
The Growth Drivers of Start-up Firms
and Business Modelling: A First Step
toward a Desirable Convergence

bernardo balboni

University of Trieste, Italy
bernardo.balboni@deams.units.it

guido bortoluzzi

University of Trieste, Italy
guido.bortoluzzi@deams.units.it

moreno tivan

University of Trieste, Italy
moreno.tivan@deams.units.it

andrea tracogna

University of Trieste, Italy
andrea.tracogna@deams.units.it

francesco venier

University of Trieste, Italy
francesco.venier@deams.units.it

This paper represents the first step of a broader research project focus-
ing on the growth performance of start-up firms in technological sec-
tors. While our main assumption is that the growth of such firms can be
mostly attributed to strategic factors, we aim at reviewing the available
literature on the topic with a broader scope, with the purpose of identify-
ing the different determinants of new firms’ growth. After summarising
the most relevant research perspectives on the theme, we introduce the
perspective of the business model. In our view, this construct represents
a significant conceptual improvement for the study and explanation of
the developmental processes and performances of new ventures in high-
tech and science-based fields. We first define what a business model is,
according to the extant literature, and then discuss the implications of
the adoption of such a concept for our research. We conclude the paper
by describing the research path ahead.
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Introduction

Over the past few decades, new ventures in high-tech and science-
based industries have been considered an important engine of eco-
nomic development. They have received a lot of attention from
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scholars from several scientific fields (e. g., economics of innovation,
entrepreneurship, strategic management), and strong support for
such entrepreneurial initiatives has been provided by policy mak-
ers from all over the world. This favouring of new high-tech ven-
tures is based on the belief that certain types of firms – particularly
those based on innovative products and new technologies – matter
more than others when it comes to fostering countries’ long-term
economic growth. The level of interest in and support for such ven-
tures has rapidly broadened in scope, to cover both the science-
based and the high-tech, along with academic spin-offs, which are
aimed specifically at exploiting public research (Chiesa and Pic-
caluga 2000).

However, given increasing evidence regarding the relatively poor
performance of such new ventures, doubts have begun to be raised
about their actual contribution to economic development (Lazzeri
and Piccaluga 2011). Such doubts are based on the observation that
while, on the one hand, there are a handful of new ventures that
are indeed growing very quickly and for long periods of time (Mor-
ris 2011), on the other, the vast majority of high-tech and science-
based new ventures still show very low rates of growth, if any at all.
Consequently, a better understanding of the characteristics and at-
tributes of such firms, their growth drivers and the possible obstacles
to their development has become a primary goal for researchers, pol-
icy makers and the organisations whose mission is to promote and
drive economic development.

This paper represents the first step in an ongoing research project
involving several Italian Universities that is focused on start-up
firms and their growth processes. The aim of the paper is to ‘set’
the grounds for an alternative view of the growth of high-tech and
science-based new ventures. After summarising the most common
research perspectives on the topic – entrepreneurial, contextual and
strategic – we introduce the perspective of the business model. We
first define what a business model is, according to the current litera-
ture, and then discuss the concept within the aims and scope of our
research. At the end of the paper, we describe the path ahead for our
research.

Background

High-tech and science-based new ventures account for a dispro-
portionate share of major, radical innovations. New ventures that
have established their business around ideas and findings from both
high-tech fields – such as nanotechnology, aerospace and robotics –
and science fields – such as biology, biomedicine and nuclear physics
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– are able to originate technological breakthroughs, rather than sim-
ply incremental product innovations. The available literature on the
growth processes of new ventures operating in the high-tech and
science-based sectors is still very limited. Thus, to provide the the-
oretical foundations for our research, we had to enlarge the scope
of our review and examine the growth processes of small firms in
general.

Indeed, Small and Medium Enterprises’ (smes) growth drivers are
among the most debated and controversial topics in the manage-
rial literature (Churchill and Lewis 1983; Scott and Bruce 1987). In
approaching this literature, we have mostly aimed to identify those
drivers and variables that could have a significant role in high-tech
settings. Although it is still questionable whether we can consider
dimensional growth a firm’s goal per se, we can definitely say that
growth brings several benefits to a firm. Among these, many ben-
efits are that it increases the firm’s market power over customers
and suppliers, it expands the investment capacity in new products
and new technologies, and it improves the firm’s reputation in the
market. However, growth has also some negative effects, such as in-
creased rigidity in the organisation and a slowing of the decision-
making processes; nevertheless, generally, the benefits are thought
to far outweigh the sacrifices.

Expectations for growth may vary substantially over a new firm’s
life cycle (Delmar and Wiklund 2008). However, growth is widely
considered an impelling objective for new ventures, so much so that
the topic has stimulated a considerable amount of empirical research
(Delmar, Davidsson and Gartner 2003; Gilbert, McDougall and Au-
dretsch 2006). Different explanations have been given for the dif-
ferences between high- and low-growth new ventures. Emphasis
has been placed on several determinants, such as the profile of the
founding entrepreneur, the characteristics of the business environ-
ment, the different business strategies formulated and implemented,
the different business models adopted and their adaptation over
time (Song et al. 2008).

With no claim of being exhaustive, in the following pages, we iden-
tify and briefly introduce three of the main schools of thought that
have contributed to the understanding of this topic. Different growth
factors are emphasised by each approach. These are, namely:

• entrepreneurial factors;
• contextual factors; and
• strategic factors and access to resources and capabilities.

While such factors have general validity for any type of industry
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and firm, we will derive from them specific implications regarding
the growth processes of new ventures in high-tech sectors.

entrepreneurial factors

A number of academic contributions focus on the importance of
the personal attributes and individual skills of the founding en-
trepreneur and identify a number of possible problems faced by new
ventures when trying to grow, such as scarce market knowledge and
sales capabilities, or poor timing for venture start-up (Carland, Hoy
and Carland 1988; Terpstra and Olson 1993).

According to Bhidè (2000), transforming improvised start-ups into
noteworthy enterprises requires a radical cultural shift, from ‘oppor-
tunistic adaptation’ in niche markets to the pursuit of more ambi-
tious strategies, which, in turn, require specific personal traits in the
founding entrepreneur and/or the management team that were less
important initially, such as ambition and risk taking. Kelley, Bosma
and Amorós (2011), in their broad study of entrepreneurship activi-
ties, also emphasise the ‘personal’ factors behind a new venture and
focus on differences in entrepreneurial attitudes, experience and as-
pirations as a possible explanation for growth differentials between
new ventures in different sectors and countries.

The founder’s individual characteristics are assumed important
for many reasons. First, it is believed that the individual traits of the
founder can shape the culture and the behaviour of the firm he/she
leads (Mullins 1996). It is understood that the consequences of this
can be either positive or negative, but it is generally assumed that
more innovation-oriented and risk-taking entrepreneurs generally
represent an asset in new, proactive firms. Second, launching a new
firm is a challenging process, and individual traits, such as educa-
tion and prior industry experience, can be critical to providing the
new venture with the appropriate strategies, the right combination
of resources and the right time horizon (Birley 1985; Cooper, Woo
and Dunkelberg 1988; Duchesneau and Gartner 1990; Hansen 1995;
Sapienza and Grimm 1997; Stuart and Abetti 1986; Watson, Stew-
ard and Barnir 2003). Third, external investors often assess the po-
tential of a new venture by evaluating the individual attributes of
its founder(s) (Colombo and Grilli 2005). In sum, individual traits,
such as the founder’s psychological attitudes and his/her experience
and practical skills, can be expected to drive new ventures towards
higher growth performance. Thus, Baum, Locke and Smith (2001)
maintain that a motivated founder – with reference to his/her vision,
goals and self-efficacy – is a key factor in the growth of a new firm.
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Within this research vein, a widely used construct is the En-
trepreneurial Orientation (eo). In its basic constituents, eo refers
to the entrepreneur’s attitudes towards risk taking, ability to capture
emerging market opportunities and behaviour towards innovation
(Covin and Slevin 1991). Many scholars have used eo in their at-
tempts to explain growth differentials between new ventures. In
general, such studies confirm that a high eo tends to be associ-
ated with superior growth performance (Wiklund 1999; Zahra and
Covin 1993). However, some of the literature warns that a lot of fine-
grained work remains to be done on the empirical side to fully prove
this association (Hart 1992; Lumpkin and Dess 1996; Smart and Co-
nant 1994).

Firms can also be led by entrepreneurial teams, not just by sin-
gle individuals. Thus, we can understand why the quality of the
founding team has become the unit of analysis for several schol-
ars (Eisenhardt and Schoonhoven 1990; Feeser and Willard 1990).
Here, the size and qualitative composition of the founding team
are the factors that most support the growth of new firms (Zucker,
Darby and Brewer 1998). Despite the commonalities at the concep-
tual level, the two approaches in the literature (solo entrepreneur vs.
entrepreneurial teams) have developed in quite independent ways,
with the latter taking a more organisational drift.

In sum, the literature described above supports a view of new ven-
tures’ development in which growth rates are affected by the profile
of the founding entrepreneur and the management team. A number
of studies, specific to the technological sector, share the same view.
For example, a diversified management team in which technologi-
cal and managerial expertise coexist is recognised as an important
factor for the growth of new high-tech ventures (Colombo and Grilli
2005; Marino and De Noble 1997; McGee, Dowling and Megginson
1995).

contextual factors

The relationship between the growth of the firm and contextual (en-
vironmental) factors has been observed from many different angles.
Though the description that follows is not exhaustive, three perspec-
tives have dominated the scene.

The first looks at the industry structure and the market dynam-
ics. This perspective is largely dominant in strategic studies, where
firms’ moves are typically assumed to be driven by the opportunities
(and threats) emerging from the market and to be favoured (or con-
strained) by the structural characteristics of the industry to which
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a company belongs (Davidsson 1989a, 1989b; Stevenson and Jarillo-
Mossi 1986; Stevenson and Jarillo 1990). The majority of these stud-
ies take the environment as a given. Hence, it is assumed that cer-
tain markets and industries offer more favourable conditions than
others for both the establishment of new ventures and their growth
(Audretsch 1995; Cooper, Gimeno-Gascon and Woo 1994; Vivarelli
and Audretsch 1998). Other studies claim that industries, markets
and niches do not exist per se, but are created by firms through
their strategic decisions and moves (Deloitte and Touche Consulting
Group (gb) 1997; Storey 1996).

A second perspective emphasises the role of institutional fac-
tors (regulations, culture, norms, infrastructures, etc.) in supporting
or inhibiting growth. Among this group of studies, Fritsch (1997),
Djankov, McLiesh and Ramalho (2006) and Ardagna and Lusardi
(2010) observe that firms grow more and faster in countries (or re-
gions) characterised by efficient markets and effective financial and
labour regulations.

The work done by Hung and Chu (2006), Breznitz (2007) and Gils-
ing, van Burg and Romme (2010) shows that it is possible to de-
sign effective public policies to foster the creation and growth of
high-tech firms. The following mechanisms, in particular, have been
shown to be more promising than others: encouraging partnerships,
fostering entrepreneurship and venture initiatives in the innovation
system and sustaining commercialisation activities. Finally yet im-
portantly, differences in taxation systems contribute to differences
in the firms’ growth rates in different locations. In this regard, Fis-
man and Svensson (2007) find that both fiscal pressure and bribery
practices reduce firms’ growth capacity.

A third perspective on contextual factors looks at the location of
the new firms and the characteristics of the local environment. This
perspective has become widely popular among regional economists,
geographers and industrial economists and has been brought into
an impressive amount of studies on related concepts, such as indus-
trial clusters (Porter 1998), industrial districts (Becattini 1990) and
regional innovation systems (Doloreux 2003).

As local firms benefit from these contextual forces, the location it-
self becomes a key determinant of their performance, both in terms
of profitability and growth. Under certain conditions, a ‘magnet’ ef-
fect is created (new suppliers, new clients, new firms and new tal-
ents are drawn to the area) that reinforces itself over time (Thakor
and Lavack 2003). The case of the Silicon Valley in California is il-
lustrative in this regard. In this vein, Glaeser et al. (1992) claim that
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table 1 Factors Affecting the Growth of New Ventures:
Entrepreneur’s Individual Traits

Factors Definitions/measurements References

Higher educa-
tion

Important entrepreneurial skills are en-
hanced through higher education.

Sapienza and Grimm
(1997); Watson, Stew-
ard and Barnir (2003)

Entrepreneurial
experience

Entrepreneurs with prior en-
trepreneurial experience are more
accustomed to the entrepreneurial
process and more likely to avoid costly
mistakes than entrepreneurs with no
prior entrepreneurial experience.

Cooper, Woo and
Dunkelberg (1988);
Duchesneau and Gart-
ner (1990); Stuart and
Abetti (1986)

Broad social
and profes-
sional network

Founders with broad social and profes-
sional networks have potential access
to additional knowhow, capital and cus-
tomer referrals.

Birley (1985); Fu et al.
(2006); Hansen (1995)

Entrepreneurial
orientation

Willingness to innovate market offer-
ings; propensity to take risks to try out
new and uncertain solutions; proactive
attitude toward new marketplace oppor-
tunities.

Wiklund (1999); Zahra
(1991); Zahra and
Covin (1993)

Motivation (vi-
sion, goals and
self-efficacy)

Vision, challenging goals and self-
efficacy represent mechanisms for actu-
alising an entrepreneurial opportunity?

Baum, Locke and
Smith (2001)

proximity and location play an important role in enabling the diffu-
sion of knowledge – and especially of tacit knowledge – across firms
in a spatially bounded region (Audretsch and Feldman 1996; Jaffe
1989; Jaffe, Trajtenberg and Henderson 1993). Strong inter-firm net-
works, enabling knowledge spillovers, offer high-tech firms a higher
chance of survival and success (Raz and Gloor 2007), providing them
with access to resources that would not otherwise be available (Witt
2004).

strategic factors

Several scholars emphasise the importance of market strategies in
explaining growth differentials among new ventures (Almus and
Nerlinger 1999; Bloodgood, Sapienza and Almeida 1996; Li 2001;
Marino and De Noble 1997; Siegel, Siegel and Macmillan 1993;
Smallbone, Leigh and North 1995; Zahra and Bogner 2000). For
example, in an attempt to define the characteristics that distin-
guish high-growth from low-growth companies, Siegel, Siegel and
MacMillan (1993) find that market strategies matter considerably,
although this also depends on the size and the age of the firm. The
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table 2 Factors Affecting the Growth of New Ventures:
Entrepreneurial Team

Factors Definitions/measurements References

Industry expe-
rience

Experience of the firm’s management
team in related industries and markets.

Colombo and Grilli
(2005); Marino and de
Noble (1997)

Marketing ex-
perience

Experience of the firm’s management
team in marketing.

Marino and de Noble
(1997); McGee, Dowl-
ing and Megginson
(1995)

Managerial and
start-up experi-
ence

Experience of the firm’s management
team in previous managerial positions
and start-up situations.

Colombo and Grilli
(2005); Marino and de
Noble (1997)

r&d experience Experience of the firm’s management
team in r&d.

Marino and de Noble
(1997); McGee, Dowl-
ing and Megginson
(1995)

Size of found-
ing team

Size of the firm’s management team. Chamanski and Waagø
(2001)

table 3 Factors Affecting the Growth of New Ventures:
Market and Competitive Environment

Factors Definitions/measurements References

Competition in-
tensity

Strength of inter-firm competition
within the industry.

Chamanski and Waagø
(2001)

Environmental
dynamism

Pace of change in the firm’s external en-
vironment.

Wiklund and Shep-
herd (2005); Zahra and
Bogner (2000)

Environmental
heterogeneity

Perceived diversity and complexity of
the firm’s external environment.

Zahra and Bogner
(2000)

Product/market
maturity

Stage of product life cycle. Eisenhardt and
Schoonhoven (1990);
Park and Bae (2004);
Sandberg and Hofer
(1987)

results seem to suggest that since young and small companies have
resources starvation, they will perform better by focusing all their
efforts on reaching limited goals.

Kaplan, Sensoy and Stromberg (2009) analyse a sample of suc-
cessful venture capital-financed companies and examine how firm
characteristics evolve from the early business plan to initial pub-
lic offering (ipo). What they conclude is that external investors
should place more weight on the business strategy of start-ups (‘the
horse’ in the authors’ metaphor) than on the management team

138 management · volume 9



The Growth Drivers of Start-up Firms and Business Modelling

table 4 Factors Affecting the Growth of New Ventures: Strategy

Factors Definitions/measurements References

Internatio-
nalisation

Extent to which a firm is involved in
cross-border activities.

Bloodgood, Sapienza
and Almeida (1996); Li
(2001); Marino and de
Noble (1997)

Diversification Extent to which a firm is involved into
new product areas.

Li (2001); Marino and
de Noble (1997)

Differentiation Number of versions of products for each
niche.

Baum, Locke and
Smith (2001); Mange-
matin et al. (2003)

Low-cost strat-
egy

Extent to which a firm uses cost advan-
tages as a source of competitive advan-
tage.

Baum, Locke and
Smith (2001); Blood-
good, Sapienza and
Almeida (1996)

Market growth
rate

Extent to which average firm sales in
the industry increase.

Bloodgood, Sapienza
and Almeida (1996);
Lee, Lee and Pennings
(2001)

Marketing in-
tensity

Extent to which a firm is pursuing a
strategy based on unique marketing ef-
forts.

Li (2001)

Product inno-
vation

Degree to which new ventures are de-
veloped and new products or services
introduced.

Li (2001); Park and Bae
(2004)

Marketing
planning

Formalisation of a synoptic model of
strategic planning.

Gruber (2007)

(‘the jockey’), since having good strategies seems to be more impor-
tant than having the best people to carry them out. In more general
terms, the entire Stanford Project on Emerging Companies supports
this view and suggests that a good business idea and non-human
capital assets are relatively more important than the characteristics
of the management team for the success of a start-up firm (Baron
and Hannan 2002; Baron, Hannan and Burton 1999; Beckman and
Burton 2008).

Furthermore, other studies try to combine the strategic view of the
firm with other theoretical perspectives – such as the entrepreneurial
theory and the organisational theory of the firm – in an attempt to
come to a better, more comprehensive explanation of new ventures’
growth differentials (e. g., Baum, Locke and Smith 2001; Chrisman,
Bauerschmidt and Hofer 1998; Sandberg and Hofer 1987). Much of
this literature does not take a fully strategic perspective, but instead
supports a contingency approach in which it is assumed that the

number 2 · summer 2014 139



Balboni, Bortoluzzi, Tivan, Tracogna, and Venier

table 5 Factors Affecting the Growth of New Ventures:
Access to Resources and Capabilities

Factors Definitions/measurements References

Financial re-
sources

Level of financial assets of the firm. Robinson and Mc-
Dougall (2001)

Firm age Number of years a firm has been in ex-
istence.

Zahra, Matherne and
Carleton (2003)

Firm size Number of firm employees. Zahra, Matherne and
Carleton (2003)

Firm type A firm’s type of ownership (corporate
ventures or independent ventures).

Zahra, Matherne and
Carleton (2003)

Patent protec-
tion

Availability of firm’s patents protecting
product or process technology

Marino and de Noble
(1997)

r&d alliances The firm’s use of r&d cooperative ar-
rangements; for ntvs, these also corre-
spond to horizontal alliances.

McGee, Dowling and
Megginson (1995);
Zahra and Bogner
(2000)

r&d investment Intensity of the firm’s investment in in-
ternal r&d activities.

Zahra and Bogner
(2000)

Supply chain
integration

A firm’s cooperation across different
levels of the value-added chain (e. g.,
suppliers, distribution channel agents or
customers).

George et al. (2001);
George, Zahra and
Wood (2002); Mc-
Dougall et al. (1994)

Marketing ca-
pabilities

Nature of product/service offerings,
marketing expertise and knowledge and
product-promotion activities that new
ventures have.

Zou, Chen and Ghauri
(2010)

Technological
capability

The use of advanced technology, valu-
able technology sources, patents and
copyrights.

Lee, Lee and Pennings
(2001)

Network capa-
bilities

A firm’s ability to develop and utilise
inter-organisational relationships.

Heirman and Clarysse
(2004)

growth of new ventures is mostly attributable to the fit between
characteristics of the external environment and internal factors,
such as the firm’s organisational structure and strategies (Eisen-
hardt and Schoonhoven 1990; Feeser and Willard 1990). A comple-
mentary strategic view on the growth of new ventures is offered by
the Resource-Based View of the Firm. According to this perspective,
new ventures’ growth is mostly due to their resources and capa-
bilities base and their ability to access external resources through
relations and networks with other firms (Lee, Lee and Pennings
2001; Heirman and Clarysse 2004; McDougall et al. 1994; Zahra and
Bogner 2000; Zahra, Matherne and Carleton 2003).
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table 6 Factors Affecting the Growth of New Ventures: Contextual Factors

Factors Definitions/measurements References

University part-
nerships

A firm’s use of cooperative arrangements
with universities.

Chamanski and
Waagø (2001); Zahra
and Bogner (2000)

Nongovernmental
financial sup-
port

Financial sponsorship from commercial
institutes.

Lee, Lee and Pen-
nings (2001)

Industry
growth rate

Industry growth rate and the maturity of
the market are recognised as directly cor-
related with small firms’ growth.

Audretsch and Mah-
mood (1994); Baldwin
and Gellatly (2003)

Economies of
scale in the in-
dustry

Presence of economies of scale push
firms to invest to grow quickly.

Audretsch (1995); Vi-
varelli and Audretsch
(1998)

Fast-growing
market niches

Profitable market niches tend to be cre-
ated and populated by small firms that
grow quickly.

Deloitte and Touche
Consulting Group
(gb) (1997); Storey
(1996)

Environmental
heterogeneity

When markets are complex and het-
erogeneous, companies can more easily
identify and develop profitable niches to
grow.

Covin and Covin
(1990); Kolvereid
(1992)

Industrial dis-
tricts and clus-
tering

Concentration within a geographic area
results in higher firm efficiency, per-
formance and growth due to three main
location-related benefits: labour market
specialisation and sharing; availability
of specific intermediate goods and non-
traded inputs; and knowledge externali-
ties and knowledge spillovers.

Becattini (1990);
Porter (1998)

Location brand
advantage

When the location itself gets recognised
by the market as superior in the produc-
tion of specific outputs and under certain
conditions can deliver a branding advan-
tage to the firm.

Thakor and Lavack
(2003)

Continued on the next page

In particular, Lee, Lee and Pennings (2001) examine the influence
of internal capabilities and external networks on firm performance
(measured by sales growth) by using data from a sample of Korean
technological start-up companies. The research results show that the
indicators of internal capabilities are important predictors of a start-
up’s performance, while, among external networks, only linkages to
venture capital companies predicted the start-ups’ performance.

Tables 1–6 summarise, and partly expands upon, the results of the
literature review.
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table 6 Continued from the previous page

Factors Definitions/measurements References

Knowledge
spillover

Proximity and location play an important
role in enabling the diffusion of knowl-
edge across firms in a spatially bounded
region.

Audretsch and Feld-
man (1996); Glaeser
et al. (1992); Jaffe
(1989); Jaffe, Trajten-
berg and Henderson
(1993)

Higher growth
for knowledge-
based firms in
clusters

Firms based on knowledge inputs should
manifest better performance if located in
a firm cluster, since they will have supe-
rior access to both knowledge spillovers
and knowledge resources.

Audretsch and Dohse
(2007)

Level of regula-
tion

Countries or regions with better regula-
tions allow the economy – and the firms
– to grow more quickly, and the quality of
regulations plays a central role, particu-
larly for new entrepreneurs, in the pur-
suit of a business opportunity.

Ardagna and Lusardi
(2010); Djankov,
McLiesh and Ra-
malho (2006)

Legal and fi-
nancial systems
development

Firms operating in industries that need
more access to external finance grow
much more quickly in regions with more
advanced financial systems.

King and Levine
(1993)

Local financial
system sophis-
tication

Stock market development and ease of
access to private credit promote entry and
growth of new companies.

Aghion, Fally and
Scarpetta (2007)

Local taxation
(and bribery)
system

Local differences in the taxation system,
both official and unofficial (in the form of
bribery), are relevant to firm growth rate
differences across locations.

Fisman and Svensson
(2007)

Business Modelling and the Growth of New Ventures:
What We Already Know

the business model concept

The above review of what we know regarding the drivers of growth
reveals how difficult is to integrate different explanations of new
ventures’ growth processes into a single perspective. In recent years,
several scholars have moved their attention toward a new construct,
i. e., the business model, which is able to provide a coherent frame-
work for explaining how technical potential can be converted into
economic value. In this vein, the business model can be considered a
theoretical device that mediates between technological development
and new ventures’ growth (Chesbrough and Rosenbloom 2002).

The business model is a concept that, in recent years, has been
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gaining ground in several managerial disciplines. Although we still
lack an agreed-upon definition of what a business model is, we can
objectively claim that the concept refers to a set of decisions that re-
late to a firm’s market strategy and organisational structure, as well
as to the activities it performs both inside and within the business
environment, through a network of transactions. As such, the con-
cept builds on the extant literature on business strategy, organisation
design, transaction theory and business networks.

Zott, Amit and Massa (2011) provide a broad, multifaceted review
of the literature on this topic, starting with the origins of the con-
struct itself, and they discover that the literature on business mod-
els has been developing largely in separate silos. In particular, three
non-converging research streams can be associated with the busi-
ness model concept: the e-business literature, the strategic manage-
ment field and the area of innovation and technology management.

The e-business literature stream has evolved in parallel with the
rapid advent, since the late nineties, of the ‘new economy.’ Scholars’
attention has been dedicated mainly to the different options avail-
able for creating and capturing economic value in this specific busi-
ness environment, where products are typically intangible in nature
and where proprietary rights are not always clearly attributable.

Second, the strategic literature has emphasised the importance
– for both new and established firms – of combining several deci-
sions that affect different management areas in a consistent way,
from value chains to organisation design to market positioning. In
this light, the business model corresponds to a framework that inte-
grates such dimensions toward a common direction.

Third, the innovation and technology management literature uses
the business model concept to enlarge the scope of the innovation
activity carried out by firms. In this sense, business modelling is
recognised as an additional dimension of the innovation capability
of the firm. Special consideration has been dedicated to models that
combine internal and external innovation activities within so-called
‘open innovation systems.’

According to Amit and Zott (2001), the business model concept is
very close to the strategy approach, but they do not coincide. Indeed,
firms compete through their business models, but, while the strategy
approach emphasises the competitive dimension (value capture),
the business model places a lot of emphasis on cooperation, partner-
ship, joint value creation and customer value proposition. For some
authors, the business model definition precedes (or contains) strat-
egy formulation (Zott and Amit 2007, 2008). For others, the business
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model is the reflection of a realised strategy (Casadesus-Masanell
and Ricart 2010).

Zott, Amit and Massa (2011) support a view of the business model
as a construct that emphasises a system-level, holistic approach to-
ward explaining how firms do business. This holistic view of the
business model concept is shared by other authors (Onetti et al.
2012) who consider the business model a promising emerging unit of
analysis in the management field, as it brings several advantages by
combining organisational and strategic aspects and looking at how
value is created and eventually captured.

In general, most of the literature tends to see the business model
construct through static lenses and therefore look at it as a detailed
description, at a specific moment in time, of how a company cre-
ates value for consumers and for itself (Osterwalder 2004). Another
approach recognises that firms are continuously subject to external
environmental pressures and need to adapt their business models to
preserve their appropriateness (Cavalcante, Kesting and Ulhøi 2011;
Wirtz, Schilke and Ullrich 2010).

Much of the literature on business models reflects the first (con-
figurational) approach (Afuah and Tucci 2001; Teece 2010). For in-
stance, Morris, Schindehutte and Allen (2005) define the business
model as a structural template made up of six fundamental compo-
nents: value proposition, customers, internal processes/competen-
cies, external positioning, economic model and personal/investor
factors. The focus is on the internal coherence of the six components.
Johnson, Christensen and Kagermann (2008) break up the concept
into the following four interwoven elements: customer value propo-
sition, profit formula, key resources and key processes.

business modelling in high-tech and science-based

contexts

Pisano (2006; 2010) and Braguinsky et al. (2010) have recently ad-
dressed the issue of designing viable business models for science-
and/or research-based new ventures. Their main driving question
is the following: can organisations, motivated by the need to make a
profit and satisfy shareholders, successfully conduct basic scientific
research as a core activity? According to Pisano (2010), science-
based businesses confront three fundamental challenges: 1) the
need to encourage and reward profound risk taking over long time
horizons (‘the risk management problem’); 2) the need to integrate
knowledge across highly diverse disciplinary bodies (‘the integra-
tion problem’); and 3) the need for cumulative learning (‘the learn-
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ing problem’). While each of these challenges – risk, integration, and
learning – are present to varying degrees in most business settings,
in science-based businesses, the three appear in far greater force
and often simultaneously. In this respect, science appears to be a
specific environment in which business organisations must develop
different and specific models to run their activities in a profitable
way. In other words, we can expect that viable science-based busi-
nesses will need to design and implement business models that are
not just replications of those prevalent in traditional business set-
tings.

Such new business models may also show radical differences at
the entrepreneurial level. Indeed, Braguinsky et al. (2010) challenge
the conventional view of science-based businesses, which is focused
on the inseparability of the roles of the inventor and the Schumpete-
rian entrepreneur who implements the business in practice. Similar
dynamics have been observed in the case of new high-tech ventures.
Onetti et al. (2012) underline that nowadays, such firms are forced to
develop a broad strategic vision and competitive strategies and capa-
bilities that are necessarily global. What really matters to the growth
of these firms is an ‘effective business model design, where deci-
sions about core activities and where to focus investments are inter-
connected to decisions about location of activities, and about inward
and outward relationships with other players’ (p. 363).

Conclusions

Despite the limitations of and gaps in the literature on business mod-
els, we strongly believe that this construct can be potentially useful
for our research on the growth processes of new ventures in high-
tech and science-based sectors. Why do some new ventures grow
more quickly (and for a longer time) than others? What explains the
above-average performance of some new ventures, and which con-
tingent factors may limit the growth of such firms? We believe that
business models can represent a major driver of growth. Despite the
scarce literature available in this area, we hold this claim to be true
also for high-tech and science-based industries. Our key research
question is the following: Do certain business models appear to be
more effective than others in supporting the growth of high-tech and
science-based new ventures?

To provide an answer, further steps are necessary. The first is
defining the business model construct in a parsimonious way and
operationalising it for empirical research. Most of the definitions
we have found bring together many variables (e. g., value proposi-
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tion, economic model, internal processes), and in practice, each one
is declinable in multiple ways, producing a combination of possible
models that would be impossible to manage empirically. Hence, our
first challenge will be the selection of the most appropriate building
blocks for the configuration of the business model.

Our second step will be to give this construct a dynamic nature
and content. Indeed, it is the ability of the firm to adapt its business
model to the changing environment that matters most in assuring
good growth performance. Despite the dearth of literature on the
topic, we believe it is possible to leverage and capitalise on some
solid anchorages.

First, there is the work by Amit and Zott (2001), which identifies
four different dimensions of the business model that can influence
the value creation (and, thus, the growth performance) of a new ven-
ture. They include:

• the business model’s novelty;

• the degree of customers’ and partners’ lock-in to a specific busi-
ness model;

• the available complementarities (i. e., the possibility of offering a
bundle of different products/services through the same business
model); and

• the level of transactional efficiency.

Second, there is the work by Pisano (2010), which recognises the
call for more risk-taking approaches, knowledge integration and cu-
mulative learning practices in science-based and, in some measure,
high-tech firms.

Relying upon such seminal works, while better clarifying the com-
ponents and patterns of evolution of the business model, we aim to
demonstrate that successful new ventures in high-tech and science-
based sectors are those that can effectively adapt their business
models over time. Such adaptation is facilitated by learning pro-
cesses whereby the newly established firms experiment with new
combinations of strategies, organisational designs and activity sys-
tems. New ventures must preserve their business model’s fit with the
environment while retaining the internal consistency of its compo-
nents. Different stages of a new venture’s development lead to busi-
ness model changes. Such changes may support or impede growth.
Further research in this area will need to identify effective patterns
of business model changes in different industry settings for both
high-tech and science-based new ventures.
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