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This pragmatic paper investigates the normative understanding of “a good startup”. It does so 

by utilizing the sensemaking deployment theory, developed by Karl Weick (1979), as the main 

analytical tool. This allows us to investigate the world of entrepreneurs and Venture 

Capitalists (VCs) in qualitative framework.  

 

Since this paper has an explorative research question, the interviews were conducted via an 

open ended and unstructured interview guide, allowing for an introduction of additional 

perspectives. Six interviews were conducted; three with Ventura Capitalists (VCs) and three 

with entrepreneurs (startup founders). Structuring the interviews and the analysis through 

sensemaking theory, enables both subjective and in depth insights into their perception of “a 

good startup”. Utilizing the data gathered, this thesis aims at accentuating expectations and 

perceptions of “a good startup,” and expose alignments and misalignments of the 

understanding.  

The research determines “a good startup” as a diffuse norm within the Danish scene of 

entrepreneurship. While alignments exist about the understanding of “a good startup” 

between both the VC and the entrepreneur group, more misalignments remain. Their 

sensemaking is fragmented at best, and one of the main misalignments was the lack of ability 

of the entrepreneurs at speaking the financial language, as expected by the VCs. This skill- 

and mindset is important for the venture capitalist's sensemaking of the startup.  

 

Transparency was vital for entrepreneurs as well as VCs. However, the VCs emphasize the 

necessity of transparency when it comes to startup results and progress, while the 

entrepreneurs perceive transparency of the startup team as most important. Another 

important misalignment is the fact that most interviewees have two perceptions of what “a 

good startup” is; their own and their own idea of other people’s definition. This underlines the 

complexity in investigating a diffuse concept and focus groups could help on elaborating and 

developing a deeper understanding of “a good startup”. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
This paper will investigate the concept of “a good startup” in Denmark today. The media has 

increased its focus on entrepreneurship while politicians are appraising the contribution of 

startups’ to society. All in all, startups are considered a vital element of our society, and while 

many people try starting their own business, 9 out of 10, of them fail (Reichstein, 2015; 

Forbes.com, 2015). Lots of qualitative research has investigated this issue and identified 

several fail factors. “a good startup” is would we would like to illuminate. The exploration of 

the ‘wooing process’1 between startups and the money holders, might unlock, the truth about 

this field of entrepreneurship. “A good startup” is by many perceived as one that already, has 

been proven by its achievements. But who is actually judging them, as potentially good 

startups, in order to give them the financing? Usually, the ones judging “a good startup”, 

before it has actually proven, its worth as a business, are the money holders. Winning the 

wooing game and the money holders grace, most be “a good startup”, but why do approved 

startups then still fail? The misalignments, in what “a good startup” is, will be investigated, in 

order to figure out, how to convince the money holders, of the worth of the aspiring startup. 

Politicians and money holders can only be interested in having “good startups” to reveal 

themselves, in order to receive funding and decrease the default rate among startups. 

Becoming better at showing, that the “good startup” are infact good, could help weeding out 

the wrong startups in the wooing for the investors’ money. 

 

1.1 Research Question 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore any misalignments between how venture capitalists 

and entrepreneurs define a “good startup”. Thus, this thesis strives to answer the following 

research question: 

 

Is there any sensemaking misalignments between venture capitalists and startups’ 

interpretation of “a good startup?”? 

 

To guide and aide the research, two sub questions have been developed: 

                                                
1
 The startup application process of fundraising from money holders, venture capitalist 
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How do venture capitalists sensemake “a good startup”? 

 

How do entrepreneur’s sensemake “a good startup”? 

 

To understand the sub sub-questions, an explanation is needed for some of the terms. A 

venture capitalist (VC), is the term of a person, who represents a fund, a money investment 

pool or a person, who wants to invest in startups with his or her own money (Investopedia 

2016). “A good startup” is the VC’s core business. Thus, he attempts at finding signs 

demonstrating the capability of the business, in order to invest in the right startup business’. 

“A good startup” is in fact what the VC’s think are “a good startup”, because at the end of the 

day, they are the ones granting “good startups" money in the hopes of later business success 

(Ibid).  

 

Sensemake is a term introduced in strategy making by Karl Weick (1979). He believes that 

strategy is what involved persons make out of their surroundings and their lifeworld (Weick, 

1979, Husserl, 1936). Sensemaking and lifeworld will be explained in detail later in the theory 

section.  

“A startup is an organization formed to search for a repeatable and scalable 
business model.” (Steve Blank 2010) 

 

In our case a startup is a newly formed company that wants or needs venture capital or other 

kinds of money related investments. money related investments. Not every startup has a 

need for an investment and one could therefore argue that being perceived as a “a good 

startup” by VC’s, is not necessary. This subject of “startups who might be good startups, with 

no need for venture capital” will be put under limitations and discarded from the data 

collection in this scientific paper.  

1.2 Contribution to Research 

This thesis will give an insight into the complex understanding of the term “a good startup”. In 

Denmark a lot of focus is being directed to entrepreneurship and its importance to society 
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(Investopedia, 2014). A lot of quantitative data have been produced on this subject, but the 

alignment of expectations to “a good startup” is fairly overlooked. The research conducted in 

this field is often funded by other stakeholders, who expect objective, quantifiable data, when 

result is presented (FFE, 2014). These stakeholders could in this case be the government, 

paying the research done by e.g. “Fonden for Entrepeniørskab” (Ibid).  

1.3 Assumptions and Biases 

We assume that the interviewees tell the truth, at least their own truth. In sensemaking, one of 

the core principles is that, there is no objective truth (Weick, 1979, Høpner, 2015). If so, 

everybody would make the same sense of the information provided, which is not the case 

(Ibid).  

 

This paper also includes an experiment executed on Facebook and Linkedin. The experiment 

will be explained in the Methodology Chapter, and might be biased. The authors network, on 

both platforms will not present a “the Danish population” representative sample (Newbold, 

2010). Also the fact, that not everyone has a Facebook or Linkedin account in Denmark, 

harms the perfection of a Facebook questionnaire. No further elaboration of the quality criteria 

of quantities research will be explained. 

 

The theory of sensemaking, is in its original form, used in organizations and is later supported 

by the theory of the loose couplings of actors (Weick 1979). Therefore, this paper will 

consider the Danish “startup stage” as one loose organization of clusters of actors. Many 

different actors are influencing and playing on this stage, but this paper will scope to the 

actual picture of the interaction between actors who invest and entrepreneurs, who would like 

their startup to be invested in. Thus, “the Danish startup scene” is an assumption, along with 

its actual existence and its behavior as a loose organization (Ibid).  

 

1.4 Startups, Business Ideas and Entrepreneurs 

We consider the entrepreneur as someone who is part of or has created himself a startup, 

and this startup stems from a business idea. A business idea could be many things, but 
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essentially something that would mean self-employment and hopefully an economic reward 

as well. A startup is a diffuse concept and it will be handled in this paper as newly registered 

company with entrepreneurs as its founders. 

"Someone who exercises initiative by organizing a venture to take benefit of 
an opportunity and, as the decision maker, decides what, how, and how 
much of a good or service will be produced.” – (Businessdictionary.com, 

2007)  

 

Having the expectation that startups are always searching for capital, will not be challenged in 

this paper. The limitation and avoidance of startups, who have no need from capital, could be 

very misaligned with the rest of the startup scene in Denmark if they even consider 

themselves part of it. If they don't consider themselves in this environment, their reality has no 

relevance to this study. Guestimations are lead from “Guess” and “estimations” (merriam-

webster.com, 2009). Guestimations are therefore bad estimations that is based on guesses. It 

is a statistical slag from the 30s, which will be elaborated on later (ibid).  

 

1.5 Limitations 

The following section outlines the thesis limitations and the demarcations of the research 

field.  

 

1.5.1 Difference of VC’s and Business Angels. 

Philanthropist, social investors, green investors, investors, Business Angels, capital funds, 

seed funds and social angels are all incentives and investment types within the investment 

field. This paper will treat them under one term: “Venture capitalist (VC’s)” By segmenting our 

interviewees, the investors, who screen and funds startups, we can limit ourselves to this 

single term, VC’s. 
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1.5.2 Mapping of “The Danish Startup Scene” 

A research topic could have been the mapping of “the danish startup scene” and an 

explanation of its nature and power balance etc. This paper assumes “The Danish Startup 

Scene” exists with differently behaving actors. A PEST2 model or a spin of model PEST 

(PESTEL), could have been used to map and/or clarify this area (Aguilar (1967). The loose 

couplings of the players in the startup scene in Denmark, would be an add on to this matter 

and have enough depth, to cover another Master’s Thesis. 

 

1.5.3 Sensemaking and Sensegiving 

 

It is assumed that the interviewees are telling their “objective” truth and the goal is also not to 

influence the wordings of the interviewees. But ultimately, they share existence, of the 

execution, of the interview will influence people. The interviewees are sensemaking the 

interviewer (the author) and some might turn their sensemaking reality in favor of the 

interviewer's agenda. This matter will not be explored or explained in this paper.  

 

Interviewee ← → Interviewer 

Sensemaking ← → Sensegiving 

1.5.4 Organizational Structures 

Organizational structures are explained by Burton (1998), and the main difference, compared 

to Weick and his theories, is that he perceives organizations as much more open and floating. 

If the more permanent organizations theories were applied in this paper, our view on “the 

Danish startup scene” would not work.  

1.6 Structure of Thesis 

This paper strives to explore possible mismatches between how VCs and startups’ perceive 

the norm, “a good startup”. As in many aspects of life, we make sense of something and start 

                                                
2
 PEST analysis ("Political, Economic, Social and Technological") 
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Figure 1, own 

production 

believing it, thus trying to prove our beliefs to others (Allard-Poesi, 2005). This normality of 

being a human, questions the ontological ideologies.  

“...sensemaking research nonetheless aims to establish objective knowledge 
of these subjective processes. In so doing, it is faced with the interpretive 
paradox implied in seeking an objective science of subjectivity'.” (Allard-

Poesi, 2005)  

 

This paper will look into this paradox and the choice of Weicks’ theory should by fact disable 

any positivism, even though “a fact” refers to objectivism, which leads us back to pragmatism 

(Justensen, 2010, Høpner, 2015). 

The model (Figure 1) underneath, are the overview of the structure of this paper. The 

hypothesis is explorative and this paper will be using a deductive approach. The hypothesis is 

to find alignments and mismatches between the replies given to the two sub research 

questions. Six interviews will 

be conducted, in mother 

tongue and will be as open 

as possible. By opening up 

the questions, we give the 

interviewee time to reason 

and hopefully give the 

retrospective answers (Ibid). 

We want to understand what 

“happened” up to the 

decision, not so much the 

result of the decision itself. 

Therefore, the interviews 

will be conducted in a 

phenomenological way 

(Ibid). The interview replies will be a mixture of all ontologies, but through the analysis, 

objectivism will be let out and handled as multi-objectivism3 (Dutch 1997). 

                                                
3
 A new radical positivistic ideology, that tries to explain the objective world, that is challanged by quantum 

physics.  
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When trends and other findings are discovered, they will be held up against the small 

questionnaire experiment and secondary data, in order to validate them. To be pragmatic is to 

use the best of all worldviews. Multi-objectivism could refer to social constructivism, but the 

difference will be explained and discussed in the following chapter. 

Chapter 2: Methodology 
In this chapter, we will discuss what scientific approach this paper should engage in order to 

answer the research question. Following the dissection of the research approach, the 

techniques and procedures will be elaborated. This includes the selection of tools to gather, 

the primary data and secondary data. The quality criteria’s, will also be discussed in this 

chapter. 

2.1 The Research Onion 

One of the best models to aid mapping of the methodology specter, is Mark Saunders 

research onion, see figure 2 (saunders 2003). This onion appeared back in 2003 and was 

meant to educate business students, but soon its simplicity and the genuineness of the 

model, caught worldwide attention across academic fields. Different schools of science and 

academic branches made their own mutation, of the onion to fit their specific ideologies, but 

the basic onion stayed the same. In order to explain the methodology in this thesis, the onion 

will be peeled layer for layer in the following sections. 
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Figure 2 - Saunders et al., 2003 
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2.1.1 Research Philosophy 

This layer of the onion is a mutated one, some even suggest, adding extra knobs, as we see 

here in figure 3: 

 

Figure 3 

(Derby.ac.uk, 2008) 

 

This edition of the onion was found on Derby university’s webpage and they are referring to 

Saunders 2008, but if Mark Saunders, made this particular onion mutation, is questionable 

(Saunders, 2008).  

 

Nonetheless, this onion questions the original onion by adding the knobs and including 

pragmatism as well. Pragmatism is of high importance for this thesis and its position in this 
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onion is in fact also questionable, if you ask a pragmatist. Choosing one 

ontology over the other will place them differently, in the different 

philosophical stances - just like in politics, where you will find a two-

dimensional spectrum with all the parties from left to right (appendix, picture 

1). The simplification in a two-dimension model, does not give a real picture 

of the specter and the same goes with the ontologies. Being anything non-

positivistic would in fact challenge this onions placement. As this is a 

pragmatic thesis, the placement on the outer left wing is problematic! Being 

pragmatic means knowing, mastering and accepting the different ontology 

ideologies on the basis of context and case, being able to select the best practical solutions 

from the different view of the world's’.  

 

To be an eyeglass juggler with the ability to see the world, case or context with the different 

glasses, is to be pragmatic. To analyze or solve complex issues, pragmatics uses the whole 

spectra of tools, provided by the different ontologies. Good pragmatists are able to defend 

choices, but most ontologies would not validate such behavior when mix crossing scientific 

tools. Pragmatics can choose to select an ontology or not, therefore placing pragmatism on 

the left wing is wrong in the eyes of pragmatics. They would place themselves on top of 

ontology, as an umbrella, raised over the short sighted ideological fanatics. 

This thesis will strive to discuss in the best way possible how to conduct research in practice 

from a pragmatic point of view, based on anti-skepticism4 and fallibilism5 according to Hilary 

Putnam in the 1970’s (Standford.edu, 2013). Ultimately, this research will argue and validate 

the choices made as the best in the context of this Thesis’. 

 

By using pragmatism, we strive to get access to the full toolbox of research methods and 

worldviews. Using the different glasses will provide us with a wide, meta-level allowing us to 

explore our subjects’ worldviews. The sensemaking analysis will be more thorough with a 

pragmatic ontology. By only using one a pair of glasses to understand an interviewee, who 

wears another pair of glasses, can be difficult or even conflicting. Sensemaking can be both 

                                                
4
 Instead of rejecting other worldviews, then they are embraced. 

5
 Fallibilism is the epistemological thesis, that no belief (theory, view, thesis, and so on) can ever be rationally 

supported or justified in a conclusive way. (Iep.utm.edu/fallibil/, 2010) 
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social-constructivist and a phenomenological analysis, depending on one or more people to 

create a “reality”. Sensemaking is far away from positivism and would be very difficult to 

justify by positivistic standards, nonetheless, humans still try to defend subjective opinions 

and feelings with “facts and truths”. A beautiful example from the curriculum of Msc in 

Strategy, Organization and Leadership, Professor Tor Hernes, is the movie “12 Angry Men”, 

where sensemaking and sensegiving is shaping the jury's discussion upon the “objective” 

reality. What seemed to be an easy conviction, ends out in hours long discussion changing 

the jury initial sensemaking of the case.  

2.2 Research Approach 

This thesis will have a classic deductive approach. It have a 

specific goal and hypothesis to explore the possible 

misalignments; the understanding and the reasoning of what 

makes up “a good startup” (Saunders, 2003). If inductive was 

the case, the interviews would have been conducted first followed be the construction of a 

hypothesis, based on the findings (Ibid). 

 

2.2.1 Research Strategy 

The research strategy explains how the Thesis’ approach should be, in order to answer the 

research question. Some of the approaches are quickly expelled from this paper's research 

strategy discussion, simply because of the explorative deductive sensemaking question 

asked. The expelled approaches are archival research and grounded theory (Justensen, 

2010). 

 

This paper will use case studies, consisting of six interviews - three of them with VCs and the 

other three with entrepreneurs. The main reason to conduct interviews is to get to a deeper 

knowledge of the mind of the interviewees in order to conduct the sensemaking analysis. 

“It can offer an insight into the specific nature of any example, and can 
establish the importance of culture and context in differences between cases” 

(ukessays.com, 1.4 line 11, 2015) 
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This paper also strives to have as little influence on the data collected. Pure reflections on the 

subject “a good startup” is the target. By this, an objective measurement of the subjective 

reality is created and hopefully less inflicted by the measurement itself. Even the scientist of 

physics (positivists) might be struggling when conducting experiments without contaminating 

their findings with inflictions from the measurement method. Examples from physics:  

 

 Schrödinger’s cat (Schrödinger, 1935) 

 Dual slit light experiment (Young, 1804) 

 EPR-paradoxes (Einstein, 1935)                             

 

Some physicists even suggest by this fact that the objective truth is in fact multiple 

dimensional or “many-worlds” as David Dutch writes in his book “The Fabric of Reality” 

(1997). 

 

This paper attempts to influence, the data, as little as possible, when collected, even though it 

by ontological standards are not forced to (Justensen, 2010). This view is motivated by the 

explorative purpose. What good is an explorative observation if it is contaminated in the 

gathering process? Yes, the analysis will be a subjective one, but the data collection should 

not be in this case. The data collection is challenged by the necessity of being validated in a 

positivistic matter, because of the subjective answers in the interviews (Justensen, 2010). 

Furthermore, the semi-open/open interview form drives the answers away from a 

“reproduction of data”, which is a positivist validation criteria (Ibid). Challenging the norm of 

positivism with their own multidimensional theory, our six interviews could in fact be six 

different dimensions of the truth. This would in fact mean that the interviews could be treated 

as positivistic when data is gathered correctly (Ibid).  

 

An experiment questionnaire containing one question, on the topic will be conducted, to 

validate the interview findings. This questionnaire will only serve together with secondary data 

as legitimizing the core primary data. The core of this Thesis will be based on a multi method 

approach, see figure 4 (Saunders, 2009). The different interviews will be analyzed three by 
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three (VCs and startups), through Weicks sensemaking and subsequently compared in the 

discussion.  

 

Figure 4 

2.2.2 Time Horizons 

The time horizon is in this case the retrospective analysis of the current picture. This thesis 

aims at demonstrating alignments or misalignments in the current “Danish startup scene”. The 

importance is on how the actors come to make sense of reality and that requires the 

retrospectiveness of the interviewees. 

 

The Methodology Section and Theory is written pre-interviewing and the rest is post-interview. 

The paper has a cross sectional time horizon with already existing data - data must be 

collected and not created (Saunders, 2003). Thus, this is a “snapshot” collection where the 

data is collected at a certain point in time to create a picture (Flick, 2011). 

2.2.3 Techniques and Procedures 

The aim is to investigate how the respondents interpret their own reality (Bryman & Allen, 

2011). The collection procedure for this paper will look like this: 

 

 Three interviews with VC’s (core primary data) 

 Three interviews with entrepreneurs (core primary data) 
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 One questionnaire of one question, as an experiment (non-core primary data) 

 Articles, homepages and other research (secondary data) 

  

2.2.4 Secondary Data  

The secondary data will mainly be scientific papers and books from the CBS-library. Some 

external articles have been used, but only if their sources are from respected and validated 

sources. These sources have been subjectively evaluated by the author.  

 

2.2.5 Primary Data 

Primary data will be gathered via three interviews with VC’s, followed by three interviews with 

entrepreneurs, who at some point in their life needed venture capital or needs venture capital.  

The interviews will be conducted in their mother tongue, in order to make the interviewees 

feel safe and confident in explaining themselves and their thoughts at a deeper level 

(Justensen 2010). 

 

The first three interviews will be close to a phenomological interview form, where theme is 

more the norm than open questions. The interviews will be of two topic-questions and one 

formal introduction question. The introduction is basically “who are you and what do you do?”. 

This question is important for this source requirement and to legitimize why this person is 

interviewed. Furthermore, it validates the data in the interview by demonstrating that this in 

fact is a person who is working as a VC or as an entrepreneur. 

The two questions are discussed as themes, yet they are very speculatively planned and 

delivered.  

 

“What do you feel is “a good startup”?” and “How come you feel that way today?” 

 

These topic-questions are formed in a way to tap into the interviewee’s subjective opinion 

about “a good startup” and their retrospective thoughts about it. Telling the interviewee that 

the question will be reflective, gives them time to consider its implications and expand on the 

explanation. The question is deliberately directing the interviewee into a retrospective and 
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deep answer. It is a risky plan, because in many cases people are not so easily persuaded 

into deeper answers in a coffee’s time. The personal bond and the safe and secure 

environment is hard to create for the interviewer (Justensen 2010). The interviewer therefore 

strives to conduct the interviews on their home courts or at p0laces selected by the 

interviewee. The reason why five times five hours’ interview with every VC has not been 

conducted is very simple: They do not have time to spare for questionnaires and interviews. 

Therefore, I went with the coffee time approach which is about 20 minutes. 

 

The three interviews with the entrepreneurs follow the same approach, but here there is much 

more goodwill in time spend for these interviews, as they share the solidarity of writing a 

Master’s Thesis. Most of the entrepreneurs are students or recent graduates and therefore 

understand what a research demands. The interview style will be very similar as that of the 

VC’s but a “sensegiving” question will also be included. 

 

In both cases, we are dealing with people who are more open to talk than the expected norm, 

hence the shared fact that VC’s need to talk and network with new startups and vice versa, to 

ultimately succeed in their respective roles.  

 

2.2.6 A Short Introduction of the Interviewees: 

Venture Capitalist / Investors 

A Venture Capitalist (VC) is a person with money who joins a business adventure (Ibid). 

“Capitalist” gives a signal of money motivation or greed (Dictionary.com, 2016). Today it is 

very clear that anybody, who invest with an expected return as motivation, is a VC. If one of 

the motivational factors is not ROI (Return Of Investment), the person would be called a 

philanthropist (Dictionary.com, 2016). There are many different types of investors in between, 

but this paper will not be discussing them. See limitations. 

 

The VC covers all of the money motivated investors and in this paper the author will try to aim 

for the people who are most present as investors. Business Angels (BA) and Capital Funds 

are much alike, and as will be outlined later, some Business Angels venture together in 



 
20 

groups, acting like Capital Funds themselves (keystones.dk, 2000). The deep analysis of BA 

vs VC is not discussed in this paper either. See limitations. The VC’s targeted for the 

interviews are handpicked to fit in this context. They did or do receive startup pitches and 

have invested in startups. 

Entrepreneurs: The People Within Startups 

Entrepreneurs are individuals who start up business. This might require fundraising or other 

types of capital to put the idea into work. These people might stay in their businesses or hand 

it over to do other things. The entrepreneurs chosen for this research are specifically selected 

via their activities in startups who have engaged in venture capital. 

 

2.2.7 Quality Criteria for Interviews 

The semi structured interviews, are phenomenologically executed and has a “non-structured” 

approach (Justensen, 2015; Gillham, 2005). The interview will therefore have a theme and 

not specific questions with one answer. Gillham (2005) argues that a semi- or non-

constructed interview could prevent the natural stream of the interviewee’s flow of reflections. 

The biggest difference lies within the subjective influence acceptance compared to social 

constructivism (Justensen 2010). In all other ontologies than phenomenological it is 

considered a bias for the interviewer to be active in the “sensemaking” of the “theme” (this is 

not related to the sensemaking theory). Keeping this in mind and trying to extract the deeper 

perceptions of the interviewees, the interviews conducted will use following techniques: 

Ease the interview in with an inviting, warm and relaxed atmosphere. 

 

Interviewer and interviewee will spend “social” time together beforehand. Interviewer is aware 

of the 20 minutes and its initial formal question and the two themes. The interviewer will only 

ask extra questions to keep the conversation going. If extra questions are asked, they have to 

be related to existing topics and statements already mentioned by the interviewee. 

Body Language is used to show interest and joy urging the interviewee to expand on their 

views, while mother Tongue is always preferred. 
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According to Gillhams table (Figure 5), 

the interview starts before the questions 

are asked(Gillham 2005:31f). The warm 

up of the interviewees is necessary to 

get good, deep data, but these methods 

could also be criticized for interfering 

with the data delivered (Gillham, 2005). 

Being aware of these matters 

beforehand and taking them into 

consideration when conducting the 

interviews seems to be the best 

pragmatic way.  

 

Talking about deeper retrospective matters is easier in the interviewee's native language. Five 

of respondents were interviewed in Danish and one in English (Justensen, 2010). 

The techniques and approaches are following the idea of Gillham’s three phase interview 

approach; before, during and after the interview (Gillham, 2005). The questions in the 

interview are asked in an innocent and soft manner, to charm and emphasize the importance 

of exactly their answer (Gillham, 2005). The interviewer also aims at nurturing the 

respondents by asking in a specific manner, to make them feel special and emphasize the 

importance and necessity of their contribution as respondents (ibid). Had the questions been 

expressed in a non-personal and quantitative matter, the personal depth of the answers might 

be very shallow and short (Ibid). 

 
2.2.8 The Questionnaire Experiment 

In order to make a good quantitative questionnaire, many factors count and the quality 

criteria's judged upon, differs between ontologies. However, some criteria's still counts for all 

of them. The selection of population and a representative sample is always a good indicator 

of the precision of the questionnaire. Getting answers from one zip code would unlikely 

represent the whole of Denmark. Naturally, the sample could result in the national mean, thus 

this is guesstimate or luck. 

Figure 5 
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The questionnaire investigating the Danish norm of “a good startup” has been shared online 

on Facebook and Linkedin. The questionnaire contains one question only, asking “What do 

you feel is a good startup?”, with the possibility to give multiple answers (appendix, The 

experiment). But not only the multiple answers, but also the possibility to add more text 

answers for others to see and vote for. This approach is by every ontology wrong or at least 

bad quality. Therefore, this experiment will be treated as non-core data and only taken into 

consideration in the discussion, if any extreme abnormalities or correlations appear.  

 

This questionnaire can give an indication of the alignment of the primary core research with 

the rest of the Danish population. Not that it has to be since VC’s and startups are considered 

a sub segmentation, but it might bring some validation or devaluation for the analysis of this 

paper in general. The Danish population is the expectation of my network reach. The 

questionnaire will be in Danish, to avoid foreigners interrupting the data, but in a positivistic 

manner, the network of the author does not represent a statistical random sample of the 

Danish population (Justensen, 2010). Since this questionnaire is an inductive experimental 

probe of a general norm, this paper will make no further elaboration of the potential biased 

sample.   

2.3.1 Sub conclusion on Methodology 

In order to answer the research questions, a pragmatic worldview, has been chosen and will 

be further explained in the following chapter (Theories). With all doors open, this paper 

elaborates on this specific context, in order to utilize the toolbox in the best way possible. 

Three interviews from VCs and three interviews from entrepreneurs will be conducted and 

constitutes the core data of this paper. The interviews will be as openly structured as 

possible. This phenomenological execution will help in getting the real, individual 

sensemaking of the topic. The questionnaire experiment will hopefully validate some of the 

elements said in the interviews, but is considered as non-core data, because of the bias it 

might have.    
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Chapter 3: Theory 
In this chapter the theories of this paper will be elaborated. First a deeper understanding of 

Karl Weick and pragmatism will be discussed. Here after, the analytic tools of sensemaking 

and sensegiving will be explained. These tools will be the backbone of this paper and will be 

the center which the analysis will evolve. 

3.1 Weick the Disruptor 

Karl Weick (born October 31, 1936), is the founder of the theoretical 

concepts of Mindfulness, Organizations as Loose Couplings and 

Sensemaking in organizational perspectives (Høpner, 2015). 

Weick was on the forefront in disrupting the normal, classic and neo 

classic economic schools since the 1970’s. His first impactful book about 

sensemaking: “The Social Psychology of Organizing” from 1979 was very 

self-defending and quite explorative, written in an essay like style. The 

“open” definitions about the new theories were, for many people, very vague (Høpner, 2015).  

 

This vague and open strategy of delivery is very commonly used. Marketing bureaus are 

dealing with this matter in every sentence they write; “Mars bar is the cheapest” contra “Mars 

bar gives the best value for money” (Hoffman, 2004). The first is a measurable fact and the 

second is not. Therefore, the disbelievers of Weicks theories will have a harder time to 

counter argue and dismiss his work (Høpner, 2015). The need for this strategy was due to the 

radical thinking in organizations, which would disrupt the popular main theories in business 

(ibid). One of his skeptics said this about Weick: 

 

“He thinks jiddisch and talk jiddisch.” - Maanen 1995 (Høpner, 2015)  

 

Jiddisch is a sub-Germanic language (Høpner, 2015) and Maanen is referring to another 

quote by Herbert Simon, where sociologic scientists are appreciated by being able to “think 

Jiddisch but explain in English” (ibid). Therefore, Maanen is stating, that Weick lacks the 

ability to explain his theories.  
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Weick also attempts at applying his theory on Micro, Meso6 and Macro level at the same time, 

which in the author's opinion is a pity, since he struggles to place the theory between social 

constructivism and phenomenology (Ibid). This struggle is the same, for this paper and was 

discussed earlier. Weick often refers to the following scholars: Mead 1967, Blumer 1975, 

James 2000, Dewey 2012 (Ibid), who are all pragmatics. This takes us back to the essences 

of this paper: Pragmatism (Ibid). This underlines the pragmatic perspective of this paper and 

the correlation with Weicks sensemaking theories.  

3.2 Sensemaking 

How do humans interpret and understand the world? This is sensemaking and its subjective 

understanding that are in focus. According to Weick, the sensemaking process happens on 

seven levels. The seven elements are not split up in different stages or in different time 

aspects (Høpner, 2015, Weick, 1995), but continuously interact and transform the 

sensemaking process in the subject. The seven elements are: 

 

1. Social sensemaking.  

2. Identity sensemaking.  

3. Retrospective sensemaking.  

4. Leads - Sensemaking creation upon leads. 

5. A continually sensemaking process. 

6. Plausible - sensemaking generated by plausibility, not facts. 

7. Enactment - sensemaking from actions.  

 

These seven elements will be the core theory in analyzing the six interviews. This chapter will 

go deeper into Weicks theory about the seven elements. 

 

Social sensemaking is the social process, where the subject interact with others. This could 

be the language, frequency of meeting and who is met for instance on a daily basis. In this 

                                                
6
 Meso – Greek word that means “In the middle” 



 
25 

specific case, it could be the validation with coworkers or co-investors, when elaborating if 

startups are good or not. 

  

Identity sensemaking is the multi mask universe. Weick argues that we change inner identity 

according to how we function with our surroundings. This subconscious behavior continuously 

changes our focus, thought-streams and -patterns. “A parliament of identities” -Mead (Weick 

1995). A conscious exercise about different identities is e.g. “The 6 hats theory” (appendix, 6 

hats).  

  

Retrospective sensemaking is what we have reflected upo: 

“Life can only be understood backwards; but it must be lived forwards.”  

-Søren Kirkegaard, (Dermot Moran, 2002).  

 

Reality is now, intellectual thoughts are always in the past (Weick 1995). Therefore, in the 

eyes of Weick, sensemaking will always be retrospective. This matters for millisecond-

thoughts and for long term, retro-reflections. In this paper we look for multiple timelines within 

the retrospective sensemaking. The interviews are structured to stimulate this sensemaking, 

from the interviewees.  

 

Sensemaking on or from leads:  Humans are notorious for looking after patterns and 

sensemake on leads. Our brains are by evolution constructed to enhance these pattern 

analyses. This is one of the key factors in survival in prehistoric times and later human 

Intelligence. Humans today are quickly at building sense around a few hunches and leads 

(Weick 1995, Høpner, 2015). In some cases, it could even turn out to be bad social skills, if 

this sensemaking from leads is controlling a person to much. Naive, jealous, better knowing 

and judgmental people could be a directly linked abnormality to overdo this type of making 

sense (Freud, 1922, Salovey, 1991). Emotions today are often explained with events that 

happened earlier (Weick 1995, Høpner, 2015). These events may not look alike, but they feel 

alike (ibid).  
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To describe Ongoing sensemaking, Weick uses the term “Thrownness”, that he translated 

from the German term “geworfenheit,” used by Heidegger (Høpner 2015). It basically means 

to be thrown into the middle of something. Acting now and trying to make sense of it all, while 

you act. Situations that force you to act before thinking and use your intuition, that is ongoing 

sensemaking. Sensemaking driven by plausibility and not facts: 

“We seek an explanation, not the explanation - we seek a solution, not the 
solution.” - Høpner, 2015 

Sometimes people tend to quickly adapt the first and best explanation with no regard to 

accountability or truth. There are many reasons why and these will not be elaborated in this 

paper. Erasmus Montanus had his quarrel, convincing his village that the worlds are round 

(Holdberg, 1722) and when Christopher Columbus arrived in “India” (Haiti), he of course met 

the Indians (Smithsonianmag.com). These are good examples of plausibility sensemaking.  

 

Sensemaking through Enactment: 

You act; therefore you are influencing reality (Weick 1995, Høpner 2015). This Weick 

statement is contradictory to positivism and most religions. “Enactment” could also be read as 

“act in interaction” and interaction needs multiple players. Therefore, this word leads to social 

constructivism and with this case in mind, is about looking at a socially constructed norm. 

Thus, the “Enactment” sensemaking will therefore be perceived as the individual actions in a 

social context.       

 

3.3 Sensegiving 

In sensemaking the subject is the “victim” of the factors around it. Like the seven elements 

explained in the chapter before, we seem to be “helpless” in Weicks first theory from 1979. 

Sensegiving is a direct derivation from the sensemaking theory, and just like Isaac Newton 

famously said: 

“To every action, there is an equal reaction” (Principa mathmatica, 1687) 

Giving sense to others is one of the opportunities given from Weicks sensemaking theory. 

This powerful force is all around us, every day, but doing it systematically in a sensegiving 
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perspective, has only been done since 1979. If the word “sensegiving” as a theory was not 

formed before, nobody could have followed the theory right? False, just like the laws of 

physics have been followed before, they were discovered and put into a knowledge sharing 

process (books, paper, inventions, structures). To give sense to others have been a part of 

humanity, since the Stone Age. Deliberately teaching our kids anything, is sensegiving. We 

even give sense to others without even knowing, but by utilizing sensegiving as a tool, we 

become aware of it. Manipulation, magic tricks, presentations, sales and motivation are 

common uses of sensegiving. Sensegiving will in this case be defined as “Deliberately 

influencer”.  

 

”[...]sensemaking” has to do with meaning construction and reconstruction 
between the involved parties as they attempted to develop a meaningful 
framework for understanding the nature of the intended strategic change. 
”Sensegiving” is concerned with the process of attempting to influence the 

sensemaking and meaning construction of others toward a preferred 
definition of organizational identity” (Gioia & Chittipeddi 1991;  438-441) 

 

Therefore, this paper, will skim the interviews for any leads that could show sensegiving 

behavior, either as the interviewee receiving somebody(s) sensegiving, or the interviewees 

own sensegiving behavior.  

3.4 Sub Conclusion on Theory 

By getting a deeper understanding of the inventor of the sensemaking theories, we can 

conclude that both social constructive and phenomological approaches were intentional. 

Therefore the pragmatic view was the obvious choice to counter Weicks micro, meso, macro 

levels of interpretation. The sensemaking can therefore be utilized to its full extend. 

Chapter 4: Analysis 
In the analysis, we will utilize the tools from the theory chapter. The sensemaking elements 

will be the analytical glasses to apply on the data collected. First the sensemaking will be 

applied on the VCs and secondly on the entrepreneurs. Hereafter sensegiving will be applied 
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VC’s 

Startup 

 

 

 

on all of the interviews in one bundle. The experiment will be divireved and lastly the 

secondary data will be reviled. 

4.1 Sensemaking and VCs 

Utilizing the seven elements from Weicks’ Theory about sensemaking, this chapter will 

analyze the three VC interviews. The analysis will be divided in the seven elements and all 

three interview findings will be analyzed together under each element. An extra category will 

be added with the essential findings that did not fall into one of the seven elements. First we 

will find the sensemaking alignments and misalignments within the VCs’ interviews 

4.1.1 Sensemaking in a social process (1) 

Interviewee 1, talks about the validation process at 

Vækstfonden7: The goal of this process is to create a 

realistic picture of the startup, who had applied for 

funds (Appendix, interview 1, AG.1). He tells about 

the interactive communication between the startup 

and the personnel of Væktsfonden. This stage is 

naturally after the screening process, when an 

investment assessment has been approved. This 

social sensemaking process is not only inter-party but also intra-party. This means that while 

Vækstfonden and the startup is making sense of reality, they also attempt to - or are being 

forced to - make sense within their own organization and team (Appendix, interview 1, AG.2). 

Valuation is a capitalistic measurement tool, to simply put a price on the idea or startup. If the 

startup is cheap, the ROI (Return Of Investment) will get bigger, but that could be considered 

as a steal from the founders (Appendix, interview 2, SK.1).  

 

This Negotiation process is something another VC-interviewee is very aware of too 

(Appendix, interview 2, SK.2). He even goes as far as to speculate on the amount of sacrifice 

the entrepreneurs are willing to pay (ibid). The social process of what “a good startup” is, is 

very different among the VC’s. One of them is an individual investor, but expresses himself by 

                                                
7
  

Figure 6 
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emphasizing the fact that “we” invest instead of "I" (ibid). Throughout the interview, small hints 

of the “we” construction is being used. The interviewer addressed this “we” and got an 

explanation (Appendix, interview 2, SK.3). He revealed that they are a little group of investors, 

who meet up and assesses the startup investment offers they receive every two weeks (ibid). 

The bands of investors are especially appreciated, by the VC-interviewee, due to their 

different fields of expertise.  

 

At these meetings, they pitch the ideas for each other, which indicate, that they do not 

receive, the startup ideas, as an organization like Vækstfonden, who receives their startup 

ideas, through the same entry channel. The ideas are most likely given through the network of 

the individual investor and then it is up to the individual investor, to pitch the idea for the 

group. This process makes it hard for “a good startup” to approach this investor union. Should 

they hand our VC-interviewee their business idea within IT or should they avoid him as an 

entry? He has no IT knowledge he says, yet he might be an easy access to the union. 

However, what happens if he has to pitch the startup idea? That could be a quick rejection 

because of the lack of IT insight from this VC (appendix, interview 2, SK.3).  

 

One VC-interviewee favors passion over his own knowledge about the business idea 

(Appendix, interview 2, SK.4). Yet to emphasize, the fact, that the VCs are reluctant to be 

worried, if the startups representation of “reality” does not match his own pre-interpretation 

worldview (Appendix, interview 3, SD.5). The social interaction is not specified and the 

interviewer senses, the word using passion and presentation, is most likely a “pitch format” in 

front of multiple investors (Appendix, interview 1, AG.3). The initial contact from the startup 

could have been an e-mail or letter, containing the business idea. The VC’s often refers to the 

pitch which paints the picture of the startup, which is an action of wooing from the startup 

directed at the investors (ibid). In this exercise trust and interest of conflicts are at stake.  

 

Firstly, there is an expectation of how the entrepreneur will (motivated by his interests) paint a 

better picture of reality (ibid). This is what the VC’s expect from the startups (Appendix, 

interview 1, AG.3; Appendix, interview 2, SK.5; Appendix, interview 3, SD.1). The trust 

relationship is something they all mention throughout the interviews and the expectations for it 
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Figure 7 

to be in good order (ibid). Trust is often mentioned and especially when it is broken (ibid). 

Episodes of broken trust, as a result of a faulty transparency, have been revealed in the 

interviews (ibid). When startups attempt at displaying a (too) good picture of reality, than what 

the investors see, it is considered a straight up lie (Appendix, interview 1, AG.3). When is a 

reality picture too far from that of the investors? We assume that VCs’ perception of a lie is 

when manipulated numbers are given but disguised as objective numbers. It can be 

compared to deliberately putting wrong numbers on your tax statement. If a straight up lie is 

discovered, the relationship will be destroyed beyond repair according to one of the 

interviewees (Ibid). Transparency is very important to all of our VCs and this is in the big 

picture very aligned. Trust however are affected differently and the line between 

lies/interpretations are a gray zone. 

 

Financial understanding is important in a startup: Rumors about bad cash flow control 

sometimes kills of good startups that easily could have survived (Appendix, interview 3, 

SD.2). This might be a small reflection, from one of the VC, about the cash flow control, 

should be obvious or tacit knowledge (Polanyi, 1966). The nature of “financial understanding” 

is unclear. Cash flow control is one thing that must be in 

order, according to the rumor. The VC points out that 

“financial understanding” are needed in a correlation, with the 

financial challenges of the startup idea. The startup should 

consider their level of financial understanding, when they 

enter a sector with great financial focus, see figure 6.   

 

4.1.2 Sensemaking with Different Identities (2) 

When a startup initiates the communication with VCs, the picture it paints must be persuasive 

and compelling, in order for the receiver to introduce it to his VC group (Appendix, interview 1, 

AG.4). This could be through an application process or by direct communication, e-mail, 

phone etc. The identity of the receiver is forced to switch, if he brings the business idea to the 

table of his VC group. Now the receiving VC has to convey the picture painted by the startup, 

in a convincing manner to his group of investors (Appendix, interview 1, AG.5). Only one of 

Financial 
Knowlagde 

Financial 
Challenges 
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the VC-interviewees did not speak directly of this matter, but he did not reject this fact either. 

The identity swap is definitely changing the VC’s sensemaking by putting them in the 

entrepreneurs’ shoes: “So these 200 companies, I took them and made a screening result on 

them, and presented it to the partners” (appendix, interview 1, AG.5).  

 

Steps towards 

investment 

Startup/Entrepren

eur 

VC Interviewees VC Group 

Application Business Idea   

Validation  VC  

Group Presentation  Startup 

Representative 

 

Decision/Valuation   VC (Yes/No) 

 

 

This identity swap also causes problems, because the conflict of interest is obvious. Personal 

preferences are traceable and definitely inflicting the wooing process of the startups. The VC-

interviewees know that they consider themselves old-school, and that means not very 

knowledgeable about it, software and apps ((Appendix, interview 1, AG.6; (Appendix, 

interview 1, AG.1)).  

 

“A good startup” could fall under the personal preferences of the entry-VC, who is filtering or 

even rejecting the proposal. Not because a new app cannot be a very potent investment, but 

simply because the picture painted would stray too far away from the VC’s sensemaking 

reality specter. If the VC is even convinced, how would he be able to present and sell it to his 

VC group? These thoughts all come back to the personal preferences and also what “a 

startup” is.  
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One of the VCs states the following: “I mean, a startup doesn't necessarily have to be a within 

the IT industry, a startup could be founding an element factory in China” (Appendix, interview 

2, AG.6). He thinks that the norm or the interviewers interpretation of “a startup” is equal to 

IT/tech. Throughout the analyses, different interpretations will appear and this definition og “a 

startup”, is therefore a misalignment. 

 

All of the VC-interviewees often starts out with ”I”, but quickly it turns into ”we or one”. In the 

cases of “we”, it is the VC group attachment that comes to play and the fact, that they always 

rely on the group’s approval to make mutual sensemaking. In the case of “one” they refer to 

what they think is normative investor behavior. 

4.1.3 Sensemaking in Retrospect (3) 

All of the interviews are very retrospective and are structured in a way to stimulate the 

retrospective answers, and even retrospective, retrospective sensemaking occurs, which is a 

past-time memory of a retrospective thought, that is told today.  

One of the VCs was asked about “other things that comes to mind”, when addressing “a good 

startup”. He gets a "eureka"8-moment and proudly answers:  

 

“Scalability”. “Hmm, scalability, is very important, when you talk venture capital.” (Appendix, 

interview 1, AG.7). 

 

Phenomenologist argue that this answer is forced and all other ontologists argue that it was 

necessary, to tap into his memory to retrieve the data (Justensen 2010). The happiness in his 

voice demonstrates that he was kind of relieved that he did not forget such an important factor 

used to validate the startups on. Especially the implicit or tacit knowledge, that is considered 

common sense, is easy to forget (Polanyi, 1966). Scalability seems to be this case and not a 

factor forced from the interviewer. 

 

                                                

8
 Eureka effect, the sudden, unexpected realization of the solution to a problem. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eureka_effect
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When asked about how their opinion of “a good startup” was generated, different sources 

come to mind. The bootcamp was defiantly in a retrospective matter a positive influence on 

the investor’s sensemaking about startups (appendix, interview 3, SD.3). The interviewee 

even recommends this sort of bootcamp for both investors and entrepreneurs. Other 

interviewees are stating, that their opinion was shaped by the VC group they were working 

with (Appendix, interview 1, AG.8). All of the interviewees are talking about their validation 

sensemaking process of “a good startup”, but most important, is the retrospective thoughts, 

about how their valuation screening process has been flawed. They all talk about the startups 

they considered “a poor startup”, who turned out to be “a good startup” (Appendix, interview 

1, AG.9; Appendix, interview 2, SK.4; Appendix, interview 3, SD.4). This shows that they, are 

aware of their nonperfect validation screening and that “good startups” should aim for the right 

VCs to approach. It also emphasizes the need for trying multiple times, if rejected. 

4.1.4 Sensemaking with Focus on leads (4) 

Painting the picture, will always be, an effort, to shape the reality, by leads and expectations 

(Appendix, interview 1, AG.3). The fine balance between being unrealistic and show reality in 

a short pitch, is a difficult skill to master. The investors are keen to analyze on the leads the 

entrepreneur is presenting (Appendix, interview 3, SD.1). Small wordings are for one investor 

signals, about the depth of the startups self-reflection and progress (apendex, interview 1, 

AG.10). Also, the use of buzzwords is to some VCs disguising the reality (Appendix, interview 

1, AG.11). However, one interviewee was expressing that his warning signals activated when 

a startup did not know about the word “runway” (Appendix, interview 3, SD.5). This mean that 

a startup has to know terms like runway, in order to be considered “a good startup”.  

 

Studying for 8 years, at business universities, the word “runway”, was first exposed to me in 

Marts-2015 (Comment from the author). The expectation from the VC and his correlation 

between “financial understanding” and the term “runway” is up for debate. Naturally, “runway” 

could be formulated in “how many months does the startup have, before it defaults?” and that 

could clarify a lot, for the entrepreneur standing in the spotlight pitching (Appendix, interview 

3, SD.5). Yet the question is, if this VC is aware of this “runway” question. Most likely not, 

since he in Danish still uses the word “runway” (Appendix, interview 3, SD.5). Therefore 
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“runway” will be considered a buzzword, and that shows the misalignment of the reception 

from our VCs. The “financial understanding” is therefore also twisted, because to some 

people, new trendy economical words are positive while others see them as negative 

(Appendix, interview 1, AG.2). This shows that the language, the startup should speak, is the 

one of the VC, they are approaching.  

The VCs general opinion about guestimations is that the more present, the more 

unsafe(Appendix, interview 3, SD.1). This leads to the conclusion of:  

 

Less guestimation  nearer marked  less risk  more attractive  higher valuation 

 

Some of these assumptions are further analyzed in the plausibility (6) section. 

4.1.5 Sensemaking as an Ongoing process (5) 

The ongoing sensemaking is generously explained by one of the VCs. He argues, that 

investors should see and understand the ongoing process startups might have to deal with, 

before reaching their goals (Appendix, interview 1, AG.12).This strategy is in project 

management called “agile” or “probing” (Lewis 2007). This topic is very much aligned with the 

entrepreneurs who were interviewed (Appendix, interview 2, SK.1).  

 

All of the VCs express that they undergo an ongoing sensemaking process, every time they 

have to make sense of a picture getting painted by a startup (Appendix, interview 1, AG.3). 

They are stating that they from idea to idea, will “throw” themselves into the sensemaking 

(Appendix, interview 2, SK.1). However, this might not be a real ongoing sensemaking 

process, since they don’t act and then make sense. They are ready to receive a pitch, which 

they already are familiar with the topic of. It can be argued that opening the door for the 

startup, to come in and paint a picture, is inductive enough. By making the correlation to 

figure 6 and deductive  inductive behavior, both arguments can be defended. If a VC 

goes to a startup pitch and is completely open-minded, or naive about, what is to come, that 

is definitely “throwness” and inductive. Many clues of an explorative deductive behavior are 

present in the interviews. The alignment lies, within the openness and willingness to engage, 

a new sensemaking on every new startups wooing proposal. 
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4.1.6 Sensemaking Driven by Plausibility, Not Facts (6) 

Many plausibility sensemaking processes are often coupled with the sensemaking from leads 

process (Weick, 1979, høpner. 2015). Yet the main difference is that sensemaking from 

leads, is when you need to understand the situation now, while sensemaking from plausibility 

is more about making generalizations, about all situations and the acknowledgement of that 

fact is therefore the truth (Ibid). Some people conclude more often, that if their sensemaking 

from leads applies to them, then it must apply to all in general. Luckily our interviewees are 

better off, than the townsfolks in Erasmus Montanus, but some plausibility sensemaking does 

still occur, which is considered a human normality (Ibid). The timeline of “a good startup”, is a 

heavily discussed by the VCs and they have different timespans in mind about startups, but it 

is a normality among investors to have different investment horizons (investopedia.com, 

2013). The alignment in a plausibility, they all make is, that for example: per definition a three-

month budget is more true or real than a twelve-month budget. This is a fact created by 

plausibility. 

 

Another element that is driven by plausibility is the physical presence of a product: A 

prototype of your hardware, will generate a lot of trust and safety for the VCs (Appendix, 

interview 1, AG.13). The “good App/web platform startups” are on the contradictory, based 

upon the share amount of users on boarded, thus possible lack of coding behind ((Appendix, 

interview 1, AG.14).  

 

The last plausibility, is the “the good team”. Successful teams will always succeed. If a startup 

defaults it cannot have been “a good team” after all. One of the interviewees addresses this 

generalization, by saying: “Of course, it is naturally a good team and a good CEO, who are in 

the companies that perform well, there’s a bit of bias in that.” (Appendix, interview 1, AG.15). 

He is questioning this factum, since many factors play in when determining if a startup 

succeeds or not, he argues, that the appraisal of CEOs and their teams not always should 

count as startup success. Unsuccessful startups can have good CEOs and teams behind 

them, even though they fail. This opens up another question; was the team “a good team” if 

they lost the VCs’ money? Only in rare cases is this the reality in the eyes of a VC, but if the 

sensemaking alignment from the beginning between the VC and startup is well, then it 
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sometimes happens. Investing into biotech is a risky business and its often gold or bust 

(Investopedia.com, 2013). Therefore, the VCs will have a hard time to blame “a good team”, if 

they performed perfectly, but the exploration of a new drug was fruitless (ibid).     

4.1.7 Enactment gives sense (7) 

The interaction in a “pretend to be a startup” bootcamp, is normally structured, in a way where 

the participants are taken out of their normal context and put in a new environment. They are 

forced to make new sense of the world around them (ongoing sensemaking). Being invited, 

on the basis of age and life experience, gives an indication of the sensemaking process the 

bootcamp wants to achieve (Appendix, interview 3, SD.3). The bootcamp knows that, the 

sensemaking process, for the participants is co-formed throughout the participants’ interaction 

with each other. Therefore, the Bootcamp deliberately puts actors with the “right” experience, 

personality and age etc. together. The mere fact, that one of the interviewees joined an 

alumni bootcamp and is considered, as one of the old participants, is sending a strong signal 

of social interaction with alumni and the interviewees own sensemaking process (ibid). None 

of the other VC’s mentions this type of enactment and that points towards an enactment 

misalignment.  

 

One of the interviewees tells about the direct teaching of the startups, of how he looks at 

venture capital in order for the startup to align their sensemaking with VCs. He disguises this 

influential behavior by saying they are both achieving a common goal and a common reality. 

This is a direct enactment that some would even call it manipulation, thus it is an attempt to 

help both parties to make better sense of the picture being painted. Only one VC is telling 

about this multistep re-sensemake procedure (figure 6; Appendix, interview 1, AG.1.). In the 

others’ case it looks like a “one chance only” scenario. Therefore, second chances are not 

always given by the VCs. 

 

In the scenario when startups are presenting and pitching, all of the VCs are enacting with 

sensemaking questions (Appendix, interview 1, AG.16; Appendix, interview 2, SK.2; 

Appendix, interview 3, SD.5). These questions, could be of the nature from all the 7 elements. 

Some questions are deliberately, meant to throw the entrepreneurs off balance (throwness) 
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and some questions might produce leads, that might fit within the VC’s plausibility hypothesis. 

In this quote:  

“...to ask: “What are you not proud of when it comes to what you have 
accomplished?”” (Appendix, interview 3, SD.6).  

The VC deliberately fishes after leads of warning signs, that will be crucial in his validation or 

dismissal of “a good startup”. This could seem like a self sensemaking test; “Is my 

sensemaking of the startup accurate or will the answer to this question change my mindset, 

due to influence by the plausibility of a future failure risk uncertainty?”. 

4.2 Sub conclusion for VCs  

In order to find alignments and misalignments between VCs and startups, it is necessary to 

establish elements the two fractions agree on. Yet the misalignments between the VCs 

already start with the definition of “a startup," where they disagree on the definition of the 

concept. One VC thinks “a startup” is related to IT and another VC favors hardware over IT, 

which essentially means that “a good startup” is more likely to be found in a hardware startup. 

These buzzwords like “tech”, “gamification” and “runway” are received very differently by the 

VCs. The word “runway” is in this paper considered as a buzzword, even though one of the 

VCs feels it is common financial language. Besides this word, the VCs all agree on the ability 

to talk the language of the VCs, as making a positive impact on the validation of “a good 

startup”.  

 

The VCs also agree on the fact that financial knowledge is needed, but only in the shape of 

minimal requirements. Thus, the definition of “a good startup” is contradicting. The better the 

startup is at speaking financial language with the VCs, the better “a startup” they will be. 

Guestimation is also a buzzword, but the logical wording reveals its real meaning; Guess + 

Estimation. The VCs spun a change-reaction on this word that less guesstimations equals 

lower risk. By making this assumption, another fact is now evident. To the VCs a 3-month 

budget is truer, than a 12-month budget.  

 

The VCs know that their screening processes are flawed and they continually try to improve 

their sensemaking about “a good startup”. Within the pitching sessions, the VCs ask 
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deliberate sensegiving questions, but also attempt at enacting their own sensemaking. The 

ultimate goal is to align the startup with the reality interpretation of the VCs. This is what 

Vækstfonden does in their massive screening process. 

 

The more aligned both parties are in their sensemaking, the more transparent the startup 

feels, for the VCs. Transparency and trust are the most essential elements in “a good 

startup”, according to the VCs. Trust comes from alignments in sensemaking and 

transparency. A small misalignment is spotted when this trust is broken; the gray zone of 

when an entrepreneur is lying or painting too wrong a picture, are conceived differently. 

Lastly, the alignment between the VCs definition of what “a good startup” should be, is 

saleable and show an agile management mentality within the “team” .Naturally, the team has 

to be motivated and consist of the needed skills for the implementation of the business idea. 

 

Figure 7: 

VC-internal Alignments Misalignments 

 Financial language “a startup” 

 Guesstimations are bad Buzzwords 

 Transparency Screening process’ 

 Trust  

 Scalability  

 

4.3 Sensemaking and Startups 

Using the seven elements from Weicks theory about sensemaking, this section will analyze 

the three entrepreneur interviews. The analysis will be divided in the seven elements as was 

the case of the analysis above, and all three interview findings will be analyzed together 

under each element.  

4.3.1 Sensemaking in a Social Process (1) 

The Social Process is the most important sensemaking element for the entrepreneurs. They 

are very “emotional” compared to the VCs. The social sensemaking is in fact their everyday 
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work life. The entrepreneurs are team players who eat, sleeps and work together to reach 

their goals (Appendix, interview 4, NK.1). Therefore, the entrepreneur-interviewees are talking 

a lot about the team in “a good startup” (Appendix, interview 4, NK.1; Appendix, interview 5, 

BF.1; Appendix, interview 6, KP.1). Who would like to go to work every morning, when the 

atmosphere is bad at the workplace? Transparency is vital for the entrepreneurs too, but none 

of the entrepreneurs are talking about the external transparency, only the internal (Appendix, 

interview 4, NK.2; Appendix, interview 5, BF.2; Appendix, interview 6, KP.2). This is a 

misalignment with the VCs, but an alignment within the entrepreneurs.  

Diversity of intellectual knowledge is favored too, as the “team” should consist of the different 

skillsets needed in the startup, or at least the potential to do so (Appendix, interview 4, NK.1; 

Appendix, interview 6, KP.1). The entrepreneurs even believe, that the factors mentioned 

above, would create trust which leads to chemistry, which will result in execution. 

 

Diverse Team + Transparency  Team Trust  Chemistry   Execution 

 

One entrepreneur is ultimately stating that ”a good team” will be able to succeed, even with a 

bad business idea (Appendix, interview 4, NK.3).The alignment of sensemaking is key; If not 

contained in a changing environment, misunderstandings and distrust can appear. This even 

goes within the VC groups and the VC – startup relationships (Appendix, interview 5, BF.2). 

 

The lean or flat organizational structure is preferred by most of the interviewees, but one 

entrepreneur is calling for more leadership or top management in his “good startup” (Ghiselli, 

1972; Ries, 2014; Appendix, interview 5, BF.1; Appendix, interview 6, KP.3),. This interviewee 

states in the beginning of his interview, that he was forced to become an entrepreneur too 

pursue his dream. Therefore, he will be treated as a lone wolf, which means outside of the 

norm, based on the fact, that he most likely just wants a regular job. The lean or flat hierarchy, 

is preferred by the entrepreneurs and the agile approach is expected by all parties (Lewis, 

2007). 
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4.3.2 Sensemaking with different Identities (2) 

A team and its complexity is described by all entrepreneurs, as they use sensemaking from 

identity to define and elaborate on “a good startup”. By talking about which roles they could 

not see themselves in, they are providing other clues for our analysis. Two different views on 

what “a startup” is, are visible; One of the interviewees are stating that “a startup” is a tech 

savvy place and he could therefore not see himself work there (Appendix, interview 4, NK.4). 

In this case, he defines tech as hardware, because he is only working with IT. The definition 

of tech is completely misaligned between all parties and many think that “a startup” is 

something with tech (Appendix, interview 6, KP.1).  

Another interviewee is simply saying that “a startup” is not evident before the full business 

plan is completed, therefore a business idea is not enough too be “a startup” (Appendix, 

interview 6, KP.4). 

4.3.3 Sensemaking in Retrospect (3) 

A notable retrospective observation is how the interviewees over time and with experience, 

have moved towards their “blame the team” theory (Appendix, interview 4, NK.5; Appendix, 

interview, BF.2; Appendix, interview 6, KP.3). When a startup goes wrong it is more likely to 

be the team that failed and not the external factors. This is a known reaction of failure in 

sports (Murphy, 2005), but the entrepreneurs have changed this reaction into their worldview. 

This retrospective sensemaking is a string of “sensemaking from leads” and “sensemaking 

from plausibility's”, that evolved into their very own personality. This single-minded worldview 

is present, even though the interviewees are aware of their sensemaking process in general. 

They attend multiple events and joins mentor-mentee arraignments to broaden their 

worldview. These enactments have been fruitful they say, thus their single-minded “blame the 

team” theory is crated from personal experiences.   

A general alignment from our entrepreneurs is that fear of what others do and think are 

reduced. They point out that the self-confidence and willingness to implement seems to grow 

over time (Appendix, interview 4, NK.6).  

4.3.4 Sensemaking with Focus on leads (4) 

The interviewees explain how the newcomer entrepreneurs have no knowledge about team in 

startups, based on their own mistakes (appendix, interview 4, NK.5). When deriving this, they 
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also justify their bad choices as a learning process. The “blame the team” theory is definitely 

an alignment, but when digging a little deeper into what is “blamed”, it becomes clear that 

they are misaligned (Appendix, interview 4, NK.7; Appendix, interview 5, BF.4; Appendix, 

interview 6, KP.3). The expectation to transparency, lean and flat hierocracy is not on 

everybody’s wanted list. One interviewee is blaming the team due to the lack of leadership 

and management (Appendix, interview 6, KP.3). He still “blames the team”, but because the 

organization was too decentralized (ibid). Again, this hence back, to the fact, that he never 

really wanted, to become an entrepreneur, in the first place. The opinion, of the freelance 

concept versus the 9-5 worker, varies between the interviewed. One states, that 9-5 workers, 

are going to disappear and another is dreaming of a job just like that (appendix, interview 5, 

BF.5).  

4.3.5 Sensemaking as an Ongoing process (5) 

The entrepreneur-interviewees are well aware of the ongoing process that will occur in 

startups. This is an agile strategy and its preferred almost tacitly (Lewis, 2007; Polanyi, 1966). 

They expect that this ongoing sensemaking process hopefully can be managed or at least 

coped with by the team within the startup (appendix, interview 4, NK.3; appendix, interview 5, 

BF.3 Appendix, interview 6, KP.5. This is an alignment in their view on “a good startup”. 

4.3.6 Sensemaking Driven by Plausibility, Not Facts (6) 

Our entrepreneurs are reluctant to draw generalizing conclusions, based on their own 

experiences. Giants fail, like Motorola and Nokia, because of the teams running it (Appendix, 

interview 4, KP.8; Appendix, interview 6, KP.6). It’s a difficult statement to counter argument, 

thus many other factors could have been pointed out. Also the lack of instant feedback and an 

agile organization, could be the reason for lack of transparency and therefore reason to failure 

(Appendix, interview 6, BF.6). Another exciting generalization is that hardware startups are 

riskier and less scalable. Therefore, they are less attractive to VCs. This is a major 

misalignment too, compared to what the VCs sensemake from “a hardware startup” 

(Appendix, interview 4, AG.13).  

 

Hardware startup: less scalable + more risk → less VC attention  
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4.3.7 Enactment as gives sense (7) 

Many clues from the interviewees show plenty of enactment: They join many happenings, 

competitions and networking events (Appendix, interview 4, NK.9; Appendix, interview 5, 

BF.7; Appendix, interview 6, KP.4). The enactment lies within the direct self-awareness of 

their own sensemaking, which they want to influence (ibid). They deliberately join these 

interactions to become wiser or be better at making sense of their world around them (ibid). 

This seems to be a part of the entrepreneurial life - to enact with the startup community. On 

top of this, one of them read books and another follow blogs on the internet. 

4.4 Subconclusion for entrepreneurs 

The entrepreneur-interviewees are having many alignments/misalignments with each other. 

The definition of “a startup”, is misaligned, between the entrepreneurs, one of them states that 

“a Startup” is "tech". The "tech" in his opinion is hardware. This contradict with the others, 

who are talking about coding skills, that are only used in IT.  One of the "IT equals tech"-

entrepreneurs even goes, that far to say, that “a hardware startup” is more risky and less 

scalable. Therefore the VCs, would have less interest, in hardware startups. 

 

Team is essential, the everyday life of the entrepreneurs. Team consist of numerous factors 

and the interviewees, all agree on, that "team" is sole element to be “a good startup”. Startups 

that fail, is always due to “a bad team”, they agree on. “Blame the team” is a major alignment 

and some of the factors around it is mentioned too. The skillset within the “a good startup” is 

important to all of the interviewees, and the agile management/mentality also.  

 

The loyalty and transparency, are essential to all, of the entrepreneurs, but the it’s only talk 

about as internal. The common belief is, that newcomers in the entrepreneurial world, would 

be too naive to understand the importance of team. This alignment comes from, the 

interviews bad experiences and they feel much more self-confident today. 

 

Figure 8 

Entrepreneurs-internal Alignments Misalignments 

 Team “a startup” 
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 “Blame the Team” IT/Tech definition 

 Intellectual capacity  

 Agile-mentality  

 Loyalty and Transperancy  

 

4.5 Sensegiving with VCs and Startups (8) 

This analysis will pick up traces from all six interviews about the topic sensegiving. No direct 

analytic format will be used, but the findings of sensegiving will be reviewed according to 

which actions are intentional or indirect sensegiving. 

 

The whole setup of receiving the startup applications at Vækstfonden, is deliberately a 

shaping process (see figure 6). The things Væksfonden would like to see and make sense 

from, are what they try to sensegive the startups. It is “the Vækstfondens way or the highway” 

and with more than 200 applicants per year, they can pick and choose (Appendix, interview 1, 

AG.4). The school of business and economics is not a worldview everybody has. Even the 

term “a validation” of a company is diffuse to the majority of common people. It could even be 

a worldview, that vækstfonden tries to sensegive the startups. In some cases, the 

entrepreneurs choices, to go back on the drawing board, to rethink their sensegiving strategy, 

when the picture they paint to the VCs is inadequate (Appendix, interview 1, AG.19). 

Creating alignment between the startups and the VCs is beneficial for all parties. In good 

outcomes and bad outcomes, the mutual belief in reality justifies eventual detours or losses. 

This alignment process is in fact a sensegiving situation (see figure 6). The VCs ask 

“sensegiving” questions and our interviewees from both sides confirms this behavior or 

experience (Appendix, interview 2, SD.5; Appendix, interview 6, KP.4). One VC-interviewee is 

deliberately sensegiving the entrepreneurs by asking a self-reflective question, questioning 

the weakness of the picture just presented (Appendix, interview 3, SD.6). This question aims 

to “throw” the entrepreneur into an ongoing sensemaking, which the VCs can proceed to 

analyze. The purpose is to swap the roles of who is sensegiving the reality.   
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A Bootcamp is meant to sensegive its participants and change their sensemaking. The 

participants are considered a part of the sensegiving, by contributing directly or indirectly to 

the participant pool. One of the VC-interviewees was very satisfied with this change of his 

sensemaking and advises others to join as well (Appendix, interview 3, SD.3). On the basis of 

his participation, he is most likely better suited to sensemake, but also sensegive startups and 

co-investors (Ibid). 

 

The sensegiving is also a tool that is known to some of the entrepreneur-interviewees within 

the startup. One calls for more top management and motivation, another is actively using 

sensegivning to align new team members sensemaking (Appendix, interview 5, BF.8; 

Appendix, interview 6, KP.3.  

4.6 Extra Findings from Primary Data  

In this section, a few important findings, that was not found in the seven elements, will be 

analyzed. 

1. 

“...If you talk with someone trying to start up and have to attract interest...” 
(Appendix, interview 3, SD.7) 

 

Here one of the VCs is confirming, the assumption of startups is not always in need for 

attention/investment. This correlate with this papers assumption about this topic. 

 

2. 

“…In my mind, “a good startup” is one, that can successfully transcend from 
the phase of investment to the phase of revenue.” - (Appendix, interview 6, 

KP.7) 

 

Yet another definition of “a good startup”. Is expressed from one of the entrepreneur-

interviewees. This adds only further to the different definitions found in the core data. 



 
45 

4.7 The Experiment 

The one question questionnaire, who ran along side of the core data (the interviews), were 

conducted online via Facebook and Linkedin. Since “a good startup” is a diffuse norm, the 

author conducted a little experiment on the side of the core data. 

This questionnaire is breaking all the rules of quality in data collection (Justensen, 2010). 

However, it happens deliberately, as an explorative experiment with a purpose to challenge 

the assumable norm of “a good startup”. 

 

The question was: “What do you feel is “a good startup”?” (check one or more options). In 

addition, the test subjects could add new answers if the currently stated ones did not fulfill “a 

good startup”. This meant that the answer checkbox list increased over time. Thus, if a person 

answered in the beginning, the sensegiving of the checkboxes options would have been very 

different from answering in the end. 

 

The findings show that people tend to “norm” together and checking the answer(s), that are 

covering broadly, the topic. People have a tendency to follow others (Group Psychology and 

the Analysis of the Ego, by Freud, Sigmund.,1921). The two dominant replies were “Team” 

and “a good product”, which is not a surprise, yet some surprising results came up as well. 

One person typed in “What is a startup?” and then removed themselves from this answer. 

This means that somebody was unaware of the “a startup” definition, and probably too 

embarrassed to admit it. This fact was reinforced by a friend of mine, who said that her friends 

+40 of age also struggled to figure out what a startup is. They did not put in any answers, 

because they had no clue of what to answer. Answering in public, might be to exposing your 

lack of knowledge, so instead of answering “what is a startup?”, they preferred not answering 

anything.  

 

The experiment had around 30 replies (see appendix, The experiment). 

This experimental questionnaire, validates some of the findings from the core data (the 

interviews). Even though it by questionnaire quality criteria are poor, it still points out some 

essential matters. The question of “what is a startup”, became very visible, when some of the 
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respondents, didn’t dare to answer. This experiment underlines the dispersed definitions of “a 

startup”.  

4.8 Secondary Data 

 

All data collected by others 

will be analyzed in the 

following section. 

To answer the question of 

what “a good startup” is, we 

first look at the “don’ts” for 

startups. Nine out of 10 

startups fails (forbes.com). 

Therefore, we dig into what “a 

good startup” should not 

include (see figure 9A). 

 

This figure is the results of a 

study by CBinsights.com. 

These factors are not the 

same as the ones as the 

ones in the analysis. This 

data here is gathered from Ceos who failed their startup. This will mean that the subjective 

retro sensemaking is applied in order to answer, so this is the subjective “truth” in the eyes of 

failing CEOs, not necessarily the objective “truth” of others.  

This paper's scope is the VC ← → Startup sensemaking and ultimately the wooing process. 

This often unfolds itself with a pitch in front of the VCs. Here is a reflection on what to avoid 

as a startup while pitching in front of VC’s. Jack Delosa is giving his 5 “don'ts” tips: 

 

1. "Not thinking like an investor 

2. Going in too soon 

Figure 9 A 
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3. Not bringing backup 

4. Too high valuation 

5. No exit for the VC" 

(jackdelosa.com, 2016) 

 

Delosa describes the misalignment potentially existing between the startups and VC’s. It is up 

to the startup to sensemake like the VC’s, not the other way around. This is where the school 

economics, is essential to understand, if VC’s are what the startup needs. In the same tip, the 

“no exit” should apply too. The VC wooing should be when the entrepreneur is completely 

ready to prove and paint in front the VC’s. 

 

Bring backup, the more knowledged people, who backs you up, as an entrepreneur, this gives 

credibility to the entrepreneur. The same goes with money, but since the entrepreneur is 

wooing for the VCs and their money, it would be unlikely to bring his own money. 

The validation of the startup has to be “realistic”, because everyone is wasting their time, if bid 

and offer is too far apart.  

 

The failure factors have been outlined above, yet the factors of success, should give us a 

picture, of the understanding of “a good startup”. In forbes.com’s article we again get eleven 

reasons to successful startups: 

 

● Vision. This will be the compass in tough times. 

● Speed. The world changes and opportunities will disappear if not taken. 

● Budget Masters. Doing corporate governance in micro, is helping to steer a startup. 

● Social skills. Being able to talk with people who have the competencies you need. 

● Discipline. Reinvesting, putting in the hours, reaching the deadlines, doing the budget. 

● Determination. The will to achieve and win. 

● Ability to adapt to change. Agile behavior. 

● Fundraising skills. Being able to woo towards investors. 

● Unwavering belief. The beliefs in the startup, must not be compromised. 

● Time management. Being able to project management the recourses in the startup. 
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● Execution. Implementation and getting stuff done. 

(Forbes.com, 2013) 

These 11 factors, are very much aligned with the findings from our interviews. Therefore 

these 11 tips validates the findings from the primary data. 

 

4.9 Sub Conclusion on Secondary Data 

The data collected from other sources, have validated and legitimized our priary data. No 

direct conflicts were traced and many alignments in the interpretation of “a good startup”. 

These findings from secondary data, are important correlation measurements in order to 

higher the quality of the primary data. 

Chapter 5: Discussion 

In this part the alignments or misalignments between the VCs in what “a good startup” are, 

will be discussed. The amounts of findings of misalignments between the VCs are vast. 

However, when one VC-interviewee talks about scale, it does not necessarily mean that the 

others disagree (Appendix, interview 1, AG.7). The truth might be the same for the others, yet 

the idea of scalability might not have come to mind, because they perceive it as tacit 

knowledge (Polanyi, 1966). The same goes with Interviewee1’s dissatisfaction, when small 

errors in the applications were visible, when the startups wooed in Vækstfonden (Polanyi, 

1966; Appendix, interview 1, AG.11). Buzzwords, on the other hand, are mentioned as well, 

but should not be confused with “common” financial words like “cash flow.” The example of 

“gamification” as a buzzword demonstrates this issue, as one of the VC-interviewees, who 

might be considered old school, reacted negatively to this word, even though the other VCs 

might approve it (Appendix, interview 1, AG.11). 

 

Misalignments between the VCs, is very visible in the sensemaking of IT, tech or hardware 

investments. One VC-interviewee believes that the norm of a startup means IT and others 

really dislike the nonphysical startups (Appendix, interview 1, AG.4 & AG.6). They both 

consider themselves as old school, but it is evident that one of them is gladly investing in IT, 
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while the other one is unimpressed. This might very well be the fact that the social 

sensemaking in their VC-groups are pushing or dragging them in each direction. 

 

The screening process is different: Since this paper limited itself from elaboration of VCs, this 

misalignment could have been predicted. One VC-interviewee is representing the public fund, 

Vækstfonden, that is an actor, on “the Danish startup scene”. The other two are representing 

the business angels. These business angels, are investing their own money and are getting 

much less startup applications. Therefore, the screening process are completely different. 

These findings within the different screening process should not be discarded, because this 

might not be known for the startups, who might loose on this behalf in the Danish VC wooing 

game. 

 

This underlines the different judgement systems, which are dictating the norm “a good 

startup.” Thus, a smart startup knows about these facts and is able to exploit this knowledge. 

This would increase the chances of finding a VC, that approves the startup as “a good 

startup”, with investment capital. 

5.1 What Do VCs Agree On? 

Trust comes with transparency and a sensemaking alignment between VC’s and startups is 

crucial (Appendix, interview 1, AG.3; Appendix, interview 2, SK.5). The process from the first 

application to the equity contract signing is long; Startups have to paint a lucrative picture, 

without overdoing it (ibit). In this picture, guesstimations are not favored and less estimations 

signals that the startup is closer to marked, which is preferred (Appendix, interview 3, SD.5). 

Having facts instead of guessing, is giving the indication of lower risk and transparency, but 

VCs are aware of this, thus indicating a higher valuation (Appendix, interview 1, AG.13; 

Appendix, interview 3, SD.5) The risk-profile of the VCs is not specified and is not within the 

scope of this thesis. 

 

The VCs expect the startups to talk VC-language and some indications are that it is “old-

school,” financial words from the basic investment books. It can have serious implications if 

“basic” words like “cash flow”, “fixed costs” and “runway”, are not known by startups. This is of 
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course a tool that startups should know in order to show their transparency in the 

sensemaking process, when the painting is showcased to the VCs. Most people would argue 

that using these tools within the startup itself is a good thing. Like the lack of cash flow control 

rumor (Appendix, interview 3, SD.2). 

 

Project management skills are partly or tacitly important (Forbes.com, 2015; Appendix, 

interview 1, AG.16; Appendix, interview 5, BF.3; Polanyi, 1966). The ability to manage in 

changing and unknown waters is key, but the real trick is to get the VCs approval is 

demonstrating this mentality (Appendix, interview 1, AG.16; Tryggestad, 2011). Since they 

believe, that being a startup is not operational management, many unknown obstacles will 

occur and only “a good startup” will be able to deal with it.  

 

All of the VCs know that their independently screenings process are not perfect, and they 

continuously reflect over making it better. The screening process is their best practice at the 

moment, but the thought of discarding the new holy grail is driving them to reflect on the 

process (Appendix, interview 1, AG.9; Appendix, interview 2, SK.4; Appendix, interview 3, 

SD.4). 

 

The team is the one factor everybody is talking about; The experiment conducted shows that 

team is very important in “a good startup”. The normative definition of team is diffuse and 

many different definitions are suggested and debated. This paper has not looked into this 

matter on purpose, simply because it is all about what Danish VCs think and Danish 

entrepreneurs think. Therefore, a lot of tacit knowledge might still be hidden, but some clues 

were exposed in the interviews (Polanyi, 1966). When talking about what “a good startup” is, 

the VCs tend to talk about many factors, which essentially are rooted in the team. Everything 

from hardware knowledge to sales persons are skill sets that are needed in the team. The 

range of intellectual capacity within the persons in the startup is key. The VCs would like to 

see all the skills needed for “a good startup” represented in the team. This could be two or 

more persons who united can lift the task. Another important factor is the team members who 

are motivated for the long term (Appendix, interview 3, SD.7). The team therefore has to fulfill 
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the intellectual requirements that are needed and to be motivated enough to implement the 

idea completely.  

5.2 Entrepreneurs 

The concept of the team is on every entrepreneur's lips (Appendix, interview 4, NK.2; 

Appendix, interview 5, BF.1; Appendix, interview 6, KP.1; Figure 9 A). This part of “a good 

startup” is very essential to the entrepreneurs. The fact that this is their everyday reality is 

making it a personal topic. Without the team synergy in order, their lives become 

troublesome. Nobody likes to go to work every morning, where you dislike your coworkers 

right? But digging deeper into what a team consists of, motivation quickly pops up. 

Dysfunctional team synergies or role specification are according to our entrepreneurs’ key 

factors in motivation.  

 

The transparency, of the startup, is equal to trust and trust is needed, for the entrepreneurs to 

focus on their tasks (Appendix, interview 4, NK.2; Appendix, interview 5, BF.1). This trust and 

transparency is in the case of the entrepreneurs, only applies internally in the startup. Only 

one of the entrepreneur-interviewee, left a company because of non-transparency towards 

the investors. Not to say, that the others are favoring non-transparency towards the 

VCs.Being able to live with and handle an ever changing environment, as a startup, is a key 

mentality that is desired. It is easy to say that a startup is using an “agile” strategy, but to 

actually live in this environment is not for everybody, entrepreneurs are of a different breed, it 

is said (mindvalleyinsights.com, 2014; Dawis 2007). The expectations of the 9-5 corporate 

man, who likes it safe and conservative, is something one of them mentions (Appendix, 

Interview 5, BF.11).  

 

A misalignment in the Leadership and Lean favorability is present. One entrepreneur 

interviewee expresses how important it is to have leadership in the team. This is said in a way 

emphasizing that he prefers a managing CEO. The other two interviewees are in favor of 

Lean-team, where team trust is enough to steer the startup ahead (Ries, 2014). Lean is very 

Danish to think and the first entrepreneur-interviewee, might have been colored from his 

origins from India, even though he has lived in Denmark for many years. Another thing that 
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could cause this misalignment is that he was “kind of” forced into being an entrepreneur, and 

by that statement, he is not necessarily, the typical breed (mindvalleyinsights.com, 2014). 

 

The minimum requirements are discussed, but not defined, as all three talks about intellectual 

capacity and the necessity of its diversity, in order for the skillset range to be covered 

(Appendix, interview 5, BF.9; Appendix, interview 6, KP.1; Appendix, interview, 4 NK.1). 

Different startups need different skillsets, for an example; Front-end, back-end, designer and 

CEO in a website startup. Another observation is that the definition of “a startup” is 

misaligned. One of the entrepreneurinterviewees thinks that “a good startup” is a hardware 

startup and another entrepreneurinterviewee is expressing, that hardware is equal to higher 

risk (Appendix, interview 5, BF.11; Appendix, interview 5, NK.4). 

 

Alignments Misalignment 

Trust & Transparency Close to market 

Agile project management skills Economic language 

Team member count irrelevant Leadership / Lean 

 Motivation 

 A startup is? Tech, Hardware or IT? 

 

The knowledge gathered from the interviews raised many new questions and topics to dig 

further into. These findings will be suggested in the future research chapter 7. But one 

research strategy question come to mind, since it was very obvious that the two fractions 

were different in their perspective on sensemaking “a good startup” and the diffuse topic did 

not help the interviewees to get to the same core during the interviews. Therefore, focus 

groups of two persons, one VC and one entrepreneur, could have helped to get the 

misalignments and the alignments, while they talk about “a good startup”. The interviewer 

would still be as passive as possible and let them fight the sensemaking and sensegiving 

game out.  
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“Team” is also an obvious factor that should have been dissected more. This subject has 

enough depth to cover a whole new master thesis and the questionnaire experiment suffers 

from exactly this superficial approach.  

Sensegiving is being used systematic in Vækstfonden, as they are convinced that aligning the 

startups as much as possible, will increase the success chances of the startups they invest in. 

This opens up for another research question: How to be “a good startup” at Væksfonden? 

The amount of insight from one interviewee about their massive screening process system is 

inspiring, but also questions the term “a good startup”, since “a good startup” is not the same 

in every VC’s eyes.  

Chapter 6: Conclusion 
The two fractions, VCs & entrepreneurs, are very different in their worldviews. The 

transparency and trust is essential for everybody. The misalignments in sensemaking about 

transparency, is sensegiven from the VC’s to align the common reality. Not necessarily to 

manipulate, but in order to help transparency, so the VC’s can trust the startup. To be close to 

the market is helping the VCs to understand the realism of the painting the startup is creating. 

Too good of a picture increases the chance of distrust or too big of a misalignment, could end 

in a rejection. 

 

All the interviewees and most of the secondary sources are stating, that agility is a minimum 

requirement and the team member count is irrelevant. Yet the management style is highly 

important to the entrepreneurs and not the VCs. This misalignment is explained, by the fact, 

that the working conditions of entrepreneurs are important to them and the VCs only see the 

result, which is reflected through motivation. Motivation is very important for the VCs, but they 

only see the external motivation flowing from the startups. The motivation is a product of 

many factors of the entrepreneurs and their internal dynamics. This is a misalignment in what 

motivation is.  

 

The term “a startup” is being used with different definitions and sometimes with normative 

expectations. 50% of the interviewees, who did give a difinition, all had different 

interpretations of what “a startup” is. This fact demonstrates that this topic is difficult to 
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unravel, if even possible. Not only is it diffuse, but also ever changing and mutating. The 

many players in the fields are constantly sensegiving each other. This paper concludes that 

the snapshot picture of how “a good startup” is sensemade in Denmark, Q1 2016. After all, at 

the end of the day it is still the VCs who are sitting on the money and therefore dictating which 

startups will be funded and showed as successful. The lesson learned must be: as a startup, 

go to the funding who invests in the same kind of startups as your own.  

Chapter 7: Recommendations for Future Research 
This paper apparently only touched the top of the iceberg. The depth in the factors within 

“Team”, “A startup”, “Transparency” and “trust” are subjects that can be researched even 

further. The use of focus groups, could have been, a better approach, to identify “a good 

startup”, thus this, could not have been foreseen, before this papers research. Two 

hypothesis comes up within this papers sensemaking findings: “Does a person's expertise in 

a field motivate conclusions based on plausibilities?” And “Does a person's lack of expertise 

motivate negative conclusions based on leads?”. This is of course an expert in their own self-

image and not in a social environment. These questions could only be raised upon the 

findings of this paper. 
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Picture 1, fund via google.com: 

 

 

Quotes referred to from the interviews: 

 

VC interviews: 
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Interview 1 (AG) 

 

“You talk back and forth, and if they intent to enter 2-3 new markets, then 
they would have a plan, and that is the plan to agree upon. This is where we 

try to invest and this is what we want to achieve. So it’s like an interactive and 
intra-active process” -Quote AG.1 

 

“...and this also something that we have spent much time on with 
entrepreneurs, on like, i won’t say educate them, but spent much time 

introducing them to how the venture capital works. What the goal is, so a 
common goal can be established, and understood” AG.2 

 

“... and as an entrepreneur you always want to paint a pretty picture of the 
company but it has to be realistic, because if the investors find out that lying 
has been taken place the trust is completely shattered, and the relation is 

ruined” AG.3 

 

“So these 200 companies, i took them and made a screening result on them, 
and presented it to the partnergroup” AG.4 

 

“...So how do you prove it, to your investor and your potential investor?” AG.5 

 

“I have a preference to talk about these technical products, that is then just 
my personal preference” AG.6 

 

“In the case of venture capitalism scalability is highly important.”  AG.7 

 

“... investors has been some difficult people to work with, as there are two 
sides to all cases” AG.10 

 

“It was the partners at ‘Vækstfonden, seven I think… only two of them 
invested in internet based IT-startups, other than hardware, which could have 
influenced my choice of investments and helped develop a preference.” AG.8 



 
63 

 

 

“At other times it was a great surprise to me how it happened.” AG.9 

 

“...We have talked with the nurses, and they use it like THIS! The more 
details we get, the more impressed we become.” AG.10 

 

“Say gamification and I will come after you.” AG.11  

 

“To be able to change course. You must be able to do that. But what if it is 
done in an orderly manner. You write things down, track it and such, then we 

are impressed and happy.” AG.12 

 

“Something physical and palpable, compared to some sort of social platform.” 
AG.13 

 

“...I can also be at an early stage, but it is obvious what a stroke of genius it 
is. So, even a few customers can justify a high valuation of the company and 

the desire to invest in the company.” AG.14 

 

“Of course, it is naturally a good team and a good CEO who are in the 
companies that perform well, there’s a bit of bias in that.” AG.15 

 

“...We have used lots of time on, not educating per say, but on really 
informing entrepreneurs on how venture capital works.” AG.16   

 

“...According to an investor, the longer you are in your development, the 
hotter you are as a company. Yet it also raises the price, because fewer 

things are at risk of failing.” AG.17  

 

““...new app to create parties”, then i am pretty skeptical to begin with… but 
that is me as a person, and this is one of these biases i know i need to stay 

away from. But when in the past was sitting and looking at cases, then i can't 
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just evaluate them based on what i think of it, but i do prefer the more 
physical products. There can also be a piece of software that can do a lot of 

things, I don't know if it is the wrong expression, but maybe i am a bit old 
school on that notion. AG.18 

 
 
Interview 2 (SK) 

 

“In the early beginning there is great risk of failure, but there is also a change 
of great profit, if it succeeds. Again, it differs from project to project.” SK.1 

 

“...it all depends on how far they have come and how much they wish to be 
pressured.” SK.2 

“We are a little tight group of people that often invest together, as it is nice to 
have good sparring-partners. But it is often also because some come from a 
certain industry and others come from another right? And some people has a 
network they can use, or it can be their expertise that people can utilize. …… 
and then we sit and pitch the ideas a bit, and roll them around and ask, what 

can we use for something and what can can’t we use. SK.3  

 

“...Who are the persons behind the company. And sometimes, you get 
disappointed. Some disappoint while others are a positive surprise.” SK.4 

 

“...And when the co-investors enter, I rarely feel misled - but others might feel 
this way. I just know what to expect due to experience. Again, I invest in 

humans.” SK.5 

 

“I mean, a startup doesn't necessarily have to be a within the IT industry, a 
startup could be founding an element factory in China” SK.6 

 

Interview 3 (SD) 

“Critical towards the numbers, if they dosen’t stim, then I will go a dig 
deeper...” - Quote SD.1 

 

“...you often hear about really good startups that actually fail...” SD.2 
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“...bootcamp, those i have heard of, and participated in, is about going from a 
stack of ideas and get teamed up” SD.3 

 

“Ofcause there are some one of’s and like, and it’s those who you would like 
to find…” - Quote SD.4 

 

“ it brings a warning signal, and if you dig deeper and ask “how long runway 
do you have?” and they answer “We don’t know”.” - quote SD.5 

 

“...to ask: “What are you not proud of when it comes to what you have 
accomplished?” SD.6 

 

“...If you talk with someone trying to start up and have to attract interest..” 
SD.15.1 

 

Entrepreneurs: 

 

Interview 4 (NK) 

 

“...Humans who have different backgrounds and together execute swiftly…” 
NK.1 

 

“...To me, chemistry means that you wish to sit together with some people 
and have an urge to do something, to execute with these people you feel 

comfortable with, where you can relax and complete your own role and trust 
one another.”  NK.2  

“Because I think it is a classic quote about ‘rather having a shit product and a 
good team, than a good product and a shit team behind it.” NK.3 

 

“...I don’t see myself in a very tech-heavy setting, and what I have heard...” 
NK.4 
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 “... Rather than what it might be 3 years ago. So it's a little harder to 
understand: Why was it that it went wrong? And then blame it on something 

else …” NK.5 

 

“...I think it is also about not being afraid of competition, and I am getting 
better at it.” NK.6 

 

“So I don’t think people are really aware to begin with. On the other hand, I 
wasn’t either…” NK.7 

 

“I think we have seen this when mastodons fail, because they haven't 
managed to have the right people in the business.” NK.8 

 

“... A mixture of the network of people you have met, even those who might 
have had a mentor role or you have met at a presentation, and there is of 

course pressure on what is important.” NK.9 

 

Interview 5 (BF) 

 

“Feedback has to be completely honest at all times. That is when the 
dynamic is good.” BF.1 

 

“”We need a third each and not a lot has to be written down as we are good 
friends and stuff like that" and I could see that there was a power dynamic 
that was wrong and there was a whole lot things that were hidden to me 

where they sat for themselves, and I was in Copenhagen, while they were 
sitting somewhere in Jutland” BF.2 

“Our CEO…Pulling people in for a joint meeting and then say: "What is the 
most important for you right now?" ... "Hey, okay, well, okay, I just got some 

feedback to you." Or any input or something that is. This makes the 
organization much more dynamic …” BF.3  

“...that you have failed to define the task well enough, or it was just a 
mismatch.” BF.4 
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“We don’t see the lifetime employment anymore.” BF.5 

 

“...feedback instantly….that is basic but always overlooked.” BF.6 

 

 

“...But if I discuss it with other people...” BF.7 

 

“...Not just write it as a job application...we have noticed ourselves doing 
that...we are here to improve your market value, because you have to move 

on at some point.” BF.8 

 

 

Interview 6 (KP) 

“I would always imagine that, you know, for a good start up, you need a 
strong team and very hands-on, technical people. But I see that there are 

people without backgrounds in these certain subjects, that are able to 
overcome these minimum requirements or so as they say.” -(Appendix, 

interview 6, KP.1) 

“It’s kind of very hard to expect someone to create something from the ground when 

they have ten percent ownership.”  (Appendix, interview 6, KP.2) 

“I think, lack of leadership on part of the CEO is one of the main causes for people 

leaving...” -  (Appendix, interview 6, KP.3) 

 

“I have attended several start up accelerators where they asked one question as to: 

”How is the equity split among the co-founders?””  (Appendix, interview 6, KP.4) 

 
 

“...from my experience, it’s the execution of great ideas, which makes them even 

better.”  (Appendix, interview 6, KP.5) 
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“...smartphone has replaced some of the giants like Nokia and Motorola. If you don’t 

successfully follow market trends...” (Appendix, interview 6, KP.6) 

 

“...without a software engineer and a hardware engineer, then, you make 
them feel like this is their product.” -(Appendix, interview 6, KP.15.1) 

 
 

“…In my mind, “a good startup” is one, that can successfully transcend from 
the phase of investment to the phase of revenue.” - (Appendix, interview 6, 

KP.7) 

 

 

 

 


