using	their	products,	meaning	that	the	risk	they	

possess	of	wasting	resources	is	not	as	big	as	the	one	startups	face.	As	Porter	also	argues,	all	firms	

(not	only	startups)	must	constantly	seek	to	improve	their	OE.	If	they	don’t	constantly	seek	to	

optimize	their	processes	and	eliminate	waste,	their	competitors	will,	which	will	enable	them	to	

lower	prices	or	increase	quality,	and	in	the	long	run,	to	take	over	market	share.	Therefore,	startups	

need	to	use	the	“waste-not”	principle	to	survive	even	in	the	short	term,	but	established	companies	

need	to	think	about	the	“waste-not”	principle	to	secure	their	long	term	survival.		

	

Consequence	for	digital	platform	startups	

Confirming	this	hypothesis	would	mean	that	startups	must	have	a	strict	focus	on	being	frugal	and	

only	on	investing	in	absolute	necessities	for	their	further	development.	A	way	to	ensure	making	

the	right	investments	could	be	by	developing	low-cost	MVPs,	instead	of	building	full	products	from	

the	beginning.	In	that	way	the	startup	ensures	that	early	failure	doesn’t	result	in	major	resource	

loss,	and	instead	can	afford	more	trials	of	different	hypotheses.	For	a	platform	startup,	an	MVP	

could	be	a	very	simplistic	website	without	special	features	and	fancy	designs	yet	-	just	a	very	clean	

and	fast	version	that	can	be	tested	in	the	market.	

Digital	Platforms	

We	have	found	that	the	concept	of	disruptive	innovation	fits	very	well	to	the	business	model	of	

digital	platform	companies	in	particular.	By	being	a	matchmaker	between	two	peers,	platforms	

typically	create	new	sources	of	supply,	a	new	market	that	didn’t	exist	before,	which	means	they	

are	able	to	start	in	the	low	end	of	the	market.	Because	platforms	typically	aren’t	holding	inventory	

or	operational	staff	themselves,	they	most	likely	underperform	on	certain	features	in	favor	of	e.g.	

lowering	the	price.	This	attracts	users	to	the	platform	and	the	network	effects	ensures	that,	as	the	

user	base	grows,	the	platform	value	increases,	which	then	makes	the	platform	appeal	to	more	

users	and	eventually	captures	the	mainstream	market.	The	potential	of	that	market	is	very	big	if	

the	platform	is	able	to	create	new	user	behavior	by	growing	their	supply	and	demand	sides.	By	

doing	this	the	platform	starts	in	the	low	end	of	the	market	only	appealing	to	a	limited	number	of	

customers,	but	then	naturally	moves	up	the	market	and	finally	captures	a	very	large	chunk	of	the	

	
Digital	platform	companies	in	general	use	a	business	model	that	is	geared	
to	disrupt	other	industries,	and	disruptive	innovation	theory	is	easier	to	
apply	in	startups	than	in	established	companies.	

Hypothesis		

5	
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market.	Thus,	we	claim	that	disruptive	innovation	theory	is	also	easier	to	rationalize	when	applied	

to	digital	platform	companies.		

	

Startups	

We	have	found	that	the	disruptive	innovation	theory	shares	many	similarities	with	the	Lean	
Startup	,	both	by	emphasizing	early	failure	and	testing,	but	also	in	their	notion	of	starting	targeting	

a	small	market	with	a	product	that	still	lacks	some	features,	yet	having	a	vision	for	at	some	point	

expanding	to	the	mainstream	market.	This	goes	well	with	our	finding	that	disruptive	innovation	is	

generally	easier	to	apply	startups,	due	to	their	flexibility	to	fail	on	small	scale	and	smaller	need	to	

generate	large	chunks	of	revenue	at	this	stage.	Startups	are	also	less	likely	to	be	constrained	by	

current	industry	logic	and	thinking,	meaning	they	may	be	better	at	coming	up	with,	and	creating	

new	types	of	supply	or	markets	than	established	companies	are.		

	

Established	

We	have	found	that	established	companies	also	need	to	invest	in	developing	disruptive	

innovations	in	order	to	not	be	outcompeted	by	other	firms.	Still,	they	may	find	it	more	difficult	to	

invest	in	disruptive	innovations	than	startups	due	to	not	having	the	same	flexibility	to	fail	on	small	

scale	and	trying	again	without	having	destroyed	credibility,	as	well	as	their	need	to	also	work	on	

sustaining	innovations	to	keep	up	the	revenue	stream.	It	could	thus	be	said	that	while	disruptive	

innovations	are	important	for	the	long-term	growth	of	the	established	companies,	focusing	on	

sustaining	innovations	ensures	the	short-term	growth,	and	therefore	they	need	to	establish	

processes	for	focusing	on	the	two	approaches	simultaneously.	We	have	found	Christensen’s	

suggestion	to	create	a	smaller,	independent	organization	as	a	good	way	to	do	so.	While	the	

disruptive	innovation	theory	is	by	many	viewed	as	an	opposing	theory	to	the	traditional	

approaches,	we	agree	with	Christensen	that	when	working	on	sustaining	innovations	the	

traditional	approaches	as	e.g.	Porter	should	be	used.		

	

Consequence	for	digital	platform	startups	

Confirming	this	hypothesis	will	mean	that	digital	platform	startups	are	different	than	traditional	

businesses	and	that	they	are	especially	geared	for	creating	disruptive	innovation.	They	can	thus	

benefit	from	making	use	of	a	strategic	approach	that	is	matching	that	of	disruption.	As	we	have	

argued	earlier	this	approach	is	similar	to	the	Lean	Startup	,	where	starting	out	by	focusing	on	early	

adopters	before	moving	the	product	to	the	mainstream	market	is	essential.	This	means	that	a	

startup	shall	identify	the	group	of	customers	who	would	be	most	in	need	of	the	product	they	are	

offering	as	these	will	be	the	most	forgiving	customers.	For	example,	our	researched	home	services	

platform	Cleady,	could	potentially	start	by	targeting	only	the	group	of	people	who	are	enrolled	at	

a	job	center	and	therefore	are	likely	very	much	in	need	of	a	job,	as	well	as	older	people	who	may	

be	very	much	in	need	of	cleaning	assistance	given	they	don’t	have	the	ability	to	perform	this	task	

themselves	at	the	current	moment	of	time.		
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We	have	now	presented	our	hypotheses	based	on	our	theoretical	review.	These	hypotheses	are	

laying	the	groundwork	for	an	interesting	investigation	that	seeks	to	compare	these	hypotheses	

with	our	primary	data,	i.e.	our	research	of	startups	and	established	companies.	The	next	chapter	

will	provide	an	overview	of	this	analysis,	and	discuss	the	key	findings.		
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9.	Analysis	of	companies	

9.1.	Analysis	of	companies	

In	this	section,	we	will	go	through	the	results	of	our	interviews.	Each	hypothesis	will	be	discussed	

by	using	the	findings	of	the	startups’	and	established	companies’	own	experiences	combined	with	

key	points	from	the	expert	panel.	After	each	section,	we	will	compare	key	results	to	the	

theoretical	assumptions	and	thereby	evaluate	if	each	hypothesis	can	be	confirmed	or	rejected	

through	this	field	research.	

	

	
	

The	general	opinion	among	the	expert	panel	is	that	startups	most	likely	won’t	be	able	to	know	

what	type	of	product	exactly	the	market	needs	only	by	making	market	research,	and	therefore	

need	to	pay	attention	to	the	product	development	process	by	constantly	testing	it	on	customers.	

However,	they	agree	it	is	important	that	the	startup	still	makes	the	market	analysis.	In	particular,	

they	point	out	the	importance	of	understanding	the	mechanisms	and	the	size	of	the	opportunity	in	

the	industry	they	are	trying	to	enter.		

	

"You	need	to	have	some	general	knowledge	about	the	market	you	are	entering.	You	won’t	get	the	
answer	from	your	analysis	alone,	but	you	need	to	analyze	whether	there	are	some	gaps	and	
options	within	the	elements	and	parameters	that	make	up	that	market	today.	You	identify	the	
problem	or	opportunity	and	then	you	can	try	to	find	the	answer.	"	

- Kristian	Justesen,	Rainmaking	Loft,	Appendix	3	

	
“The	market,	or	at	least	the	opportunity	for	a	market,	must	be	in	place	first.	You	must	ask	if	there	is	
a	scope	for	expanding	to	new	or	larger	markets.	You	must	ask	if	there	is	"inventory	height"	that	no	
one	can	just	enter	and	copy	right	away.”	

- Mik	Thobo-Carlsen,	Tattoodo,	Appendix	3	

The	way	Mik	Thobo-Carlsen	speaks	about	how	no	one	can	enter	the	industry	or	copy	your	product	

right	away	is	very	much	in	line	with	the	threat	of	new	entrants	in	Porter’s	five	forces.	We	therefore	

interpret	this	claim	in	the	way	that	using	a	competitive	analysis,	which	is	leaning	more	towards	the	

traditional	approaches,	is	also	important	for	startups.	

	
Also	when	looking	into	the	researched	startups	that	we	have	defined	as	being	successful,	the	

awareness	of	the	competitive	situation	seems	to	be	high.	

	

	
Startups	need	to	focus	mainly	on	product	development,	whereas	
established	companies	need	to	be	more	aware	of	the	market	and	the	
competitive	landscape.	

Hypothesis		
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“If	we	divide	the	market,	we	could	say	that	there	is	a	blue	collar	and	white	collar	space,	and	there	
is	a	remote	and	onsite	space.	Remote	is	for	example	Upwork.com,	Freelancer.com.	But	the	position	
we	want	to	establish	is	white	collar	on	site.”	

- Mathias	Linnemann,	Worksome,	Appendix	5		

	

Here	it	is	evident	that	Mathias	is	basing	Worksome’s	desired	position	upon	the	current	

competitive	situation	in	the	freelance	job	market.	Based	on	this	competitive	situation	he,	like	

Porter	would	argue,	strives	to	establish	a	position	where	Worksome	can	differentiate	itself	from	

its	competitors	and	thus	add	value	to	the	customers.	According	to	Mathias,	Worksome	

differentiates	from	existing	solutions	by	offering	a	lower	price,	more	flexibility	and	automation.	

	

“There	is	a	gap	here	as	the	current	alternatives	are	much	more	expensive,	manual	and	rigid.	
Consultancies	and	temporary	employment	agencies	within	highly	educated	workers	usually	
charge	15-25%	pr.	payment	for	project	employments,	where	we	are	charging	4%.	These	are	
our	main	competitors,	rather	than	other	platforms	like	us.	“	

- Mathias	Linnemann,	Worksome,	Appendix	5		

	

Cleady	also	seems	to	have	a	similar	way	of	assessing	the	market.	First,	they	identify	the	size	of	the	

overall	market	opportunity.	

	

“The	current	market	for	services	like	ours	is	huge	in	Europe.	It	is	estimated	to	around	40	
billions	now	and	is	growing	with	10%”	

- David	Furland,	Cleady,	Appendix	4	

	

Next,	they	look	into	strategic	positioning	and	try	to	differentiate	themselves	from	their	

competitors.	In	that	way	they	also	use	the	“Porter	way”	of	approaching	strategy.	

	

“We	believe	that	an	advantage	other	players	in	the	market	don’t	match,	is	our	fixed	prices.”	

- David	Furland,	Cleady,	Appendix	4		

	

Startups	also	seem	to	assess	the	market	to	get	inspiration	and	define	learning	opportunities	from	

players	who	have	been	in	the	market	for	a	longer	time	than	themselves.	

	

“We	are	keeping	an	eye	on	our	competitors’	marketing	efforts	and	especially	trustpilot	
reviews,	down	into	detail.	Within	the	biggest	players	we	are	looking	more	into	how	they	are	
developing	their	platform,	as	they	have	more	resources	than	we	do.”	

- David	Furland,	Cleady,	Appendix	4	



	

	 92	

“We	are	assessing	our	competitors	all	the	time.	We	are	looking	at	what	type	of	updates	they	
are	doing,	as	if	they	have	been	in	the	market	for	several	years	they	have	gained	a	lot	of	
experience.	We	are	getting	a	lot	of	inspiration	from	other	platforms	like	Facebook	or	Airbnb.”	

- Mads	Christensen,	Zedubra,	Appendix	6	

	

We	moreover	found	that	established	companies	also	were	very	aware	of	the	competitive	

situation.	Maximillian	here	also	points	out	how	Monera	is	differentiating	itself	with	their	position	

in	the	market,	based	on	other	competitors’	offerings.	

	

“In	Denmark	we	have	3byggetilbud,	håndværker,dk	as	well	as	some	of	the	old	ones	like	Krak	
and	Yellowpages.	In	the	US	we	have	Reach	Local	and	Thumbtack.	They	are	pure	
matchmakers	matching	two	parties	and	then	demands	a	percentage,	but	they	are	not	
optimizing	the	process	itself.	What	we	do	besides	making	the	two	parties	meet,	is	making	the	
process	as	easy	as	possible	and	thereby	creating	value.	This	is	how	we	differentiate	
ourselves.”	

- Maximilian	Frimmer,	Monera,	Appendix	8	

	

Jesper	also	points	out	they	at	Trustpilot	are	constantly	assessing	the	competitors	to	identify	

learning	opportunities.	

	

“We	are	making	competitive	analysis	where	we	are	looking	at	what	they	are	doing	and	
observe	their	behavior.	We	are	very	aware	of	what	is	going	on.”		

- Jesper	Lindhardt,	Trustpilot,	Appendix	9	

	

Within	market	assessment,	both	startups	and	established	companies	seemed	to	use	a	mix	of	real-

time	data	and	trend	analysis	or	forecasts	from	consultancies	or	agencies.	Established	companies	

were	moreover	able	to	use	their	large	customer	base	to	make	a	customer	analysis,	asking	them	

about	user	behavior.	

“We	actually	made	a	survey,	just	200	people.	Now	it	is	so	easy	for	us	to	do	that,	as	we	have	17	
million	followers.	These	were	people	that	 just	had	gotten	their	 first	tattoo.	We	asked	them	
what	they	did	once	they	had	gotten	the	idea	to	get	a	tattoo	-	and	everyone	answered	that	they	
went	online.”	

- Mik	Thobo-Carlsen,	Tattoodo,	Appendix	10	

	

While	startups	didn’t	seem	to	be	using	the	direct	approach	of	asking	customers	what	they	want	

directly.	They	were	identifying	opportunities	by	looking	into	trends	and	forecasts	made	by	others,	

and	then	made	decisions	mainly	based	on	feedback,	i.e.	real-time	data.	

	

“We	don’t	really	made	analysis.	We	read	some	from	PWC	etc.	We	don’t	do	analysis	do	for	the	
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future	or	SWOT	analysis	etc.	The	way	we	do	analysis	is	based	on	the	data	we	gather	every	day.	We	
have	live	dashboards	showing	live	data,	so	if	you	are	in	doubt	you	can	get	an	answer	in	5	minutes,	
that	is	the	way	we	use	analysis.	This	is	much	more	effective	as	it	allows	us	to	react	quickly	all	the	
time.”	

- Mads	Christensen,	Zedubra,	Appendix	6	

	

Within	product	development,	we	found	that	startups	in	fact	did	focus	the	interview	on	primarily	

how	they	were	developing	their	product,	and	key	learnings	they	have	gotten	regarding	the	

product	so	far.	While	established	companies	spoke	more	about	a	broader	mix	of	different	things,	

such	as	both	product	development,	current	and	future	market	opportunities,	company	culture,	

values,	etc.	

	
“Our	focus	is	primarily	on	developing	the	platform,	we	can	then	scale	it	later.”	

- Mads	Christensen,	Zedubra,	Appendix	6	

	

We	have	found	that	the	reality	is	truly	not	one-sided	regarding	whether	to	focus	on	product	

development	or	the	market	for	startups	and	established	companies.	While	established	companies	

were,	as	we	predicted,	very	aware	of	the	competitive	situation,	we	also	found	that	startups	knew	

quite	a	lot	about	the	competitors	as	well.	In	fact,	they	didn’t	only	assess	competition	to	discover	

learning	opportunities	from	existing	players,	but	also	based	a	large	part	of	strategic	positioning	

upon	it,	just	like	Porter	would	suggest	to	drive	strategic	decisions	based	on	the	industry	structure.	

	

All	researched	startups	first	identified	potential	problems	or	opportunities	in	the	market,	as	well	

as	the	size	of	that	market.	This	was	mainly	done	by	using	external	data	from	e.g.	consultancies	or	

agencies,	in	form	of	trend	analyses	and	forecasts.	In	that	way	they	knew	the	problem,	but	how	to	

solve	that	problem	is	what	they	didn’t	knew.	They	were	trying	to	test	their	hypothesis	of	a	solution	

by	focusing	on	the	product	development	process	and	testing	it	in	the	market;	using	real-time	data	

to	constantly	adjust	that	product.	The	established	companies	also	used	a	mix	of	external	forecasts	

and	real-time	data	to	assess	the	market,	but	unlike	startups,	they	also	had	the	privilege	of	using	

their	large	customer	base	to	asking	customers	directly	about	their	needs.	

	

Generally,	it	seemed	that	startups	first	assessed	the	market	opportunity	and	size	in	the	very	

beginning	to	ensure	that	the	opportunity	is	there	and	to	figure	how	they	potentially	could	

differentiate	themselves	in	an	industry.	When	this	was	ensured,	they	focused	more	on	the	

development	of	their	product	and	getting	fast	feedback	from	customers.	The	way	they	then	

looked	at	competitors	was	more	in	order	to	get	inspiration	from	other	platforms	who	have	been	in	

the	business	for	longer	time	and	use	their	learnings	to	develop	a	better	platform	themselves.	For	

established	companies,	it	seemed	to	be	a	more	interchangeable	process,	of	constantly	assessing	

the	market	and	analyzing	competitors,	looking	out	for	trends	or	assessing	customer	needs,	while	

at	the	same	time	focusing	on	the	product	and	paying	attention	to	internal	values,	culture,	etc.	as	

the	company	grows	bigger	and	more	areas	demand	attention.	
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Conclusion	of	hypothesis	1	

This	finding	means	for	our	research	that	our	hypothesis	is	only	partly	confirmed.	We	did	find	it	to	

hold	true	that	startups	spent	more	time	in	general	on	product	development	than	established	

companies	did.	It	makes	sense	that	startups	do	need	to	focus	a	lot	on	developing	their	product	in	

the	initial	stage	of	the	company’s	life,	since	without	it	they	have	nothing	else	and	they	don’t	yet	

know	what	their	best	offering	to	the	market	would	be.		

	

Yet	we	also	found	that	having	a	dominant	focus	on	product	development	does	not	mean	that	

market	assessment	is	abandoned,	as	it	almost	is	in	the	lean	startup	approach.	It	is	important	for	

startups	to	identify	the	opportunity	in	the	market	and	know	the	potential	size	of	that	market.	This	

is	something	that	should	be	done	in	the	beginning	of	the	strategy	making	process.	When	it	is	in	

place,	dominant	focus	on	product	development	may	evolve	as	the	startup	then	is	trying	to	solve	

the	problem	or	opportunity	with	their	own	assets	by	constantly	testing	it	in	the	market.	Using	

learnings	from	other	players	who	have	been	in	the	market	for	longer	time	can	help	in	that	process.	

We	moreover	found	that	established	companies	shall	not	have	a	dominant	focus	on	the	

competitive	situation	only,	as	we	predicted	in	the	hypothesis.	As	the	company	grows,	it	has	

developed	a	product	that	brings	some	revenue	and	that	customers	demand.	More	employees	join	

the	company	and	the	areas	that	need	attention	also	expand.	Therefore	established	companies	had	

a	more	nuanced	focus	of	both	product,	competition,	culture,	values,	etc.	

	

	
	

Our	expert	panel	seems	to	agree	that	after	startups	have	defined	the	market	opportunity,	they	

need	to	test	how	they	can	build	a	solution	that	can	address	that	opportunity.	This	is	done	by	

running	tests	early	on	in	the	process	on	a	small	amount	of	customers.	
 

“The	solution	startups	think	is	the	answer	to	the	problem	or	opportunity	in	the	beginning,	will	
almost	never	be	the	solution	they	will	end	up	being	successful	with.	They	need	to	go	out	and	
test	things	in	the	market	and	get	some	feedback	from	customers.	If	they	don’t	get	the	
answer	they	thought	they	would	get,	then	they	shouldn’t	be	stubborn,	thinking	it	must	be	the	
target	group	who	just	didn’t	get	it	yet.“	

- Kristian	Justesen,	Rainmaking	Loft,	Appendix	3	

	

	
	

	

Startups	need	the	ability	to	involve	the	customer	early	in	the	strategy	
making	process,	whereas	established	companies	need	more	careful	
planning	and	can	better	wait	to	get	involved	with	customers	till	the	end	of	
the	process	
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“For	startups	it	is	about	testing	as	much	as	they	can	on	small	markets,	and	saying	let’s	try	to	
send	this	out	to	10.000	people	and	see	what	happens.	It	is	about	making	the	small	mistakes	
to	avoid	making	the	big	ones.”	

- Mik	Thobo-Carlsen,	Tattoodo,	Appendix	3	

	

All	of	our	researched	startups	also	seem	to	use	the	test	and	learn	approach	by	involving	customers	

early	and	testing	their	hypothesis.	

	

“We	have	a	hypothesis	that	we	have	a	strong	value	proposition	within	an	area	and	that	there	
must	be	people	who	are	interested	in	this	proposition.	Then	we	are	working	on	confirming	or	
disapproving	this	hypothesis,	and	try	to	set	up	a	set	of	targets.	“	

- Mathias	Linnemann,	Worksome,	Appendix	5		

	

Involving	customers	early	on	and	testing	the	product	out	before	targeting	a	bigger	group	was	by	

Zedubra	expressed	as	being	one	of	their	most	important	learnings.	

	

“Actually,	we	didn’t	make	a	prototype	when	we	started,	we	just	sort	of	when	online.	If	we	
started	today	we	would	make	a	prototype	and	test	some	more	before	going	online.	It	would	
be	so	easy	to	do,	as	it	would	only	take	a	week.	It	is	stupid	not	to	do	it.”	

- Mads	Christensen,	Zedubra,	Appendix	6	

	

It	was	also	evident	that	startups	only	just	have	started	to	gain	small	amounts	of	data	that	can	

point	them	in	the	right	direction,	when	combined	with	market	analysis,	which	made	the	customer	

involvement	even	more	important.	

	

“We	have	a	small	amount	of	data	to	point	us	in	the	right	direction	and	to	tell	if	we	estimated	
correctly,	then	we	can	adjust	according	to	that.	It	is	a	forecast	that	is	starting	meet	reality,	
and	you	can	slowly	see	it	merging	-	so	you	can	see	if	it	makes	sense	or	if	you	are	way	off.”	

- Mathias	Linnemann,	Worksome,	Appendix	5	

	

At	the	same	time,	for	established	companies,	the	amount	of	existing	data	was	more	extensive,	

which	meant	that	they	were	more	aware	of	their	core	strengths.	This	essentially	placed	them	in	a	

better	position	than	startups	to	use	market	analysis.	In	the	following	quotation,	it	is	evident	how	

Clio	Online	combine	their	knowledge	of	their	core	competencies,	what	they	know	they	are	good	

at,	together	with	an	assessment	of	market	needs,	in	order	to	enter	that	market	at	the	best	

possible	condition.	
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“When	we	entered	the	Swedish	market,	we	tried	to	define	what	we	should	focus	on.	Then	we	
looked	at	our	core	competencies,	and	knew	that	we	should	focus	on	middle	school,	7-9th	
grade.	It	is	also	here	there	are	most	computers	pr.	student.	“	

- Louise	Ellegaard,	Clio	Online,	Appendix	7	

	

At	the	same	time,	established	companies	still	involved	customers	early	in	the	process,	as	even	

with	more	extensive	data	they	believed	they	still	could	make	mistakes	in	their	assessments.	

	

“It	is	not	perfect,	no	planning	is	perfect,	just	look	at	the	metro.	We	can	use	a	lot	of	time	in	a	
planning	process	to	find	out	what	is	needed	and	then	a	little	time	on	development.	We	are	
using	a	lot	of	time	upfront	in	testing	with	prototypes.”	

- Jesper	Lindhardt,	Trustpilot,	Appendix	9	

	

In	that	way,	it	seems	to	be	a	combination	of	both	using	analysis	and	own	insights,	but	at	the	same	

time	getting	the	solution	out	to	the	clients	early,	for	established	companies.	

	

“One	challenge	is	for	example	that	43%	of	a	craftsman's	turnover	goes	to	material	purchases	-	it's	
their	biggest	expense.	It	must	be	a	challenge	that	they	pay	too	much	today.	And	then	we've	tried	to	
slice	that	process	up	and	come	up	with	a	solution.	In	that	way	for	us	it's	a	combination	of	analysis,	
finding	a	solution	and	then	getting	some	feedback.”	

- Maximilian	Frimmer,	Monera,	Appendix	8	

	

Conclusion	of	hypothesis	2	
We	have	found	that	the	researched	startups	don’t	have	a	clear	value	proposition	yet,	and	they	are	

trying	to	find	it	in	the	market	by	testing	different	hypotheses	out.	Therefore	they	are	involving	

customers	very	early	on	in	the	process.	They	need	to	figure	out	how	to	hit	the	market	and	

whether	what	they	are	doing	is	right.	Involving	customers	early	on	gives	data	fast,	which	the	

startups	can	then	use	to	establish	their	value	proposition.	For	them	It	is	about	establishing	a	

hypothesis	and	then	test	it	in	the	earliest	stage,	in	order	to	adjust	it	with	regards	to	feedback.	This	

is	where	most	of	their	data	comes	from.	

	

Established	companies	had	a	more	extensive	amount	of	existing	data,	which	meant	that	they	were	

more	aware	of	their	core	strengths.	This	essentially	placed	them	in	a	better	position	than	startups	

to	use	market	analysis.	However,	even	with	a	better	ability	to	predict	customer	behavior	and	

higher	awareness	of	the	company’s	strengths,	they	still	strived	to	involve	the	customers	early	on	in	

the	process.	

	

Overall,	this	means	that	our	hypothesis	is	confirmed.	We	can	confirm	that	it	holds	true	that	due	to	

the	startups’	lack	of	data	and	poor	knowledge	of	core	strengths,	it	becomes	even	more	important	

for	them	than	for	established	companies	to	involve	the	customer	early	on	in	the	process.	
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However,	this	does	not	mean	that	when	the	startup	turns	into	an	established	company	it	shall	

stop	involving	customers	completely.	Our	research	has	shown	that	even	though	established	

companies	do	have	more	sufficient	data	to	base	their	decisions	on	than	startups	do,	they	are	still	

getting	the	product	out	to	the	customer	early.	They	use	their	knowledge	base	to	establish	a	

hypothesis,	test	it	with	the	customers,	and	use	real-time	feedback	in	combination	with	their	

current	knowledge	and	value	propositions	to	make	decisions.	

	

	
	

Within	the	expert	panel	the	view	has	generally	been	that	agility	and	flexibility	is	an	important	

factor	for	startups,	in	fact,	a	bit	more	than	for	established	companies.	

	

“You	need	to	be	flexible.	If	it	doesn’t	go	as	expected,	it's	important	that	you	can	adjust	and	
cut	some	expenses,	or	don’t	hire	someone	if	that	was	your	original	plan.	You	have	to	adjust	
all	the	time.”	

- Peter	Madsen,	GoGrow,	Appendix	3		

"You’ll	get	a	longer	way	if	you	have	a	clear	strategy,	big	company	or	small.	But	this	strategy	
just	needs	to	be	more	flexible	and	more	adjustable	in	a	startup.”	

- Peter	Madsen,	GoGrow,	Appendix	3		

“The	earlier	stage	you	are	at,	the	more	flexible	you	need	to	be”	

- Kristian	Justesen,	Rainmaking	Loft,	Appendix	3	

	

Sometimes	this	was	even	a	given	for	the	expert	panel;	something	they	didn’t	say	explicitly,	yet	still	

referred	to	ways	of	e.g.	structuring	the	organization	that	could	make	the	company	more	agile	

when	they	were	asked	about	how	companies	would	most	likely	get	success.	

	

“The	more	you	can	define	your	strategy	with	goal-oriented	KPIs,	which	you	can	a	lot	between	
each	employee,	the	more	flat	an	organization	you	will	have,	so	more	decisions	are	made	with	
each	employee.	This	makes	the	company	extremely	fast	and	flexible.”	

- Peter	Madsen,	GoGrow,	Appendix	3		

	
Yet,	the	startups’	and	established	companies’	ability	to	actually	implement	agile	processes	was	not	

something	we	were	able	to	interpret	from	the	expert	interviews.	This	is	because	our	interviews	

with	the	expert	panel	focused	mainly	on	startups,	and	not	established	companies,	as	well	as	

because	of	the	very	open-structured	nature	of	these	interviews.	Therefore,	the	startups’	and	

established	companies’	ability	to	implement	agility	has	been	examined	by	interviews	with	those,	

	
It	is	of	great	importance	for	both	startups	and	established	companies	to	
use	an	agile	approach,	but	startups	will	find	this	easier	to	do.	

Hypothesis		
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and	not	with	the	experts.	The	findings	are	explained	in	the	following.	

	

The	first	finding	was	that	startups,	just	like	the	expert	panel,	recognize	the	importance	of	being	

agile.	

	

“We	generally	think	quite	short-term,	which	is	because	the	development	is	happening	so	
quickly.	We	want	to	be	on	the	forefront	and	as	agile	as	possible.	We	want	to	be	ready	for	
change	for	sure.	We	make	changes	and	take	the	beating	that	comes	with	that.	“	

- David	Furland,	Cleady,	Appendix	4	

“What	it’s	all	about,	is	the	Lean	Startup	approach	and	all	that.	Validated	learning,	it	is	about	
figuring	out,	launching	as	quick	as	possible	and	then	see	what	happens.”	

- Mathias	Linnemann,	Worksome,	Appendix	5	

	

At	the	same	time,	they	don’t	seem	to	be	having	experiencing	challenges	being	fast,	or	deliberately	

making	organizational	changes	in	order	to	become	agile.	

	

“The	benefit	of	being	small,	is	that	we,	when	there	is	a	problem	with	something	in	one	
department,	are	not	just	hitting	operations	or	marketing	in	the	head.	We	can	quickly	look	
into	the	problem	and	identify	the	reason.	When	we	are	so	small	we	can	just	talk	about	it	
across	the	table	and	then	solve	the	problem	fast.	“	

David	Furland,	Cleady,	Appendix	4	

“We	are	very	impulsive.	We	are	focusing	on	user	friendliness	and	becoming	better“	

- Mads	Christensen,	Zedubra,	Appendix	6	

	

Established	companies	also	seem	to	agree	that	agility	is	an	important	part	of	strategy	for	especially	

tech	companies.	

	

“You	should	not	be	too	rigid.	There	are	a	lot	of	companies	that	are	agile	today	-	you	have	to	
be	when	working	with	new	technology.”	

- Louise	Ellegaard,	Clio	Online,	Appendix	7	

	

“I	think	that	working	at	a	high	pace	and	getting	some	things	to	happen	quickly	is	super	
important.	If	it	sometimes	means	you	are	making	mistakes	it's	a	sign	of	health.	And	vice	
versa,	if	you	never	make	mistakes,	it's	probably	because	you	don’t	push	it	enough.”	

- Maximilian	Frimmer,	Monera,	Appendix	8	

	

At	the	same	time	established	companies	expressed	that	they	experienced	difficulties	when	

implementing	the	desired	level	of	agility	within	some	areas.		
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“We	are	trying	to	make	the	whole	company	work	agile,	with	agile	processes,	but	there	are	
some	areas	where	it	is	not	really	possible,	and	where	we	need	to	have	some	more	rigid	set	
ups.	A	quarter	is	a	quarter	and	there	are	budgets	to	be	met.	So	in	reality	it	is	two	worlds	
clashing	and	we’ve	had	to	work	with	that.	“	

- Jesper	Lindhardt,	Trustpilot,	Appendix	9	

	
Established	companies	seemed	to	have	to	deliberately	work	towards	more	agile	processes,	which	

was,	among	others,	the	case	at	Trustpilot.	

	

“I	think	we’ve	come	a	long	way	in	implementing	the	importance	of	agility.	We’ve	had	all	
leaders	on	a	three-day	course	to	work	with	agile	processes.	It	is	something	more	than	
development,	it	can	also	be	used	to	develop	processes	and	other	things	in	the	company.	We	
are	trying	to	match	it	with	things	that	have	a	more	rigid	structure.”	

- Jesper	Lindhardt,	Trustpilot,	Appendix	9	

	
Clio	Online	and	Tattoodo	specifically	pointed	out	how	the	way	of	working	have	changed	from	

when	they	were	small	to	today.	Today	more	deliberate	processes	are	required	to	keep	the	whole	

team	informed	and	aligned	on	key	priorities	and	values.	

	

“When	we	were	small	implementing	values	and	including	all	departments	kind	of	happened	
over	lunch,	but	now	we	have	to	take	more	responsibility	in	what	is	going	on.”	

- Louise	Ellegaard,	Clio	Online,	Appendix	7	

	

“What	has	changed	from	we	were	small	to	growing	bigger	is	a	lot	more	process	meetings.	
It’s	very	complex	running	a	bigger	company.	We	have	to	do	a	lot	of	social	work,	and	spend	a	
lot	of	time	keep	the	finger	on	the	pulse	to	make	sure	that	nobody	is	lost	in	this,	which	is	easy	
when	everybody	is	busy	running	around.	“	

- Mik	Thobo-Carlsen,	Tattoodo,	Appendix	10	

	

Conclusion	of	hypothesis	3	

We	have	found	that	when	having	to	do	with	technology	and	a	very	fast-paced	environment,	being	

agile	isn’t	only	important	for	startups	but	also	for	established	companies.	When	it	comes	to	the	

applicability	of	agile	processes,	we	have	found	that	since	startups	do	not	yet	have	a	big	company	

and	team,	their	decision	making	process	as	well	as	execution	goes	relatively	fast.	Startups	do	not	

worry	about	having	to	deliberately	establish	processes	aiming	to	make	their	companies	be	more	

agile.		
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Established	companies	on	the	other	hand,	find	it	harder	to	be	agile.	Even	though	they	all	claim	it	is	

of	big	importance	to	them,	it	is	not	something	that	comes	naturally.	They	need	to	actively	work	on	

it	and	deliberately	establish	processes	and	employee	workshops	in	order	to	ensure	agility	

throughout	the	whole	company.	With	more	employees	joining	the	company	and	with	more	

departments	opening,	the	process	becomes	more	complex.	This	essentially	means	that	our	

hypothesis	is	confirmed.	It	is	important	for	both	startups	and	established	companies	to	be	agile,	

but	startups	find	it	easier	to	do	than	established	companies.		
	

	
	

The	general	view	among	the	experts	has	been	that	startups	typically	don’t	have	too	many	

resources	and	therefore	must	find	ways	to	be	frugal	and	get	as	much	out	of	their	current	

resources	as	possible.		
 

“If	there	is	something	a	startup	typically	doesn’t	have	too	much	of,	it	is	resources.	Therefore	
it	is	very	important	to	not	just	render	in	a	thousand	different	directions.	You	should	rather	
say,	“okay	now	we're	testing	this	one	thing”	and	still	keep	a	methodological	approach	to	
things.	Applying	the	concept	of	Growth	Hacking	could	be	the	way	of	doing	it.”	

- Kristian	Justesen,	Rainmaking	Loft,	Appendix	3	

	

“As	a	startup	you	really	must	have	your	finances	in	control.	That's	what	kills	a	lot	of	startups	-	
because	they	end	up	with	no	money	for	wages	and	they	don’t	have	their	cash	flow	figured	
out.”	

- Peter	Madsen,	GoGrow,	Appendix	3		

	
Generally,	all	interviewed	startups	mentioned	that	they	had	very	scarce	resources	at	some	point	in	

the	interview	and	that	were	very	aware	of	not	wasting	the	resources	available.		

	

“At	one	point	we	tried	to	do	some	out	of	the	box	meetings,	but	we	kind	of	chose	to	stop	so	
we	could	concentrate	on	a	few	things	at	a	time.	Because	we	have	limited	resources	in	terms	
of	what	we	would	like	to	do.	So	with	things	like	these	we	have	to	pull	back	a	little	and	focus	
on	the	products	we	are	working	with.”		

- David	Furland,	Cleady,	Appendix	4	

“We	have	to	make	sure	that	we	make	the	best	possible	use	of	the	money,	and	then	make	the	most	
of	what	we	got.”	

- David	Furland,	Cleady,	Appendix	4	

	

It	is	important	for	a	startup	to	be	lean,	even	for	the	short-term	survival,	
whereas	for	established	companies	improving	operational	excellence	is	a	
matter	of	long-term	survival.	
	

Hypothesis		
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“It	is	super	hard	starting	a	platform,	because	you	need	a	lot	of	users	before	you	start	making	
money.	So	you	need	a	lot	of	capital,	that	is	then	supported	by	the	right	capabilities,	that	
supports	the	capital.	Without	of	the	right	capabilities	you	are	just	burning	money	without	
getting	anything	out	of	them.	It	takes	capital	to	grow	and	you	need	investors	that	are	willing	
to	take	the	risk.”	

- Mads	Christensen,	Zedubra,	Appendix	6	

	
Established	companies	didn’t	seem	to	devote	as	much	attention	to	being	scarce	of	resources	in	

the	interviews	and	we	therefore	interpret	this	as	being	a	less	important	factor.	As	Louise	Ellegaard	

said,	this	is	an	aspect	that	has	for	Clio	Online	when	growing	into	a	larger	company.	

	

“We	were	a	lot	more	cost	conscious	when	we	first	started.”	

- Louise	Ellegaard,	Clio	Online,	Appendix	7	

	

“No,	it	is	not	like	we	have	fixed	individual	budgets.	It’s	not	like	there	are	allocated	X	millions	
for	Sweden	that	can	never	be	allocated	to	Denmark,	it’s	not	like	that.	It	is	more	flexible”	

- Louise	Ellegaard,	Clio	Online,	Appendix	7	

	
Most	established	companies,	just	like	Maximilian	in	the	following	quote,	had	a	more	positive	

attitude	towards	their	company’s	economic	situation	rather	than	mentioning	being	scarce	on	

resource	as	most	of	the	startups	did.	Although	Louise	from	Clio	Online	talks	about	how	they	

allocate	resources	where	they	are	needed,	similar	to	that	of	startups	in	concentrating	the	

resources	where	they	make	the	most	good.		

	
“We	are	relatively	good	on	track	now.	We	have	500	customers	on	the	platform	and	sell	for	a	few	
millions	a	month.	Considering	we	have	only	done	this	for	six	months,	we	have	gained	relatively	
much	traction,	so	it	seems	we	can	come	a	long	way	here.”	

- Maximilian	Frimmer,	Monera,	Appendix	8	

	

Conclusion	of	hypothesis	4	

We	have	found	that	the	researched	startups	are	very	concerned	regarding	being	scarce	on	

resources	and	therefore	have	a	clear	focus	on	getting	the	most	out	of	the	few	they	have.	They	aim	

to	be	both	careful	in	their	spend	and	concentrate	on	areas	with	greatest	possibility	of	growth,	is	

very	much	in	line	with	the	lean	approach.	Established	companies	on	the	other	hand,	did	not	

express	the	same	level	of	concerns	regarding	being	frugal	or	limited	in	resources.	In	fact,	they	

recognized	that	when	they	first	started	they	had	to	be	more	cost	conscious	than	they	are	at	this	

point	of	time.	

	



	

	 102	

This	makes	sense,	given	the	established	companies	finally	have	reached	a	stage	in	their	product	or	

service’	lifecycle,	which	suits	the	market	and	continuously	generates	revenue.	This	puts	them	into	

less	pressure	than	startups,	who	does	not	yet	have	a	stable	source	of	revenue.	The	startups’	

resources	are	limited	to	a	time-frame	within	which	their	current	resources	will	run	out.	Within	this	

time-frame	they	need	to	either	hit	product/market	fit	and	establish	a	revenue	source	for	the	

company,	or	ensure	a	track-record	with	a	favorable	outlook	to	convince	future	investors	to	invest	

more.	

	

Overall,	we	can	conclude	that	this	hypothesis	is	confirmed.	The	startups	tend	to	struggle	more	with	

not	being	able	to	do	all	the	things	that	they	want,	and	need	to	be	very	selective	in	their	

spending’s.	Established	companies	experienced	the	need	to	be	frugal	more	when	they	were	in	the	

initial	stage	of	their	life	cycle	than	they	do	now.	That	said,	it	can	from	our	point	of	view	only	make	

sense	for	established	companies	to	also	be	cost	conscious	and	continuously	improve	on	

operational	excellence.	This	can	only	be	an	advantage	compared	to	competitors,	and	enables	

them	to	lower	costs.	However,	judging	from	our	interviews,	while	this	is	a	complete	necessity	for	

startups’	survival	even	in	the	short	term,	for	established	companies	this	is	not	of	complete	

urgency.	

	

The	expert	panel	agrees	that	many	of	the	platform	startups	aim	to	disrupt	one	or	another	

industry.	

	

“For	many	startups	here	at	Rainmaking	Loft,	it's	about	them	aiming	to	disrupt	a	market."	
- Kristian	Justesen,	Rainmaking	Loft,	Appendix	3	

	

Going	back	to	our	literature	review,	we	have	found	that	the	concept	of	disruptive	innovation	fits	

well	to	the	business	model	of	digital	platform	companies	within	four	steps:		

● Creating	new	sources	of	supply,	

● Underperforming	on	certain	features	in	favor	of	a	distinct	set	of	benefits,	

● Ensuring	user	growth	by	the	network	effects,		

● Creating	new	user	behavior	moving	towards	the	mainstream	market.	

	

When	analyzing	our	interviews	to	test	whether	digital	platform	companies	use	a	business	model	

that	is	in	general	geared	to	disrupt,	we	have	looked	for	patterns	within	these	four	areas.	Overall,	

we	have	found	these	traits	in	all	of	the	researched	companies.	In	order	to	show	the	full	process	of	

all	the	four	areas,	we	will	in	the	following	use	examples	from	just	one	of	the	companies,	

Worksome.	In	that	way	we	will	create	a	better	overview	of	the	full	process	rather	than	spread	the	

answers	and	process	across	different	companies.	

	
Digital	platform	companies	in	general	use	a	business	model	that	is	geared	
to	disrupt	other	industries,	and	disruptive	innovation	theory	is	easier	to	
apply	in	startups	than	in	established	companies.	

Hypothesis		
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Creating	new	sources	of	supply	

First	of	all,	most	of	the	researched	platforms	start	targeting	a	small	group,	the	low	end	of	the	

market,	yet	still	have	a	vision	to	target	broader	once	they	reach	product/market	fit.	From	Mathias	

Linnemann’s	following	quote	it	is	evident	that	the	current,	more	early	stage	target	group,	are	IT	

consultants	in	large	enterprise	companies.	

	

“Right	now	we	are	targeting	IT	consultants	in	large	enterprise	companies	and	we're	
investigating	if	we	can	do	something	and	get	on	their	"framework	agreement".”	

- Mathias	Linnemann,	Worksome,	Appendix	5	

	

At	the	very	early	stage	it	was	also	evident	how	he	was	aiming	to	first	attract	the	very	early	

adopters	to	the	platform,	the	people	who	are	most	in	need,	most	interested	first.		

	

“We	either	catch	them	when	they	hit	our	website	and	they	do	because	they	are	looking	for	
something	or	something	we	think	we	have.	And	then	we	get	hold	of	them	and	call	them	
asking	how	we	could	help	them.	Then	we	use	our	personal	network	-	talking	to	those	we	
know	and	trying	to	meet	up	with	them	and	listens	if	they	think	it's	interesting.	Then	we	hold	
events	and	invite	a	little	broader	-	people	who	are	interested	in	this”	

- Mathias	Linnemann,	Worksome,	Appendix	5	

	

Despite	only	targeting	a	smaller	group	to	begin	with,	Mathias’	vision	is	clearly	stretching	broader.		

	

“Our	vision	is	to	define	the	future	flexible	labor	market.	To	enable	people	to	work	under	the	
conditions	they	want	and	as	much	as	they	want	-	and	still	earn	good.”	

- Mathias	Linnemann,	Worksome,	Appendix	5	

	

Underperforming	certain	areas	

Most	startups	also	underperform	in	certain	areas	compared	to	existing	products	/	services,	but	in	

return	provide	other	distinct	set	of	benefits.	In	the	following	Mathias	explains	how	Worksome	

might	underperform	in	comparison	to	existing	solutions.		
	

“Of	course,	it	requires	a	little	more	trust	and	some	breach	with	some	norms	for	companies	
that	want	to	use	our	platform	instead	of	posting	a	job	on	jobindex.”	

- Mathias	Linnemann,	Worksome,	Appendix	5	

	

Yet,	Mathias	claims	that	Worksome	offers	other	benefits	that	current	solutions	don’t.		
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“The	flexibility	to	jump	in	and	out	of	jobs	and	projects	is	not	really	embraced	by	anyone	yet.	
That’s	what	we've	got,	a	control	system	or	an	interface	where	it	happens	-	a	platform.”	

- Mathias	Linnemann,	Worksome,	Appendix	5	

	

Creating	new	type	of	behavior	

Worksome	also	aims	to	create	a	new	type	of	behavior	over	time,	instead	of	only	tapping	into	

existing	behavior.		

	

“There	is	a	big	change	in	the	labor	market	coming	up.	But	that	does	not	mean	that	5000	
companies	are	screaming	for	such	a	freelance	platform	as	we	have	right	away.	Because	they	
do	not	yet	know	that	we	exist	and	what	they	can	use	Worksome	for.”	

- Mathias	Linnemann,	Worksome,	Appendix	5	

	

They	recognize	that	changing	the	behavior	is	not	easy	and	won’t	happen	overnight.	As	Worksome	

claims	in	the	following	quote,	people	need	to	be	educated	on	this	type	of	behavior	first,	as	they	

are	not	used	to	using	this	type	of	platform	yet.		

	

“We	can	see	that	people	often	come	to	our	website	and	leave	again	and	maybe	come	back	
later.	So	it	takes	a	bit.	We	have	to	somehow	tell	a	story	about	what	Worksome	is	and	what	
they	can	use	it	for.”	

- Mathias	Linnemann,	Worksome,	Appendix	5	

	

Mathias	also	mentions	how	he	actively	strives	to	influence	potential	roadblocks	that	may	hinder	

this	shift	in	behavior	over	time.	The	example	in	the	following	quote	focuses	on	the	current	law	of	

registering	with	a	CVR	number	in	order	to	become	a	freelancer,	and	how	he	wants	to	change	that.		

	

“Currently	you	as	a	freelancer	need	to	create	a	CVR	number	to	use	Worksome,	so	you	need	to	
have	a	company.	But	we	are	working	towards	a	solution	by	influencing	some	things,	where	
this	will	not	be	necessary	in	the	future.”	

- Mathias	Linnemann,	Worksome,	Appendix	5	

	

Ensuring	network	effects	

Worksome	also	seems	to	be	aware	that	creating	this	new	type	of	behavior	is	something	they	can	

do	by	using	network	effects.		

	

“One	of	the	challenges	of	being	a	platform	like	ours	is	the	network	effects.	Network	effects	
is	this	snowball	that	rolls	and	grows	along	the	way.	If	it	doesn’t	roll	itself	we	can	manually	
take	the	snow	and	put	on	the	snowball.	At	one	point	or	another,	this	snowball	has	to	start	



	

	 105	

rolling	itself,	otherwise	our	business	is	not	durable.	And	it	is	clear	that	these	things	are	
connected	-	we	must	build	a	momentum	and	a	cadence	into	the	platform.”	

- Mathias	Linnemann,	Worksome,	Appendix	5	

	

Conclusion	of	hypothesis	5	

The	above	four	findings	don’t	only	apply	Worksome,	but	to	all	of	our	researched	companies,	

startups	and	established	companies.	Therefore,	we	can	confirm	the	hypothesis,	or	at	least	the	first	

part	of	it,	that	digital	platform	companies	do	use	a	business	model	that	is	geared	to	disrupt	other	

industries	and	follow	the	four	stages	of:	creating	new	sources	of	supply,	underperforming	certain	

features	in	favor	of	a	distinct	set	of	benefits,	ensuring	user	growth	by	the	network	effects,	creating	

new	user	behavior	moving	towards	the	mainstream	market.		

An	interesting	finding	here	is	especially	that	the	researched	companies	found	it	hard	to	change	

user	behavior,	and	recognized	it	could	take	a	long	time.	Thus,	we	can	deduce	that	when	creating	a	

platform	that	aims	to	change	user	behavior,	education	of	these	users	is	important.	We	also	found	

that	a	number	of	the	researched	companies	discovered	potential	roadblocks	that	could	hinder	the	

shift	in	behavior,	such	as	law	regulations,	that	are	tailored	to	the	current	ways	of	doing	things.	We	

therefore	deduce	that	these	roadblocks	are	important	to	identify	and	influence	if	possible,	like	our	

researched	companies	also	did.	

	

When	it	comes	to	the	second	part	of	the	hypothesis,	whether	disruptive	innovation	theory	is	

easier	to	apply	in	startups	than	in	established	companies,	our	ability	to	draw	a	conclusion	becomes	

more	complex.	One	of	the	ways	we	could	answer	this	question	would	be	to	compare	how	startups	

and	established	companies	are	developing	a	disruptive	product.	However,	this	was	not	possible	as	

we	found	that	none	of	the	researched	established	companies	currently	were	developing	new	

products	or	services	which	could	be	classified	as	disruptive	-	beyond	their	core	platform,	which	

they	have	developed	since	their	startup	stage	and	therefore	cannot	be	used	as	an	example.	

	

This	is	perhaps	because	the	established	companies	we	were	able	to	interview	were,	even	though	

established	compared	to	the	startups	are	still	in	an	early	stage	of	their	lifecycles,	as	the	established	

companies	we	have	included	in	our	research	on	average	around	6	years	old.	They	were	still	

focusing	on	improving	their	core	platform	and	scaling	it	to	new	markets,	instead	of	finding	new	

sources	of	growth	with	disruptive	products.	

	

Another	way	we	can	draw	this	conclusion	is	by	looking	into	the	findings	for	the	other	hypotheses	

in	this	analysis.	We	have	earlier	stated	that	there	are	many	similarities	in	how	to	make	disruptive	

innovation	and	the	approach	of	the	lean	startup.	Thus,	if	the	different	aspects	in	the	lean	startup	

approach	are	found	to	be	easier	to	apply	to	startups	than	to	established	companies,	we	may	also	

assume	that	this	would	be	the	case	for	applying	disruptive	innovation.	The	aspects	in	the	lean	

startup	approach	that	we	have	tested	in	startups	and	established	companies	and	that	are	in	line	

with	the	disruptive	innovation	theory	are:	dominance	on	the	product	in	favor	of	the	market,	early	

customer	involvement,	ability	to	be	agile,	and	need	to	be	lean	or	frugal	with	resources.	Our	results	
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within	these	four	aspects	have	shown	that	they	either	easier	to	apply	in	startups,	or	more	evident	

in	startups	than	in	established	companies.	Therefore,	we	also	draw	the	conclusion	that	disruptive	

innovation	theory	would	be	easier	to	apply	in	startups,	than	in	established	companies.	Thus,	this	

hypothesis	is	confirmed,	i.e.	digital	platform	companies	in	general	use	a	business	model	that	is	

geared	to	disrupt	other	industries,	and	disruptive	innovation	theory	is	easier	to	apply	in	startups	

than	in	established	companies.	

9.3.	Summary	of	results		

Our	initial	assumption	was	that	companies,	as	they	go	through	different	stages	in	their	life	cycles,	

need	to	apply	different	strategic	approaches	to	succeed	in	their	journeys.	We	have	defined	five	

hypotheses	that	emphasize	how	more	experimental	approaches	where	the	customer	is	involved	

early	and	where	fast	tests	are	done	in	favor	of	long-term	analyses	would	be	more	favorable	

approaches	to	use	for	companies	in	the	startup	phase.	At	the	same	time,	these	hypotheses	also	

aimed	to	test	whether	the	more	traditional	approaches	where	the	customer	is	involved	in	the	end	

and	calculation	and	precision	play	a	more	vital	role	in	strategy	making,	would	be	a	better	fit	for	

companies	who	have	reached	a	more	mature	stage.		

	

In	this	empirical	analysis,	we	have	confirmed	four	of	the	five	of	hypotheses,	and	can	therefore	only	

partly	confirm	our	initial	assumption.	

	

	
Figure	24	-	Hypotheses	results	

FIGURE	23.	Hypotheses	results	

Source:	Own	making	
	

We	have	confirmed	that	startups	generally	work	under	circumstances	that	make	the	aspects	of	

the	experimental	approaches,	such	as	early	customer	involvement,	agility,	lean	approach	to	

resource	spend,	and	starting	with	early	adopters	and	then	moving	into	the	mainstream	market,	

very	important	-	more	important	than	for	companies	in	the	established	stage.	We	found	however	

one	important	exception	within	our	first	hypothesis:	“startups	need	to	focus	mainly	on	product	
development,	whereas	established	companies	need	to	be	more	aware	of	the	market	and	the	
competitive	landscape”,	which	was	not	confirmed.	This	hypothesis	was	not	confirmed	as	even	

though	we	did	find	a	more	dominant	focus	on	product	development	in	startups	than	in	established	

companies,	this	did	not	mean	that	market	focus	was	neglected	as	is	the	case	in	the	experimental	

approaches.		

	

Product	focus	in	favor	of	market	focus	not	confirmed	

We	found	that	it	is	important	for	startups	to	identify	the	opportunity	in	the	market	in	terms	of	

growth	and	competitors,	and	know	the	potential	size	of	that	market;	something	they	do	in	the	
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very	beginning	of	the	strategy	making	process.	They	also	spent	some	time	in	the	beginning	

checking	where	the	market	is	moving	towards,	if	there	is	generally	a	trend	that	indicates	the	

market	will	change	in	the	coming	years.	We	found	that	first	when	that	is	in	place,	a	dominant	

focus	on	product	development	may	evolve	as	the	startup	then	may	try	to	solve	the	problem	or	

opportunity	and	tap	into	the	market	by	constantly	testing	different	solutions.	The	market	analysis	

shall	not	be	done	continuously	though,	as	after	defining	the	opportunity,	the	startups’	time	is	

better	spent	on	testing	the	product	on	customers.	However,	using	learnings	from	other	players,	

i.e.	platforms	within	and	outside	their	industry,	who	have	been	in	the	market	for	longer	time	can	

help	in	that	process.	Therefore,	it	can	according	to	this	research	be	helpful	to	follow	other	

platforms	in	their	journeys	and	define	learning	opportunities.	

	

Combined	approaches	in	startups,	yet	dominance	on	experimental		

In	that	way,	our	initial	assumption,	that	startups	should	be	following	the	experimental	approaches	

in	their	initial	stage,	is	one	that	we	only	partly	can	confirm	when	looking	into	the	findings	of	our	

empirical	research.	As	of	the	very	early	market	focus	on	both	the	market	size,	growth	opportunity	

as	well	as	evaluation	of	competitors,	which	is	more	in	line	with	the	traditional	approaches	than	

experimental,	we	claim	that	the	answer	to	this	research	and	problem	statement:	“This	thesis	will	
investigate	the	strategic	approach	in	startups	compared	to	established	companies,	and	discuss	if	
there	is	an	ideal	approach	to	strategy	in	digital	platform	startups”	is	not	as	one-sided	as	purely	
following	one	approach	through	one	stage	of	a	company’s	life	cycle	and	turning	to	another	

approach	when	maturing	into	another	stage.	Rather,	it	seems	that	the	successful	startups	use	a	

combination	of	the	traditional	and	experimental	approaches	and	that	the	lines	are	more	blurred	

than	we	assumed	them	to	be	in	the	first	place.	This	combination	is	however	still	dominated	by	

experimental	approaches	in	the	startup	phase,	as	we	did	after	all	confirm	the	majority	of	our	

hypotheses.		

	

Supposedly	platform	specific	findings		

Just	like	we	found	a	mix	of	different	strategic	approaches	in	startups,	the	same	seemed	to	be	the	

case	in	established	companies.	It	was	surprising	to	discover	how	many	aspects	of	the	experimental	

approaches	were	implemented	in	their	strategies.	The	established	digital	platforms,	even	though	

they	did	have	more	data	and	experience,	still	more	or	less	strived	to	act	like	they	were	startups;	

some	of	them	even	said	to	us	directly,	that	they	liked	to	see	themselves	as	being	startups.	They	

were	also	deliberately	working	on	implementing	strategic	aspects	from	the	lean	startup	approach.	

For	example,	they	strived	to	be	agile	and	used	the	test	and	learn	approach	where	the	customer	is	

involved	very	early	in	the	process.	The	dominance	on	experimental	approaches	was	thus	found	in	

both	startups	and	established	companies;	slightly	more	in	startups,	but	still	to	some	extent	in	both	

categories	of	companies.		
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Another	interesting	finding	that	applied	to	both	established	companies	and	startups	was	the	

importance	of	proper	user	education	due	to	the	new	type	of	behavior	they	aimed	to	create.	

Likewise,	we	found	that	discovery	and	influence	of	potential	roadblocks,	such	as	legal	regulations,	

that	may	hinder	the	shift	in	user	behavior	that	typically	is	created	by	platforms,	was	important	for	

the	startups	and	established	companies	as	well.		
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Recommendations	
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10.	Recommendations		

On	the	basis	of	the	analysis	of	companies	as	well	as	our	discussion	of	theories,	we	will	in	this	

chapter	set	out	recommendations	with	regards	to	the	strategic	approach	in	digital	platform	

startups	in	Denmark.	The	purpose	of	this	chapter	is	to	concretize	the	findings	of	our	analysis.	We	

do	not,	with	these	recommendations,	provide	a	static	framework	to	be	followed	strictly	and	step	

by	step.	Rather,	we	set	out	some	general	directions,	i.e.	a	set	of	important	things	digital	platform	

startups	in	Denmark	should	consider	when	building	their	business.	Figure	22	illustrates	the	overall	

guidelines,	which	will	be	described	further	below.	

10.1.	Ten	steps	to	a	successful	digital	platform	in	Denmark	

	
FIGURE	25.	10	steps	to	a	successful	digital	platform	in	Denmark	

Source:	Own	making	

Figure	25	-	10	steps	to	a	successful	digital	platform	in	Denmark	
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Figure	22	provides	a	set	of	advice	to	the	entrepreneurs	and	venture	capitalists	in	Denmark,	who	is	

somehow	involved	with	the	digital	platform	business	category.	The	fundamental	idea	behind	this	

guide	is	that	if	all	of	the	ten	steps	are	given	consideration	and	implemented	in	the	process	of	going	

to	market,	the	probability	of	succeeding	with	the	startup	increases.		

	

The	steps	can	be	followed	in	a	sequential	order,	yet	an	important	aspect	of	this	guide	is	that	

strategy	is	a	dynamic	process,	that	constantly	involves	more	than	just	one	of	the	steps	at	a	time.	

This	will	be	further	discussed	in	section	10.2.,	but	for	now,	it	is	important	to	note	one	thing;	the	

process	of	following	the	steps	in	figure	22	should	be	seen	as	one	that	goes	back	and	forth	between	

the	different	elements.	The	important	thing	is	that	the	entrepreneur	is	aware	of	all	these	aspects,	

so	that	he	or	she	can	make	the	right	decision	in	the	right	situation,	rather	than	just	follow	a	

checklist	one	by	one,	regardless	of	what	happens	in	the	real	world.	The	individual	steps	are	

elaborated	in	the	following	sections.	

10.1.1.	Seize	the	market	need,	current	players	&	potential		

Map	out	the	customer	journey	and	identify	any	red	flags	or	signs	that	things	are	not	working	the	

most	optimal	way.	Is	the	price	too	high	or	the	process	too	rigid?	The	problems	in	the	current	

market	shall	be	your	starting	point,	the	things	that	you	know	would	be	a	good	idea	to	address.	

What	you	don’t	know	then,	is	how	to	address	these	problems;	you	may	only	have	hypotheses	

about	the	solution,	which	we	will	cover	in	the	later	stages.		

	

Analyze	the	current	and	potential	new	players	in	the	market	and	identify	their	strengths	and	

weaknesses.	Use	frameworks	such	as	Porter’s	five	forces	to	make	sure	you	get	all	the	way	around	

the	different	parameters	and	think	through	everything	that	makes	up	the	whole	industry	and	the	

potential	in	that	industry.	Think	also	about	the	market	size,	whether	the	market	is	broad	or	

narrow.		

	

	

10.1.2.	Identify	the	future	growth		

It	is	important	to	look	at	whether	you	are	entering	a	growing	or	stagnating	market.	Remember	

that	when	using	a	platform	business	model	that	facilitates	a	match	between	two	peers	who	

normally	wouldn’t	have	been	matched,	chances	are	that	you	are	creating	new	supply	which	over	

time	might	contribute	to	a	shift	in	current	behavior.	Therefore,	when	assessing	the	market	it	is	not	

only	wise	to	look	at	how	things	currently	are	done	and	identifying	current	problems,	but	also	

projecting	where	the	market	potentially	is	moving	towards.		

“If	you	want	to	sell	rubber	shoes	to	a	particular	type	of	Chihuahua	dog,	it	may	be	way	too	
narrow	of	a	market.	But	if	you	want	to	sell	hairbrushes,	it's	more	likely	to	be	a	fairly	wide	
market	with	larger	profit	potential.”	

- MIK THOBO-CARLSEN, Chairman, Tattoodo (Appendix 10)  
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Look	for	signs	that	the	existing	behavior	could	be	about	to	change,	for	example	in	reports	and	

statistics	from	consultancies.	If	the	market	is	gradually	moving	towards	a	particular	trend	that	in	

some	way	tackles	the	identified	problem,	your	platform	can	potentially	support	this	shift	in	

behavior,	which	makes	your	chances	of	succeeding	more	likely.	At	the	same	time	you	will	be	in	a	

better	position	to	influence	the	market	shift	when	referring	to	these	reports	and	using	them	as	

supporting	arguments	when	marketing	your	platform	to	consumers	as	well	as	to	future	investors.	

10.1.3.	Establish	a	set	of	hypotheses		

When	you	have	defined	the	market	need	and	fully	defined	that	there	is	potential	in	the	market,	

the	most	important	thing	is	to	figure	out	how	to	tap	into	that	market,	instead	of	keeping	

confirming	the	market	opportunity.	Think	about	how	you	can	address	the	identified	problem,	i.e.	

turn	the	market	challenge	into	an	opportunity.	Write	down	your	ideas,	and	treat	them	not	as	the	

only	truth,	but	as	a	set	of	hypotheses	ready	to	be	tested	in	the	market.	When	making	your	

hypotheses,	take	into	consideration	your	market	analysis	from	earlier	and	think	about	how	your	

ideas	differentiate	from	existing	and	potential	players.	

10.1.4.	Identify	the	early	adopters		

When	you	have	established	your	hypotheses,	you	are	ready	to	test	them	on	your	customers.	Since	

you	as	a	platform	might	contribute	to	create	new	user	behavior,	you	will	most	likely	find	that	not	

all	customers	will	be	ready	for	your	new	solution	right	away.	Likewise,	the	majority	of	the	people	

that	you	can	target	in	the	future	won’t	forgive	you	if	the	platform	isn’t	perfect	yet.	As	you	at	this	

stage	still	are	looking	for	your	value	proposition	while	facing	conditions	of	extreme	uncertainty,	

you	cannot	be	sure	of	making	the	perfect	product	yet.	Therefore,	you	need	to	find	the	customers	

who	would	be	willing	to	forgive	you,	the	early	adopters.	So	how	do	you	find	them?	According	to	

the	startup	blog	Startupjuncture	(Startupjuncture	2015),	there	are	three	things	that	may	

characterize	the	early	adopters:		

	

● They	have	been	actively	looking	for	a	way	to	implement	a	solution		
● They	have	put	together	a	piecemeal	solution		
● They	have	or	can	obtain	a	budget	to	spend	on	a	solution	

	

Having	these	characteristics	in	mind	when	finding	the	early	adopters	could	be	of	good	use.	You	

need	to	recognize	people	that	have	shown	this	specific	behavior	as	well	as	think	of	the	channels	

through	which	you	can	observe	this	behavior.	Profile	the	early	adopters	by	asking	yourself	how	the	

early	adopters	currently	are	reaching	their	goals,	and	define	what	the	best	ways	of	reaching	out	to	

them.	
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10.1.5.	Vision	beyond	the	early	adopters		

As	important	it	is	to	identify	your	early	adopters,	as	vital	it	is	to	still	have	a	long	term	vision	that	

goes	beyond	the	early	adopters.	Make	sure	you	think	about	whether	your	business	would	be	

scalable	in	the	future,	and	not	end	up	only	being	limited	to	the	early	adopters	you	start	targeting.		

10.1.6.	Go	Beta	right	away		

Make	an	MVP	version	of	your	platform.	A	very	clean	and	simple	website	without	all	the	extra	

features	and	designs,	a	beta	version.	Make	sure	it	is	visible	for	potential	clients	that	you	are	in	

beta,	so	they	know	that	you	are	still	testing	your	solution,	or	else	open	the	site	exclusively	for	your	

early	adopters	only.	Don’t	waste	resources	on	unnecessary	features	in	the	beginning,	be	very	

frugal	in	your	spend	and	with	the	time	you	spend	on	the	first	version.	Focus	only	on	making	

enough	features	for	the	early	adopters	to	understand	the	core	idea	and	try	it	out.	Get	the	beta	

version	out	to	the	market	quickly	by	reaching	out	to	the	early	adopters	and	letting	them	test	your	

beta	version.	Make	sure	to	gather	their	feedback,	both	by	looking	into	real-time	data	from	e.g.	

Google	Analytics,	but	also	speak	with	them	if	possible,	in	order	to	fully	understand	their	feedback	

and	thoughts.		

10.1.7.	Face	the	reality	and	become	a	cheetah	

When	getting	the	feedback,	make	sure	to	address	the	data	and	don’t	hang	on	to	your	original	assumption.	

The	feedback	you	have	gathered	need	to	be	treated	as	the	brutal	facts,	the	truth.	You	need	to	address	

these	as	fast	as	possible	with	a	new,	adjusted	beta	version.	The	feedback	could	both	be	addressing	small	

things	resulting	in	small	changes	to	your	idea	or	features	of	the	platform,	but	it	could	also	be	addressing	the	

very	core	of	your	idea,	forcing	you	to	go	other	ways	and	trying	out	a	completely	different	concept,	perhaps	

even	on	a	very	different	target	group	than	the	one	you	originally	had	in	mind.	No	matter	if	small	or	big	

changes	need	to	be	made,	it	has	to	happen	fast,	as	you	have	limited	time	to	find	the	product/market	fit	

before	your	resources	run	out.	Repeat	the	feedback	loop	continuously,	and	gradually	you	will	gain	more	

and	more	data	to	base	your	decisions	on.		

10.1.8.	Keep	a	track	record		

When	testing	out	hypotheses	and	adjusting	your	ideas	according	to	the	feedback,	don’t	forget	to	

keep	a	track	record.	Write	down	all	your	original	hypotheses	and	ideas,	and	update	which	you	

were	able	to	confirm	and	which	were	rejected.	This	will	help	your	learning	process	and	provides	

you	a	guide	for	your	future	decisions	and	creation	of	new	hypotheses.	As	a	startup	you	need	to	

know,	in	order	to	learn,	exactly	what	processes	creates	what	results.	It	will	also	help	your	ability	of	

being	agile,	as	you	then	won’t	forget	all	the	ideas	you	had,	and	thus	will	be	able	to	move	on	to	

these	ideas	faster.		

10.1.9.	Identify	your	idols	and	follow	them	

Identify	other	platform	companies	who	you	believe	are	succeeding	in	what	they	do	and	who	can	

be	your	idols.	As	platforms	typically	use	a	business	model	that	aims	to	do	the	same	thing,	i.e.	

match	two	peers	and	over	time	create	a	change	in	behavior,	it	makes	sense	not	only	to	look	for	
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platforms	within	your	industry,	but	also	those	outside.	Platforms	who	have	been	in	the	business	

for	a	long	time	have	tested	many	things	out	on	a	large	scale.	Therefore,	it	can	be	helpful	for	you	to	

look	into	their	layout,	designs,	their	target	customers,	etc.	Learnings	from	other	successful	

platforms	who	have	“been	there	done	that”	can	be	very	useful	for	your	own	business	when	

making	decisions	or	defining	your	hypotheses.		

	

Testing	similar	layouts	or	designs	of	the	idols	can	save	you	a	lot	of	time	compared	to	doing	

everything	from	scratch,	and	keeping	an	eye	on	their	moves	and	decisions	can	help	you	in	defining	

important	opportunities	for	your	own	platform	as	well.	Still,	remember	these	are	only	inspirational	

sources,	and	that	your	time	is	highly	valuable.	Don’t	spend	too	much	time	on	making	a	very	deep	

analysis	of	these	players,	but	do	follow	them	on	social	media,	visit	their	website,	network	with	

their	employees	or	attend	a	few	seminars	where	more	different	platforms	are	present.		

10.1.10.	Educate	the	market	&	influence	your	roadblocks	

Because	you	as	a	platform	typically	create	new	behavior,	it	is	important	to	put	some	effort	into	

educating	the	users	about	what	they	can	do	with	your	platform	and	guide	them	through	this	new	

experience	step	by	step.	If	possible,	attend	different	events	where	you	can	hold	speeches	about	

your	platform.	Make	a	video	where	you	explain	how	your	platform	is	aimed	to	work	and	get	it	out	

via	the	different	marketing	channels	you	are	using.	Make	sure	people	can	find	useful	information	

on	your	website.		

	

Platforms	aim	to	match	two	peers	who	currently	aren’t	put	together	and	create	new	supply,	which	

over	time	creates	new	behavior,	if	successful.	The	current	law	regulations	reflect	current	behavior,	

and	can	thus	sometimes	serve	as	roadblocks	for	the	change	you	aim	to	create.	Identify	any	

roadblocks	that	may	be	present	and	determine	ways	that	you	could	influence	them.	Think	about	

which	benefits	your	platform	may	have	not	only	for	consumers,	but	for	the	society	as	a	whole,	and	

communicate	about	them	effectively.		

10.2.	Discussion	of	recommendations		

In	this	thesis	we	have	worked	with	an	initial	assumption	that	companies,	as	they	go	through	

different	stages	in	their	life	cycles,	need	to	apply	different	strategic	approaches	to	succeed	in	their	

journeys.	Our	analysis	of	theory	has	formed	the	basis	for	five	hypotheses,	mainly	examining	that	

experimental	approaches	with	focus	on	hypothesis	testing	and	learning,	would	be	the	best	

approach	to	use	in	startups;	whereas	as	the	company	matures	into	an	established	stage,	a	shift	to	

the	traditional	approaches	favoring	deliberate	planning	and	positioning,	would	be	the	best	fit.		

	

However,	even	though	confirming	four	out	of	five	hypotheses	might	be	considered	as	mainly	

confirming	our	initial	assumption,	we	would	argue	differently.	It	is	true	that	our	research	to	a	

certain	extent	points	towards	successful	startups	having	a	dominant	focus	on	product	

development	in	favor	of	market,	getting	involved	with	customers	early	and	testing	hypotheses	in	
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favor	of	deep	analysis,	and	do	all	this	spending	minimal	resources	and	being	agile.	It	is	also	true	

that,	except	from	the	last	part,	the	successful	established	companies	do	lean	slightly	more	to	the	

opposite	side.		

	

Still,	we	did	not	find	the	reality	to	be	one-sided,	following	purely	one	approach	in	one	stage	of	a	

company’s	life	and	changing	to	another	in	a	different	stage.	Rather,	it	seems	that	the	successful	

startups	used	a	combination	of	the	traditional	and	experimental	approaches	and	that	the	lines	are	

more	blurred	than	we	assumed	them	to	be	in	the	first	place.	

For	example,	we	found	that	our	researched	startups,	both	knew	a	lot	about	competition,	staking	

out	the	industry	players	and	evaluating	their	key	differentiation	factor	like	Porter	would	suggest.	

At	the	same	time,	we	found	that	they	also	very	actively	used	prototype	building	and	hypothesis	

testing,	like	the	Lean	Startup	would	suggest.		

This	is	an	interesting	finding,	which	has	made	us	wonder	if	strategy,	after	all,	should	be	classified	

into	one	approach	or	another	at	all.	Perhaps	strategy	is	not	about	taking	one	approach	or	another,	

but	rather	about	expanding	your	knowledge	base?	As	we	examined	in	the	beginning	of	this	thesis	

in	chapter	1,	strategy	is	a	rather	difficult	term	to	define.	This	is	because	it	covers	many	different	

aspects	within	business,	that	continuously	change	in	different	situations.		

	

The	different	approaches	examined	in	this	thesis	have	a	dominant	focus	on	just	one	of	these	

aspects.	For	example,	in	broader	terms,	Porter	focuses	mainly	on	the	industry,	while	Ries	focuses	

mainly	on	the	product	development	part.	Yet,	the	successful	companies	seem	to	be	knowing	both	

of	these	aspects,	using	both	concepts	from	Porter’s	theory,	as	well	as	applying	principles	examined	

in	Ries’	theory.	We	therefore	wonder	if	the	ideal	strategic	approach	in	reality	is	about	knowing	and	

executing	several	different	approaches?	From	a	logical	perspective	it	would	make	sense,	as	the	

more	things	one	takes	into	consideration,	the	better	decision	one	would	probably	be	able	to	

make.	Yet	you	can	only	take	things	into	consideration	that	you	know	about.	Therefore,	we	

conclude	it	is	important	to	get	familiar	with	different	approaches	to	strategy,	ensuring	you	are	

constantly	expanding	your	strategic	view.		

10.3.	Summarizing	recommendations		
It	is	due	to	the	above	speculations	that	we	haven’t	based	the	recommendations	in	figure	22	on	

just	one	approach	or	another.	Rather,	it	provides	a	broader	overview	of	important	areas	from	

different	approaches,	that	we	have	found	to	be	vital	in	the	successes	of	digital	platform	startups	in	

Denmark.	In	that	way,	it	provides	a	mix	of	both	the	experimental-,	traditional-,	as	well	as	

disruptive	approaches.	We	suggest	that	these	areas	are	given	thorough	consideration	when	

dealing	with	digital	platform	startups	in	Denmark.	Naturally,	to	get	a	better	understanding	of	the	

thoughts	and	underlying	concepts	behind	these	recommendations,	we	do	recommend	

entrepreneurs	and	venture	capitalists	to	get	familiar	with	both	the	traditional-,	experimental,-	as	

well	as	disruptive	literature.	In	that	way,	they	would	be	better	geared	to	make	better	decisions	in	

their	respective	companies.		
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11.	Conclusion		

This	thesis	has	provided	an	analysis	of	different	strategic	approaches	and	set	out	

recommendations	to	entrepreneurs	and	venture	capitalists,	or	others	who	may	be	involved	or	

interested	in	the	field	of	digital	platform	startups	in	Denmark.	

	

The	motivation	for	writing	this	paper	has	mainly	been	rooted	in	a	wish	to	address	the	unfavorable	

development	in	the	Danish	startup	ecosystem.	Today	the	majority	of	Danish	tech	startups	fail	to	

grow	into	large	and	successful	companies,	and	generally,	startups	have	a	very	high	rate	of	failure.	

With	this	paper,	we	aim	to	provide	a	set	of	guidelines	to	increase	the	probability	of	startups’	

successes	in	Denmark,	which	in	return	may	secure	future	economic	growth.		

	

On	the	basis	of	our	analysis,	we	have	found	that	startups	are	of	a	different	nature	than	established	

companies.	They	are	dominated	by	uncertainty	and	their	intended	business	model	is	more	of	an	

untested	hypothesis,	a	good	guess.	Startups	are	therefore	in	a	worse	position	to	make	good	

decisions	based	on	analysis	and	long-term	planning.		

	

In	contrast,	we	examined	that	established	companies	have	a	set	of	proven	techniques	that	have	

shown	to	work.	They	can	apply	this	best	practice	knowledge	to	their	strategic	choices.	When	

making	their	analytical	calculations	they	can	draw	on	their	experience,	and	better	predict	the	

outcome.	Our	research	has	shown	that	traditionally,	the	strategic	management	field	has	been	

dominated	by	a	large	focus	on	this	type	of	approaches	to	strategy,	focusing	on	designing,	planning	

and	positioning,	dominated	by	the	theories	of	Michael	Porter.	This	however	is	an	approach	that	is	

not	really	tailored	to	the	nature	startups.	We	have	found	that	newer,	experimental	approaches,	

address	the	startup	model	specifically	by	replacing	long-term	planning	with	experimentation	and	

fast	hypothesis	testing;	this	field	is	dominated	by	the	Lean	Startup	.		

	

This	research	has	also	provided	insight	into	a	growing	category	of	businesses,	the	digital	platform	

companies.	We	have	found	that	by	being	a	matchmaker	between	two	peers,	platforms	create	new	

sources	of	supply	and	most	likely	underperform	certain	features	in	favor	of	e.g.	lowering	the	price.	

This	attracts	users	to	the	platform	and	the	network	effects	ensures	that,	as	the	user	base	grows,	

the	platform	value	increases,	which	then	makes	the	platform	appeal	to	more	users	and	eventually	

captures	the	mainstream	market.	The	potential	of	that	market	is	very	big	if	the	platform	is	able	to	

create	new	user	behavior	by	growing	their	supply	and	demand	sides.	We	examined	that	these	

characteristics	fit	very	well	to	Christensen’s	theory	of	disruptive	innovation,	being	based	around	

the	same	development	curve.		

	

Based	on	a	discussion	of	these	three	approaches	to	strategy,	namely	the	traditional-,	

experimental-,	and	disruptive	approaches	this	thesis	has	provided	five	hypotheses,	with	regards	to	

the	strategic	approach	in	startups	compared	to	established	companies,	as	well	as	the	ideal	
approach	in	digital	platform	startups.		



	

	 118	

The	main	assumption	of	the	hypotheses	was	that	companies,	as	they	go	through	different	stages	

in	their	life	cycles,	need	to	apply	different	strategic	approaches	to	succeed	in	their	journeys.	The	

first	four	hypotheses	examined	that	experimental	approaches	with	focus	on	hypothesis	testing	

and	learning,	would	be	the	best	approach	to	use	in	startups;	whereas	as	the	company	matures	

into	an	established	stage,	a	shift	to	the	traditional	approaches	that	favor	deliberate	planning	and	

positioning,	would	be	the	best	fit.	The	fifth	hypothesis	examined	that	the	disruptive	innovation	

theory	is	tailored	to	digital	platform	companies	in	general,	i.e.	startups	and	established	companies.	

Yet,	it	also	pointed	out	that	it	would	be	easier	to	apply	in	startups	than	in	established	companies.		

	

The	hypotheses	were	tested	by	conducting	interviews	in	Danish	startups	and	established	

companies	within	the	digital	platform	category.	The	results	confirmed	four	out	of	five	of	the	

hypotheses.	Yet,	we	still	do	not	consider	to	having	confirmed	our	initial	assumption	of	applying	

experimental	approaches	in	the	startup	stage	of	the	company	and	then	changing	to	traditional	

approaches	in	the	more	mature	stage	of	the	company.	We	examined	that	even	though	results	

were	leaning	slightly	towards	one	side	in	startups	and	slightly	towards	another	side	in	established	

companies,	the	reality	was	not	as	one-sided	as	following	purely	one	approach	in	one	stage	of	a	

company’s	life	and	changing	to	another	in	a	different	stage.		

	

We	evaluated	that	the	key	to	succeeding	was	rather	a	combination	of	the	different	approaches,	

not	one	at	a	time.	The	more	different	approaches	the	strategist	is	aware	of,	the	better	decisions	

will	he	or	she	be	able	to	make.	Based	on	these	findings	we	have	provided	a	guide,	a	set	of	advice	

to	the	entrepreneurs	and	venture	capitalists	within	the	digital	platform	category	in	Denmark.	The	

fundamental	idea	behind	this	guide	is	that	if	all	of	the	steps	are	given	consideration	and	

implemented	in	the	process	of	going	to	market,	the	probability	of	succeeding	with	the	startup	

increases.	The	guide	provides	a	mix	of	both	the	experimental-,	traditional-,	as	well	as	disruptive	

approaches.		

	

We	suggest	that	the	areas	in	the	guide	are	thought	of	when	dealing	with	digital	platform	startups	

in	Denmark.	At	the	same	time	we	advise,	to	increase	the	understanding	of	the	underlying	concepts	

behind	our	recommendations,	entrepreneurs	and	venture	capitalists	shall	get	familiar	with	both	

the	traditional-,	experimental-,	as	well	as	disruptive	literature.	In	that	way,	they	would	be	better	

geared	to	succeed	with	their	businesses.	
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12.	Reflection		

In	this	thesis	we	have	investigated	the	broad	and	complex	area	of	strategy.	As	we	explained	in	

chapter	2,	we	have	been	investigating	this	area	from	the	paradigm	of	hermeneutics.	This	means	

that	our	understanding	is	not	static	but	that	it	changes	in	line	with	the	knowledge	we	gain.	As	we	

have	gained	new	knowledge	throughout	our	theoretical	and	empirical	analysis,	new	perspectives	

and	thoughts	have	arisen	towards	the	end	of	this	process.	These	thoughts	will	be	elaborated	on	

below,	both	explaining	potential	limitations	of	this	thesis	as	well	laying	the	groundwork	for	future	

researchers	to	investigate	certain	aspects	further.		

12.1.	Classification	of	approaches	

In	this	thesis	we	have	been	working	with	examining	experimental-,	traditional-,	and	disruptive	

approaches	as	different	waves	within	the	literature.	The	way	we	have	clustered	these	waves	is	

within	their	core	focus,	the	overall	ideas.	Something	we	have	found	in	our	analysis	though,	is	that	

the	disruptive	innovation	theory	in	fact	has	a	lot	in	common	with	the	Lean	Startup	approach.	This	

makes	us	realize,	it	might	have	been	more	correct	to	actually	cluster	these	two	into	the	same	

“wave”	under	the	experimental	approaches,	instead	of	separating	them	as	being	opposing	views.	

However,	this	is	not	something	we	easily	would	have	been	able	to	predict	before	doing	our	

analysis.	This	reflection	can	however	be	considered	by	future	researchers	who	may	wish	to	

continue	investigating	the	area	of	strategic	approaches	in	startups	further.		

12.2.	Potential	bias	towards	“Business	school	logic”	

It	is	vital	to	pinpoint	that	we	in	this	thesis	have	been	examining	strategy	using	some	of	the	most	

prominent	theories	taught	in	business	schools.	We	have	interviewed	people	who	have	attended	

business	schools	and	most	likely	learned	these	theories	as	well.	Thus,	even	though	we	seek	to	

provide	a	balanced	research	of	the	field,	we	do	recognize	that	by	interviewing	people	who	have	

been	exposed	to	some	of	the	same	learning	materials,	the	results	we	have	gathered	might	be	

leaning	towards	just	one	side	of	the	strategic	field,	overlooking	other	contradicting	aspects.	To	

address	this,	it	would	be	interesting	to	do	future	research	on	startups	and	entrepreneurs	who	

haven’t	attended	business	schools,	or	come	from	different	fields	of	study,	e.g.	psychology	or	

philosophy.		

12.3.	Disruptive	Innovation	&	Lean	Startup	as	opposing	views?	

In	this	thesis	we	have	been	examining	the	many	similarities	of	the	disruptive	innovation	theory	as	

well	as	the	lean	startup	approach.	However,	we	have	after	doing	this	research	been	speculating	

whether	classifying	these	approaches	as	similar	is	right.	This	is	because	the	Lean	Startup	approach’	

centric	idea	is	getting	your	product	out	to	the	customer,	and	adjusting	it	according	to	their	

feedback.	In	that	way,	the	customer	becomes	a	very	central	part	of	the	strategy-making	process.	
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In	Disruptive	Innovation	theory,	however,	the	main	premise	is	that	organizations	that	follow	

consumer	needs	fail	to	innovate.	When	examining	these	two	views	in	this	way,	the	Lean	Startup	

approach	and	Disruptive	innovation	theory	become	opposing	views	rather	than	holding	similarities	

as	evaluated	in	this	thesis.	We	find	this	is	an	interesting	area	for	future	consideration.		

12.4.	Platform	specific	findings		

We	have	in	this	research	found	that	all	companies,	both	startups	and	established,	were	very	

focused	on	agility	and	fast	prototype	testing.	Something	we	did	not	expect	the	established	

companies	to	be,	according	to	our	theoretical	analysis.	However,	we	wonder	if	this	finding	could	

be	tied	to	the	nature	of	the	digital	platform	business	model	and	industry	in	general.	As	we	have	

claimed	previously,	when	dealing	with	a	fast-paced	industry	within	technology,	agility	and	

changing	direction	fast	becomes	increasingly	important	and	almost	a	criteria	of	succeeding	in	that	

environment.	Thus,	as	we	have	tested	successful	companies	within	this	field,	it	makes	sense	that	

they	are	using	an	approach	that	enables	them	to	be	more	agile.	We	also	wonder	if	fast	prototype	

testing	is	something	so	popular	in	platforms,	not	because	of	the	strategic	consideration	behind	it,	

but	rather	because	of	the	fact	that	testing	features	of	websites	and	within	online	marketing	is	

extremely	easy,	simply	requiring	a	few	clicks,	compared	to	building	prototypes	of	physical	

products.		
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