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Abstract

This research paper, titled “The role of Non-Entrepreneurs in the Success of Startups”, focuses
on the impact implementers and supporters have in the day-to-day activities that enable startups
to achieve success. To reach this goal, a literature review, a survey and two tailored interviews
were conducted, by contacting with both entrepreneurs and non-entrepreneurs to gather results.
This Direct Research establishes a basis on which to build further research on a still relatively
untapped subject, which is that of non-entrepreneurs in startups. Two conclusions are drawn

from research, related with the impact on daily activities as well as overall company strategy.
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1 Introduction

It is a widely known fact that startups are some of the most failure-prone businesses that exist.
Current studies show that the failure rate of a startup is around 90% (Baskoro et al., 2022).
Startups possess a very specific group of characteristics that leads to such numbers, though it is
this same group of characteristics that enables the 10% of those who succeed to reach the hights

many have reached.

There is quite a large research gap regarding the environment in which startups are born, live,
and much of them die. This can be attributed mainly to the relatively young age of this type of
company. The origin of startups can be traced back to the 1970s (Skawinska and Zalewski 2020,
p. 1). It was used to refer to a few emerging high-tech microcompanies, active mainly in the
field of electronics and computer technologies. Naturally, as the years moved forward, so did

these companies, and with this evolution the definition of startup inevitably changed.

It continues to be somewhat difficult to define what a startup is, as different researchers and
industry insiders have arrived each at their own conclusions and given their own meaning to
the word startup. However, Skawinska and Zalewski, through their research into the several
definitions given to the word, adopted the following definition, which will be the one used
throughout this paper when the term “startup” is employed: “a young, small, independent
enterprise, which is creative, innovative, conducting research and development activity (R&D)
to solve actual problems, and proposing prospective solutions, striving for talented employees,

and sales growth, with an attractive business model.”.

One principal feature of startups, and their success, which is still hotly debated is growth, and
what rate of growth is needed to, first, consider a company a startup, and then to consider it a
successful startup. Though a specific figure is hard to set in stone regarding absolute growth, it

is safe to assume that a startup, in the first three years of its life should see at least double figure
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growth numbers, be that in sales, new clients or market cap, and this is what the company should

strive for, even more than breaking even.

This paper aims to understand what the role of non-entrepreneurs in startup success is, how the
people known as the implementers and the supporters affect the success (or not) of a company
of this kind. To do this, it important to first understand the several stages a startup goes through,
how these influence the type of people needed for it to achieve its goals, how people relate to
their work in a startup and how one can define the success of a startup, other than with growth

figures.

2 Literature Review

The majority of the literature written until now regarding the startup ecosystem has been
primarily focused on either how startups form and grow, or their founders, the entrepreneurs
and what characteristics they have in common that lead a startup to success. This means that
once the tables turn and one starts to ask what the influence of everyone else involved in the
startup, there is not much to analyse. Nonetheless, much as has been studied about what are the

success factors common to any startup, and that is where this paper begins.

Skawinska and Zalewski, taking into consideration several studies done on this subject, arrived
at four critical phases in a startup lifecycle. The company begins as a Standup, when the founder
and entrepreneur has the first iteration of the idea. This stage is characterized by the idealization
of a solution to close a perceived or identified gap, which can be related to needs of companies
or consumers, or even the streamlining of processes (Skawinska and Zalewski 2020, p. 4).
Naturally, at this stage, it is vital that the entrepreneur develops and validates a business model,
in order to prove two points: first, that the solution actually works and solves the problem it set
out to solve; and second, that it is a solution that is monetizable and can have financial success,

which is critical in these companies’ first years.
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If the company can survive the first few months of operation, with financial and organizational
constraints, it then develops into a Startup, where it begins the search for a repeatable and
scalable business model, which includes client retention and internal organization (Skawinska
and Zalewski 2020, p. 5). At this stage, the company should already be growing in value, with

a valuation driven by sales growth and development of new products and services.

The following stage is the Scaleup, in which growth should become exponential, there should
be market expansions, into new geographies, new products/services, new target audiences and
the beginning of partnerships with legacy corporations that begin to understand the value of the
proposed solutions. At this stage, it is of utmost importance to carefully plan the following steps
as the company navigates the first 18 to 36 months of operation, which have been proven to be
those where startups fail the most. These failures could be induced by unfavourable economic
conditions, poor product-market fit, or even premature scaling, when the aggressive pursuit of
growth is done before laying a solid foundation for said rapid growth, which often precipitates
failure as transaction volumes overwhelm inadequate systems and infrastructures or outrun the
capacity of the management team. Finally, when the scaling phase is completed, the company
sets into its market, and the challenges change to maintaining market leadership and keeping
steady growth figures. At this stage, team management practices become more similar to those
used by “legacy” companies and move away from the ad hoc decision-making processes that

characterize the previous phases of the life of these companies.

As mentioned previously, defining the success of a startup is quite difficult, as size, geography,
industry and investment culture all play a part in shaping the external environment of a startup.
When (Baskoro et al., 2022) attempted to define startup success, they were confronted with
several different valid definitions, but one factor always was mentioned: the ability to attract
external investment. Their sources, such as Sharchilev (et al. 2018) and Ramadas and Bento

(2017), with varying degrees of demands for what is a successful financial outcome of a startup,
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all defend that the company must succeed in getting funding, at least in some capacity
(Sharchilev et al., 2018). Though it makes sense that a tangible variable such as funding is a
direct reflection of success, the author does not agree completely, as depending on the industry
and type of solution proposed, a startup in the startup phase may be successful without needing
external funding, be that because of its operating model, or as a direct reflection of the
management team’s view on the direction the company should take. However, for the purpose
of this paper, any sign of external funding will be considered, not necessarily as success in its
traditional definition, but as a sign of financial health for the startup, considering the
dependence these companies have on cash flow and “instant” liquidity. The majority of
literature, some of which referenced in this paper, focuses solely on quantitative analysis and,
as posed by (Sevilla-Bernardo et al., 2022) the complexity of a company’s success needs to be
approached through a more holistic view considering the company as a complex and
interconnected whole. They also found that one of the top 7 factors attributed to startup success
was Team, which establishes those who work at these companies as one of the main contributors
to their success. Following this line of research, in their study of success factors in startups,
Skawinska and Zalewski (2020) concluded that, paired with institutions and the dimension of
social capital, human capital, i.e. the people that work at these startups, were one of the
cornerstones of startup success. Additionally, one of the five factors responsible for 72.6% of
total data variability in the study, was the access to human capital, which further sets those who
implement, develop and maintain the products and services offered by these companies as one

the key factors that explain startup success.

According to the Global Startup Ecosystem Report of 2024 (Gauthier, JF et. al. 2024), there are
five main success factors for any startup that operates globally, with one of them being,
unsurprisingly, Talent and Experience. One would be fooled if the only conclusion from this

title was that the founder was very talented and experienced in bringing ideas from only that to
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scaleups, startups and securing their future as main players of their industry. While it is
absolutely essential that the founder is knowledgeable of the sector their company aims to break
into, as well as how to scale the idea, attract customers, build partner and supplier relationships
and then remain at the top once it reaches it, there are, as has been mentioned previously, other
success factors that have a hand in making or breaking a startup. The factor of Talent and
Experience mentioned also encompasses the quality, access and talent of those hired to
operationalize the ideas and projects that stem from founders. Of all countries and companies
analysed in said report, the top 20 scorers of the general study were the same ones that scored
the highest in the Talent and Experience of the team, mainly regarding tech talent quality and

access, life sciences quality and startup and scaling experience.

Success is not a one-time, one-place event, and startups are ecosystems where success could
come to distinct parts of the company at asynchronous moments. One such is instance is that of
internal success, which is rarely seen in available literature. How a newborn company develops
its culture, creates its values and becomes more than a job to those that work at it, providing
more than a paycheck. Though many “legacy” companies claim to be able to provide this
symbiosis with their workers, possibly due to the nature of the startup ecosystem, how these
companies begin life, as well as their proliferation in the XXI century, with a higher focus on
work-life balance and a shift in the role that jobs play in each person’s life, a startup could very
well experience internal success in these mentioned fields, while not responding so well to
traditional measures, such as revenue, profit, and dividends, especially in the early stages of its
life. Additionally, the ability of the founder to formulate and then translate into tangible results
an internal culture and ecosystem of relationships that fosters the success of the firm. Gross
(2015) established five key success factors for startup success: Ideas, Team, Business Model,
Funding and Timing. Of these, Timing was the one placed in first, and Team came in second.

(Sevilla-Bernardo et al., 2022) took these learnings and tried to take a more analytical approach
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to understand if there is any one factor that is empirically proven to lead to success, more than
any other. Considering more than the five initially proposed by Gross, three others were added
by Sevilla-Bernardo (et al. 2022) and are directly linked to the Team factor: Culture and/or
existing values within the start-up: the culture of its founders and their ability to instil certain
values in their team; Internal satisfaction within the start-up: optimism, internal climate;
Diversity in the start-up: diversified staff. Internal climate, and a diversified staff have already
been established as success factors in any type of company (Forbes Expert Panel, 2024).
However, there is a large difference when comparing startups with “legacy” corporations, which
is the presence of the founder in day-to-day activities, and their ability to shape the backbone
and values of the company. Whereas the largest corporations in the world have values and a
culture which may come from geographical or industry-specific factors, in the case of startups,
whatever the geography or industry they are inserted in, it is the founder that decides how
interpersonal relationships will work, and they have the ability to shape these relationships as
the firm grows. It is at this point that the focus shifts from the organization to the person, and

how they relate to the company.

Urdan (et al. 2006) characterized self-efficacy as a person’s belief about his/her ability at
different levels, influenced by motivation and living. (...) It has effects on emotions, feelings
or decision-making. Na-Nan (et al. 2021) then found that if employees are supported and
promoted through proper engagement, organizational commitment and job satisfaction this will
reinforce and stimulate organizational citizenship behaviour with a significant increase in
productivity. This can be seen as one of the first windows into how an employee’s feelings
towards the organization they work for can influence the outcome of their work. The
development of employees’ self-efficacy can lead to employee engagement, organizational
commitment, job satisfaction, and organizational citizenship behaviours, as well as leading to

effective and open innovation for the organization (Na-Nan et al., 2021). Additionally,
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perceived self-efficacy has been proven to be accompanied by high-performance attainments
and perseverance (Bandura et al., 1981). This is crucial as open innovation enables
organizations to adapt themselves to a rapidly changing environment in the present and to
respond well to customer engagements (Yun et al., 2016), something vitally important in the

startup industry.

It is important to point out that, other than providing an environment in which the employees’
perceived self-efficacy can be enhanced, startups and their founders should also foster a
working context in which the principles of Social Exchange Theory proposed by George C.
Homans in 1958 can be put into practice at their fullest. Harney & Alkhalaf (2021) proposed
that growth can negatively impact the direct span of control of owner-managers and autonomy
provided to employees mandating alterative, and on occasion more sophisticated approaches to
HRM. Also, as is mentioned in their research, growth-oriented companies, as are startups, may
be receptive to taking on the sunk costs of investment in HR, which will not have immediate
effects (Welbourne & Cyr, 1999) but may decrease the possibility of failure (Chadwick et al.,
2016). As such, startup companies might utilize the SET to provide employee growth and
development opportunities. For example, they may provide additional training and learning
opportunities, opportunities to participate in exciting projects, or mentorship to help employees
develop new skills and experience (Djaganata & Pusparini, 2024). Though somewhat difficult
in the initial stages of a startup company, it is important that its founders and leaders find a way
to prioritize the workers’ well-being and engagement as it will enable them to enhance their job
satisfaction, which (Ozkan et al., 2020) defended affects turnover intention, by affecting
motivation, perceptions of alternative opportunities and organizational commitment. Further in
their work, Djaganata and Pusparini (2024) concluded that person-group fit deeply impacts
startups’ fortunes, as these are companies with a work culture that emphasizes teamwork and

collaboration, which deepens these effects through a general proximity in age of workers,
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working styles and preferences. Historically, startup employees get in on the ground floor.
Because these firms operate at a smaller scale and have fewer resources, individuals enter at
higher relative levels in the organizational hierarchy than they could command in a larger
organization (Sorenson et al., 2021). This could be read as an attractive prospect for those who
work at startups, as they earn early higher responsibilities and can see the possibility of a share
in the company’s future earnings as something to strive for. Not only that, this type of
employees, due to fluid nature of startups, effectively become generalists (Sorenson et al.,
2021). Sorenson and Audia (2000) established one of the first instances in which the role of
non-entrepreneurs in an entrepreneurial venture is referred as an important factor for success.
They must contribute labour, becoming responsible for establishing relationships with suppliers
and distributors. The author adds customers to this short list of stakeholders with which

employees of entrepreneurial ventures build relationships.

Having established that startups are made up of a founder/entrepreneur and of employees/non-
entrepreneurs, it is important, for the purpose of this paper, to understand the roles non-
entrepreneurs fulfil in the firm. This type of employee typically comes into the company as it
goes from Standup to Startup, and operations begin requiring more manpower. The answer to
the functions a non-entrepreneur serves within a startup is quite simple: virtually everything.
Employees of small companies, such as the vast majority of startups for a large period of their
lifetime, engage and learn in a variety of functions within the organization. Also, these areas of
responsibility can shift as individuals cover for others and help with urgent projects, and re-
define their roles to accommodate the addition and loss of other employees (Sorenson, 2017).
Naturally, and in parallel with the shift in responsibilities of the founders and leaders of the
startups, the responsibilities of the employees/non-entrepreneurs also suffer a rearrangement,

with a path towards specialization in a specific role being the more common way, as the
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company grows, and the roles and intra-company relationships start to become more structured

and well defined.

These are the people responsible for bringing to life the vision of the entrepreneur and it starts
at the very beginning of the lifecycle of a startup, in product development, as engineers,
designers and lower-level managers build, update and streamline the product or service offered.
Once this stage is firmly in place, operational processes, supply chain management and end-to-
end troubleshooting becomes essential to ensure the viability of roll-out. Naturally, sales and
marketing teams are required to build awareness to the product and brand, as well as building
and maintaining relationships with customers, prospective partners and the general public. At
the final phase of the product/service journey customer support takes centre stage and these
employees become the main connection point between the company and its customers, for any
issues related to product/service functioning, warranty activation and replacement processes.
Djaganata and Pusparini (2024) refer that one of the greatest challenges faced by any type of
company, and especially startups, is how to retain high-quality and high-performing employees
in the long term. This happens mainly due to individual-level challenges such as the “emotional
rollercoaster” characterised by periods of stress, long work hours and trade-offs of their own
physical health, as posed by Mcmullen and Dimov (2013) and Cardon et al. (2011). Because
startups, unlike “legacy” corporations, lack some soft values such as a long history in business
or a natural, contextual understanding of the home market, it is essential that they are able to
engage employees’ self-efficacy and obtain the best performance from each of them, which will

have an impact on the success of the startup.

Other than employees, the author includes in the definition of non-entrepreneurs associated
with a startup advisors and mentors, which are commonly individuals with extensive industry
experience, either in the startup space or on a specific subject related to the field in which the

firm operates. Their inputs are important mainly to aid with the definition of a strategic
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direction, market monitoring, decision making and relationship building with external
stakeholders. Though massively valuable, for the purpose of this paper these take a secondary
role in comparison with employees and the impact that will be measured will be focused on
founders, which are considered entrepreneurs, and employees, which are considered non-

entrepreneurs.

As is demonstrated by the literature review, there is a clear knowledge gap regarding the role
non-entrepreneurs fulfil in startups. The majority of documents analysed focus primarily either
on the success factors of startups in general, or the views of the entrepreneurs that founded
them. While these insights are valuable, and direct the research, they lack both the perception
of non-entrepreneurs on their impact in the success of these companies, as well as quantitative
data regarding the influence the specific success factor of Team/Team Members has on the

success of startups. It is this knowledge gap the author aims to reduce with this work.

3 Methodology

3.1 Data Gathering Structure

To overcome issues with a limited survey response ratio, a mixed-method research study was
defined, combining the quantitative qualities of the survey with the qualitative advantages of
in-depth interviews, two of which were designed to ascertain the perceptions of both founder
and employee regarding company growth, role fulfilled and impact on success. This approach
is based mainly on the findings of Cameron et al (2015) which found that the study of complex
phenomena can benefit from the use of mixed methods approaches. It is the author’s view that

the subject of this study qualifies as a complex phenomenon which benefits from this approach.
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3.1.1 Survey

Surveys are one of the most effective ways to quickly gather important information regarding
any kind of topic. To overcome issues with a limited survey response ratio, a mixed method
study was defined, combining the quantitative qualities of the survey with the qualitative
advantages of in-depth interviews, which were designed to ascertain the perceptions of both

founder and employee regarding company growth, role fulfilled and impact on success.

Naturally, this lack of valid responses compromises the external validity of these results, and
the ability of generalizing any conclusions taken from said results. This produces one obvious
suggestion for future directions, which comprises the gathering and analysis of a much larger
number of responses, to either confirm the conclusions made in this paper, or adjusting the

direction taken here.

The survey focused primarily on two aspects: the person and how they relate with the startup

they work at; and the role they fulfil and how said role impacts the company.

3.1.2 Interviews

To bridge the gap of results gathered with the survey, three in-depth interviews were conducted,
with one employee/non-entrepreneur and one founder of two different startups. The companies
work in the tourism (hotel/industrial dry cleaning) and architecture-design industries. This

separation of industries is important to gather insights from diverse sectors.

The interviews focused primarily in understanding both entrepreneurs and non-entrepreneurs’
views on the work done by each part, the influence said work had in the overall success of the
company and what changes would have to be made to make the company progress to next stage
of its lifecycle, taking into account organizational structure and functions practiced by each

person as the two main axis of change possible within this field of study.
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3.1.3 Data Gathering

The survey was conducted and distributed to employees of companies that fit within the
description of startup that was set previously in this paper. Distribution of this survey began on

the 20" of November of 2024, and was carried out through the 30" of November of 2024.

Each respondent only answered once, in order to maintain the standards of data independence,
accuracy and truthfulness. This dataset was built to extract as many valuable insights as possible
from the questions asked, mainly focusing on the experience of non-entrepreneurs within
startups, as well as founders/entrepreneurs and their view regarding the roles and importance
of their non-entrepreneur colleagues and employees, also considering the period of the startup’s

lifecycle at which the employees/non-entrepreneurs entered and impacted the company.

Though the number of responses is not high, which proves a limitation, mentioned at the end
of this paper, it is used in this paper as the basis on which two independent in-depth interviews
were carried out, as well as the vehicle through which the author looks to identify the principal

pain points and possible solutions, through non-entrepreneur actions.

Based on the results gathered from the survey, a set of questions was devised to interview two
members of different startups. The companies work in tourism (hotel/industrial dry cleaning)
and architecture industries. The interviewee of the industrial dry-cleaning company was
employee/non-entrepreneur of the startup, and male, while the interviewee from the
architectural startup was female. The ages of the interviewees were, respectively, 23 and 46.
While the first half of the interview was the same, the second half was specifically designed for
the role (entrepreneur or non-entrepreneur) of the person being interviewed. The transcripts of
the interviews are available in the appendices of this paper. The interviews were conducted face

to face on the 11™ of December 2024.
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3.2 Response Analysis

3.2.1 Survey Responses

As mentioned previously, the response rate to the survey was quite low, only yielding 25
responses. Having said this, the first noteworthy fact found was that there is an overwhelming
majority of male employees in the surveyed companies. 84% of the respondents were male,
which could prove a limitation and suggests a possible follow through on this study, focusing
primarily either on female views on this issue, or with a 50/50 distribution of respondents. Still
inserted in the demographic analysis of respondents, as would be expected from this type of
companies, the vast majority of those who answered the questions have ages between 18 and
24 (40%) and between 25 and 34 (40%). Nearly half of them have a bachelor’s degree with
nearly a quarter having a master’s degree. One criterion in which this survey does not lack is
that of company sector diversity. While a third of the respondents work in the
Logistics/Transportation sector, there were answers from people in Hospitality, Consumer
Goods, Technology and Healthcare, which provides a sound basis on which to build a further-

reaching survey in terms of industry diversity.

Regarding the state of the company in terms of financing, 56% of the respondents answered
that the company had not received any external financing of any kind. The rest of the
respondents answered positively regarding external financing, with values ranging from loans
of around 90,000€, tied to a bridging round of financing of around 150,000€, to 70 million
euros. This naturally provides a wide range regarding the maturity and financial state of these
companies, which is another positive aspect of this survey. Connecting these results with the
accepted definitions of startup success mentioned previously, it is safe to declare that all of the
respondents’ startups have met some success. This is further evidenced by revenue figures of

36.4% of these companies above 1,000,000€ in the previous year, and of 18.2% of the
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companies between 500,000€ and 1,000,000€. Additionally, 80% of the companies grew at least
by 10% from 2022 to 2023, when compared to the previous period, with 25% growing above
100% and 25% growing between 50% and 100%. To hammer this point home, 48% of the
respondents answered that their company was the market leader, with varying percentages of
the market captured. This is another mark of success as posed by those mentioned in the
literature analysis. This establishes the vast majority of this small sample of companies as

successful startups, which is the first condition that should be met in this study.

Having established the success of these companies, it is now time to shift the focus to the roles

fulfilled by the respondents, and how they may have had an impact in this achievement.

When building this survey, it was important, in order to have valid results, to understand for
how long these respondents had been at the startup. Common sense and available literature
were confirmed by these results, which showed that, as was expected, the majority of employees
worked at the startup in periods of between 2 and 6 months and between 1 and 2 years. However,
the distribution was quite balanced, with the rest of the respondents being almost evenly

distributed (6 months to 1 year — 19.2%; more than 2 years — 23.1%).

11.5% of the respondents were founders, which enables, through an alternative path of the
survey, the understanding of their view regarding their employees and the impact they had on
the operations, scaling and overall success of the company. Naturally, when asked what their
functions were within the company, their responses were CEO, CTO, Board Member and
similar. These respondents were then asked to rate their employees’ impact in several aspects
of the company from (Team Organization; Team Cohesion; Process Implementation; Process
Streamlining; Sales Development; Customer Support; Accounting; Logistics; Marketing and
Content Creation). The highest evaluation one could give was 5, which corresponded to

“Essential to Company Operation”. The area of the company which gathered the highest
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number of “Essential to Company Operation” responses was Customer Support. Right behind
it however, three other roles gathered the same number of responses: Team Organization,
Process Streamlining and Sales Development. Additionally, one important aspect to retain from
these responses is the lack of options selected with “Not Important at All”, and only two
(Logistics and Marketing and Content Creation) with answers of “Somewhat Important but Not
Essential”. It then follows that all these roles, solely performed by the non-entrepreneurs of

these companies, are, at least, seen as “Important” to the success of the companies’ operations.

To understand effectively if the perceived importance of these roles had been acted upon by the
founder at any stage of the startup’s lifecycle, two questions were then asked: 1- Of the
mentioned roles, what were the ones you performed when the company started? 2- Of the roles
filled by you in the beginning, what was the first one you felt necessary to hire someone else to
perform? For the first question, the most common response was Operations/COQO, which does
then pose a question: If it was one of the core functions practiced in the beginning, is there a
specific reason why it is not considered of as high importance as some of the other options?
This is something which could be deepened in future research on this topic. Additionally, all
respondents added that they performed all the functions mentioned, without specifying any one

in particular.

Moving to the second question, the same trend seen in the previous question’s responses is seen.
Though previously “Operations” was mostly selected as either “Somewhat Important but Not
Essential” or “Important”, the responses to the question of first external hire role are counter
intuitive. The only response that was seen more than once was that of Operations or Operational
Executive which, for the purpose of this study, hold the same meaning. A strong defence can
begin to take shape regarding a more targeted importance of these non-entrepreneurs in roles
related to Logistics and Operations. Other responses, with lower registered frequency were

Compliance Officer and Marketing and Content Creation. These fit the established mould
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associated to startups, in which at this point in the company’s life, sales development and client
acquisition take centre stage and other departments take a more undefined shape, and the
backseat in the priority’s list. To finalize the construction of the founders’ perspective, they were
asked about the reasons that led them to pass that first role to someone else. At this stage
responses were slightly more heterogeneous, ranging from lack of knowledge, increased
regulation, time-freeing, quality assurance and need for sales development. While the latter is
clearly associated with the needs and day-to-day activities of startups, others such as quality
assurance and increased regulation indicate that the company had already reached a stage in
which the basics of the operations and revenue-generating activities had been established and
streamlined, which both enabled and mandated the company to take a more traditional approach
to certain internal sectors. Considering the insights of Prohorovs et al. (2019), according to

entrepreneurs, marketing and sales skills are one of the cornerstones of startup success.

This leads us to the non-entrepreneurs’ perspectives given in the survey.

When asked about the functions they performed in the company, 45.8% of respondents
answered “Sales”. Available literature shows that sales and revenue are one of the main drivers
of startup success. Taking a look at the definitions of startups and scaleups gathered by
(Skawinska & Zalewski, 2020), sales, revenues and growth orientation are common
denominators of this type of company. Having said this, it is only natural that a large portion of
the surveyed companies’ resources are directed to sales and lead generation. Additionally, after
sales, customer relations and support, as well as logistics and process implementation and
improvement are the most common answers. Again, these follow established views on how the
most important success factor for a startup is generally agreed to be sales and revenue
generation, with customer support and account management coming in second as a pilar of
sustained success for these companies. Also, as has been referred previously, as the startup

scales, in order to achieve higher levels of success an optimization and streamlining of
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processes and implementation of logistical best practices becomes paramount. These answers
substantiate this exact point. Furthermore, one other determinant found that supports the
backbone role of these non-entrepreneurs was related with situations in which they are allowed
personal inputs. Other than just performing their tasks, they were asked about suggestions or
recommendations they had made while working at these startups. Of all of them, 50% of the
suggestions were discussed with the leadership, tested and ended up being implemented.
Additionally, 15.4% of the suggestions were carried at least to the testing phase, which shows
that the leadership team saw actual potential value in them. These suggestions were primarily
focused on two aspects: operational streamlining and growth. While one can look at the non-
entrepreneurial members of startups and assume no relevant inputs are made regarding both
day-to-day operations or big picture strategy, it was shown that while they are not entrepreneurs,
and more importantly not equity holders, there is an importance given to improving their own
jobs, their functions, and how the company operates. The suggestions were as simple as weekly
experience-sharing meetings, and as impactful as new market benchmarking. This clearly

shows the impact of these workers in the fortunes of the startup.

Moreover, when the suggestions or recommendations were not implemented, 62.4% of the
times this happened due to the existence of other immediate priorities set previously, and 25%
due to lack of necessary resources. This corroborates the fact that even when they are not
implemented, non-entrepreneurs in startups strive for overall company betterment and are many

times held back by external factors beyond their control.

3.2.2 Interviews

As mentioned previously, due to the small number of responses, two in-depth interviews were
conducted with two persons that work at startups. One was female, 46 years of age and co-

founder of an architecture and interior design studio focused on tech-based solutions. The other
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was male, 23 years of age and operations manager at a startup specialized in industrial dry
cleaning with a heavy focus on the tourism industry. These two persons were selected due to
their differing personal characteristics, work experience, line of work, and company

characteristics.

Starting with the founder of the architecture and interior design firm, the first questions were
used to ascertain the type of company in question. It is in its second year of activity, only
employing the two founders. At this stage both perform all tasks, similar to any startup founder,
as has been shown by the available literature analysed in this paper. At this point, the role this
founder plays is paramount, quite literally holding the fate of the startup in her hands. To this
person, success in her role focuses mainly in two issues: untapping unknown questions and
potential from the client and adaptation to client requests; and reaching project timeline goals.
As a personal anecdote this person also values highly the enhancement of creative freedom.
The principal challenge faced was pointed out as being the management of supplier relations
and client expectations. This company recently partnered with a major player in the Portuguese
architectural landscape which has springboarded this startup into a larger market, being able to
take on bigger clients and enhancing revenue streams. When asked about what made her
continue to strive for success in the startup, she highlighted the ability to be the beneficiary of
the fruits of her hard work, which weren’t diluted by being done at an established firm, and the

unique work-life balance opportunities created by founding her own firm.

A number of questions were then asked regarding company operation and potential future hires.
The first role she would look to delegate to someone hired externally would be that of supplier
relations and procurement. This remains in line with the answers given by the founders who
responded to the survey, in which the first role to be hired externally was given was that of
Logistics and Operations. Results show that founders present similar issues at this stage of the

company’s life, regardless of industry. Additionally, when questioned about hard decisions that
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had to be made as a founder, the instance of turning down lucrative projects was mentioned,
due to a lack of installed capacity to sustain rapid growth. It was also mentioned as important
to succeed within the firm the possession of two principal characteristics: proactivity and
timeline respect. Some of the challenges faced by the company were tied to proposal time and
client feedback time. This was justified by the fact that the founders have to perform all tasks,
which means sometimes their focus shifted from the very important work to low value
producing tasks that still had to be performed. This was one the issues posed as to be important

to solve when defining the role of a first external hire.

Moving on to the second interview, the company where the interviewee worked is also in its
second year of operation. However, it has been through multi-million funding rounds and
currently employs around 50 people, of which two are the co-founders. The interviewee works
as an Operations Manager, setting up SOPs (Standard Operating Procedures) as well as being
responsible for FTE (Full-Time Employees) hiring and management. The strong suit found by
him regarding his impact on the success of the company referred to the continuous optimization
of processes. Furthermore, success in his role was defined by achieving KPI-based goals,
mainly related with operational costs and productivity figures. Also, hiring timelines, and FTE
shift and calendarization objectives and the mitigation of percent-based operational errors were

listed as some other success markers.

When asked about challenges faced and non-entrepreneurial work which had had an impactful
effect on the operations of the firm, he first responded that there were some struggles with
scalability, with a need to sustain high growth figures, correct FTE hiring practices and resource
optimization. To the second question, he gave the example of a quantitative assessment of the
operational cost basis to ensure a cent-accurate price could be practiced, in an industry

characterized by high client turnover provoked by price shifts.
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He mentioned result ownership and an accelerated work pace as some of the attractors to this
role, feeling more fulfilled when verifying incremental rises in quality and improving the hiring
processes. One instance that backs the point that non-entrepreneurs are paramount to the success
of these startups was given. When a member of the leadership, responsible for customer
relations and support went on an extended leave, he was forced to take on that extra
responsibility and maintain the already high customer satisfaction levels at that height. There
were also instances of disagreements between him and the C-level executives, which were
resolved by keeping all stakeholders in the information loop, and they were able to reach a
compromise taking both views into consideration. His role focused on a core industrial issue,
operational efficiency, which in this case is the differentiating factor between this company and

the rest of its market.

These two interviews prove two essential points that are indispensable to the success of startups.
The first is that as the firm grows and reaches growth and revenue milestones, tasks must be
delegated from the founder to the employees, in order to free the founder from menial tasks and
keep innovating, and to have dedicated personnel working on each role as they become needed.
The second is that even when they are non-innovators, they have valuable inputs to be made
regarding big-picture, firm-defining strategies, as well as process improvement, task fulfilment

and team and culture definition.

3.2.3 Discussion

By gathering and analysing the results of both the survey and the interviews the author
concludes that in fact non-entrepreneurs are instrumental to the success of startups, a role which
is more evidenced in the rapid growth phase of the lifecycle of these companies, when
knowledge and operational expertise become essential to enable the startup to make the jump

and assert itself in its market. These findings are in line with those found in the literature
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reviewed in this paper and narrow a knowledge gap that was found. While the majority of
research has been made regarding the traits founders must have, or the direction they should
take when at the infinite crossroads they will find while building their startups, this paper
focuses on how those hired to perform specific functions can have an absolutely decisive role

in the reaching of milestones and objectives set by the entrepreneurs.

While there are some limitations, which are mentioned below, these findings are based on
research that was not pointed towards any specific industry nor any specific stage of a startup’s
lifecycle, which provides a basis for study that can be cautiously generalised and built on.
However, if conclusions want to be taken regarding the role non-entrepreneurs play in the
success of specific startups, it is important to focus future research in the industry or size of the

startups analysed.

4 Limitations and Recommendations for Future Direction

The research presented in this work focused on startups and their non-entrepreneur members.
Naturally, the results presented here cannot be transferred or used as an unquestionable basis
for both future research within the startup space, as well as companies of other typologies. Also,
as shown by the results of this study, respondents could be separated and focused on based on
the industry in which their startup inserted in, or by function/role filled within the company.

This is valid for the stage in the lifetime of the companies analysed as well.

Additionally, non-entrepreneurs are not the only success factor of startups, and other internal
aspects, such as founder leadership, team dynamics and work processes should be considered
and studied to understand how the affect the success of the company on their own and in
conjunction with the rest of these internal aspects, as well as others that may not have been
referred in this paper. And one cannot dismiss the impact external aspects that impact these

companies in particular, such as product-market fit, economic conditions, regulations and
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access to capital. These factors should also be taken into consideration, and studied, again on

their own and in relation to other elements of the startup ecosystem.

Limitations were found regarding the data collection process. The survey was conducted
through online tools, with some respondents answering to the best of their abilities and
knowledge but with a less-than-ideal accuracy and attention, which leads to some lack of
confidence in the results. Additionally, the data collection period was rather short, which led to
a lower number of answers, which also contributes to a lower number of valid answers from
the respondents. Even though the survey was sent to more than 140 entrepreneurs and non-
entrepreneurs, the response rate was low, which lead the author to question the certainty of the

relationships between the results of the survey and the larger startup ecosystem.

The two principal suggestions regarding future direction for a study with this purpose, are to
increase the data collection period, as well as increasing the number of respondents, not only in
number, but also in variety, as the vast majority of those who responded to the survey were
entrepreneurs or non-entrepreneurs based in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area, and this fact could
have major implications in the results found. With this said, geographical origins of the
respondents should be more expansive, not only in Portugal, but expanding to the rest of Europe
and the world, as the views of both entrepreneurs and non-entrepreneurs on the role non-
entrepreneurs have in the success of startups could change depending on geographical region

of the startup, industry, work processes and stage of the startup in the lifecycle.

Nova School of Business and Economics 24



5 Conclusion

Considering the unpredictable and relatively new nature of startups, it is the author’s assessment
that non-innovators hold an importance to the success of startups similar to that of their
founders, or so-called entrepreneurs. Based on the available literature on the subject, which
remains limited, and a small survey and two focused interviews, a study was conducted to
ascertain the role non-entrepreneurs play in startups achieving success. Data gathered showed
that non-entrepreneurs were the ones performing virtually every single task associated with the

crucial success factors of startups in general.

Though the survey gave some directions regarding the views of both entrepreneurs and non-
entrepreneurs on this issue, the two interviews were essential to understand on a first-hand basis
what success was seen as at two completely different startups of different dimensions, different
industries and different objectives. Additionally, by being supplied with the viewpoints of both
a founder and an employee, the author was able to understand how, even separate and not
remotely associated, the founder’s views on issues regarding the success of her startup were
complemented by the views the employee had on the role he and others performed at their
company. These two interviews prove two essential points that are indispensable to the success
of startups. The first is that as the firm grows and reaches growth and revenue milestones, tasks
must be delegated from the founder to the employees, in order to free the founder from menial
tasks and keep innovating, and to have dedicated personnel working on each role as they
become needed. The second is that even when they are non-innovators, they have valuable
inputs to be made regarding big-picture, firm-defining strategies, as well as process

improvement, task fulfilment and team and culture definition.

Moreover, even if the issues found by each were differing, they were symptoms of the struggles

any startup goes through in their quest for growth and revenue. Survey data backed these views,
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as employees listed their responsibilities as the functions the founders most sought to delegate
when the companies began to grow. It then follows that the startup was only able to grow past
the embryonic stage when the right people were found to perform the tasks not associated with

entrepreneurship.

This paper should then serve primarily as the basis on which to further study the impact these
workers have on the incredibly intricate ecosystems that are startups. While founder’s
characteristics, experience and soft skills have long and deeply been studied, a research gap still
persists regarding the rest of those who comprise startups. Any stakeholders should then seek
to expand the scope of quantitative analysis, to back the issues defended in this paper, which,
though it is existent, lacks a significant sample size to be considered effective. Concluding, this
thesis offers a stepping stone built by small statistical figures and a comprehensive theoretical
literature review on which to construct further research and knowledge in the amazingly broad

ecosystem of startup companies.

Nova School of Business and Economics 26



6 Bibliography

Bandura, A., Schunk, D. H., Schmidt, J., Tankersley, G., Tuomy, J., & Wilder, R. (1981).
Cultivating Competence, Self-Efficacy, and Intrinsic Interest Through Proximal Self-

Motivation. In Journal of Personality and Social Psychology (Vol. 41, Issue 3).

Baskoro, H., Prabowo, H., & Lumban Gaol, F. (2022). Predicting Startup Success, a Literature

Review.

Cameron, R., Sankaran, S., & Scales, J. (2015). Mixed methods use in project management

research. Project Management Journal, 46(2), 90-104. https://doi.org/10.1002/pm;j.21484

Cardon, M. S., Stevens, C. E., & Potter, D. R. (2011). Misfortunes or mistakes?. Cultural
sensemaking of entrepreneurial failure. Journal of Business Venturing, 26(1), 79-92.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusvent.2009.06.004

Chadwick, C., Guthrie, J. P., & Xing, X. (2016). The HR executive effect on firm performance
and survival. Strategic ~ Management  Journal, 37(11), 2346-2361.

https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.2566

Djaganata, A. D., & Pusparini, E. S. (2024). Factors Influencing Job Change Desire: An
Empirical Study on Employees in Startup Environments. Jurnal Manajemen Teori Dan
Terapan| Journal of Theory and Applied Management, 17(2), 251-268.

https://doi.org/10.20473/jmtt.v17i2.53104

Forbes Expert Panel. (2024, August 14). 20 Key Factors That Contribute To Business Success.
Forbes. https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbesbusinesscouncil/2024/08/14/20-key-

factors-that-contribute-to-business-success/

Franchini, L. (2024). Scaleup Company. In Wikipedia (Vol. 23, Issue 4, pp. 1-1).

https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.30.10.1161

Nova School of Business and Economics 27



Gauthier, J., Penzel, M., Kuester, S., & Ortmans, J. (2024). ECOSYSTEM REPORT LEARN
MORE AND GET CONNECTED AT STARTUPGENOME.COM 2024 THE GLOBAL

STARTUP. https://startupgenome.com/reports/gser2024

Gross, B. (2015, June 1). The single biggest reason why start-ups succeed [Broadcast].

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bNpx7gpSqb¥Y

Harney, B., & Alkhalaf, H. (2021). A quarter-century review of HRM in small and medium-
sized enterprises: Capturing what we know, exploring where we need to go. Human

Resource Management, 60(1), 5-29. https://doi.org/10.1002/hrm.22010

Mcmullen, J. S., & Dimov, D. (2013). Time and the entrepreneurial journey: The problems and
promise of studying entrepreneurship as a process. Journal of Management Studies, 50(8),

1481-1512. https://doi.org/10.1111/joms.12049

Na-Nan, K., Kanthong, S., & Joungtrakul, J. (2021). An empirical study on the model of self-
efficacy and organizational citizenship behavior transmitted through employee
engagement, organizational commitment and job satisfaction in the thai automobile parts

manufacturing industry. Journal of Open Innovation: Technology, Market, and

Complexity, 7(3). https://doi.org/10.3390/joitmc7030170

Ozkan, A. H., Elci, M., Karabay, M. E., Kitapci, H., & Garip, C. (2020). Antecedents of turnover
intention: A meta-analysis study in the United States. £ a M: Ekonomie a Management,

23(1), 93-110. https://doi.org/10.15240/tul/001/2020-1-007

Prohorovs, A., Bistrova, J., & Ten, D. (2019). Startup Success Factors in the Capital Attraction
Stage: Founders’ Perspective. Journal of East-West Business, 25(1), 26-51.

https://doi.org/10.1080/10669868.2018.1503211

Nova School of Business and Economics 28



Ramadas, F., & Bento, S. R. (2017). PREDICTING SUCCESS FOR START-UPS WITH

MACHINE LEARNING Predicting Start-up Success with Machine Learning.

Sevilla-Bernardo, J., Sanchez-Robles, B., & Herrador-Alcaide, T. C. (2022). Success Factors
of Startups in Research Literature within the Entrepreneurial Ecosystem. Administrative

Sciences, 12(3). https://doi.org/10.3390/admsci12030102

Sharchilev, B., Ozornin, D., Roizner, M., Serdyukov, P., Rumyantsev, A., & De Rijke, M.
(2018). Web-based startup success prediction. International Conference on Information
and Knowledge Management, Proceedings, 2283-2292.

https://doi.org/10.1145/3269206.3272011

Skawinska, E., & Zalewski, R. 1. (2020). Success factors of startups in the EU-a comparative

study. Sustainability (Switzerland), 12(19). https://doi.org/10.3390/sul12198200

Sorenson, O. (2017). Regional ecologies of entrepreneurship. Journal of Economic Geography,

17,959-974.

Sorenson, O., & Audia, P. G. (2000). The social structure of entrepreneurial activity:
Geographic concentration of footwear production in the United States, 1940-1989.

American Journal of Sociology, 10(2), 424—462. https://doi.org/10.1086/316962

Sorenson, O., Dahl, M. S., Canales, R., & Burton, M. D. (2021). Do startup employees earn
more in the long run?  Organization  Science,  32(3), 587-604.

https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.2020.1371

Urdan, T.; P. F. (2006). Selfefficacy Beliefs of Adolescents. In Self-Efficacy Beliefs of

Adolescents. Information Age Publishing.

Nova School of Business and Economics 29



Welbourne, T. M., & Cyr, L. A. (1999). The Human Resource Executive Effect in Initial Public
Offering Firms. In Source: The Academy of Management Journal (Vol. 42, Issue 6).

https://www.jstor.org/stable/256983

Yun, J. H. J., Won, D. K., & Park, K. (2016). Dynamics from open innovation to evolutionary
change. Journal of Open Innovation: Technology, Market, and Complexity, 2(2).

https://doi.org/10.1186/s40852-016-0033-0

7 Appendix
Appendix 1 — Survey Results

Appendix 1.1 — Survey Results (Age Groups)
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Appendix 1.2 — Survey Results (Gender)

GENDER
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Appendix 1.3 — Survey Result (Level of Schooling)

LEVEL OF SCHOOLING

= High School = Bachelors = Masters

Appendix 1.4 — Survey Result (Industry)
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Appendix 1.5 — Survey Result (External Investment Amount)
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Appendix 1.6 — Survey Result (Past Year Revenue)
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Appendix 1.9 — Survey Result (Time with the Company)
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Appendix 1.10 — Survey Result (Moment of Entry in the Company)
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Appendix 1.11 — Survey Results (Role within the Company)

ROLE WITHIN THE COMPANY

s C-Suite/Founder = HR = Finnance and Accounting
= Marketing = Sales = Product and Operations
s Technology and IT = Legal and Compliance s Creative and Design

= Facilities and Administration

Appendix 1.12 — Survey Results (List of Role Responsibilities)
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Respondent A — Increase sales, client satisfaction and onboarding, LTV of clients;

Respondent B — SEO Optimization, Google Ads, Facebook Ads;

Respondent C — COO;

Respondent D — Manage service, ensure customer service, stock management;

Respondent E — Accounting, regulatory reporting, operations;

Respondent F — Talent acquisition, payroll, compensation and benefits;

Respondent G — Selling;

Respondent H — Content creation, social networks management, digital marketeer;

Respondent I — Finance, administration and HR;

Respondent J — Content creation, PR, social networks management;

Respondent K — Ticket resolution, customer support, client-seller updates;

Respondent L. — Board Member;

Respondent M — Cold calling, selling, following up;

Respondent N — Sales;

Respondent O — CEO, CTO;

Respondent P — Growth, sales and marketing;

Respondent Q — Continuous improvement processes, increasing factory productivity, shift and

personnel planning;

Respondent R — Customer relations, customer acquisition, account maintenance;

Respondent S — Client acquisition, car procurement, documentation processing;
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Respondent T — Customer support;

Respondent U — Sales, client satisfaction;

Respondent V — Digital marketing and data analysis;

Respondent W — Selling, managing and listening;

Respondent X — Sales, negotiation, account management;

Respondent Y — Budget achievement, sales, accounting;

Respondent Z — Operations manager

Appendix 1.13 — Survey Results (List of Improvement Suggestions)

Respondent A — Production of fictitious projects such as shopping centres or buildings, with

the aim of bringing in ‘bigger’ business in the future;

Respondent B — Ending Facebook ads;

Respondent C — A lot of things, from marketing strategies to the full operation department.

Because I was the first employee, I have participated in every strategic decision of the company;

Respondent D — Have just simple videos explaining how our product so the customer can

absorb the information while he waits to receive the product;

Respondent E — Move functions between countries;

Respondent F — Recruiting young talent (interns);
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Respondent G — Deep diving into the operations department for cost cutting and process

streamlining;

Respondent H — Starting a content department;

Respondent I — New financial processes, internal invoicing, some controls;

Respondent J — Weekly meetings for high and low point sharing;

Respondent K — DNA;

Respondent L — Fundraising strategy;

Respondent M — Changes to remuneration structure for salespeople;

Respondent N — Improve specific price issues;

Respondent O — DNA;

Respondent P — Licencing the marketplace business model we had;

Respondent Q — Increase the amount of time that the machines, in one of our sections, should

be up and running;

Respondent R — Weekly client report meetings;

Respondent S — All cars delivered be checked before the driver leaves;

Respondent T — Making damage control more efficient by making the dealership do a check

on the car before they send it to Portugal;

Respondent U — Better logistics and field structure;

Respondent V — Engagement team;

Respondent W — Sales team separation;
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Respondent X — DNA;
Respondent Y — 1 day of home office;
Respondent Z — New transport company

Appendix 1.14 — Survey Results (How was the suggestion received)

HOW WAS THE SUGGESTION
REVEIVED

= [gnored = Heard but not considered for Implementation
= Heard and discussed if it made sense to implement = Heard and discussed, and then tested

= Discussed and tested andfinally implemented

Appendix 1.15 —  Survey Results (Visibility of Suggestion Impact)

WERE THE RESULTS VISIBLE

= Yes = No = Maybe
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Appendix 1.16 — Survey Results (Reasons for Non-Implementation)

REASONS FOR NON-
IMPLEMENTATION

= No openness from the leadership

= Dismissed due to another solution to the same problem
being found

= Dismissed after testing and not having the expected impact

= The available resources made impossible to implement

= High potential negative impact

= Too complex to implement in the current structure

Appendix 1.17 — Survey Results (Impact of Employees on Each Situation)

PERCEIVED IMPACT OF
EMPLOYEES

B |- Not Important at All # 2- Somewhat Important, but Not Essential
& 3- Important E4- Very Important

B 5- Essential to Company Operation
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Appendix 1.18 — Survey Results (List of First Role the Founder saw Necessary to Hire

Externally)

Respondent 1 — Marketing and Content Creation was the topic on which we needed external
help most quickly. The expertise of a company focussed solely on this aspect meant that we
could focus on other areas of the business, while at the same time having strong digital

marketing that brings us leads on a weekly basis;

Respondent 2 — We didn't hire anyone for my department;

Respondent 3 — Compliance officer;

Respondent 4 — An operational-executive “right arm” to the founder CEO;

Respondent 5 — Development;

Respondent 6 — Operations

Appendix 1.19 — Survey Results (List of Reasons for the Choice in the Previous Question)

Respondent 1 — We sell a variety of marketing content focused on the real estate industry, and

the only thing we do in-house is architectural projects, which meant hiring architects;

Respondent 2 — We didn't hire anyone for my department;

Respondent 3 — Lack of knowledge and increase in regulation;

Respondent 4 — To free valuable time from the CEO;

Respondent 5 — Ensure product quality;

Respondent 6 — Because i need to move to sales

Appendix 2 — Interviews Transcripts
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Appendix 2.1 — Interview 1 (Founder, female, 46y)

Interview No.1

Q: In what field is the startup active?

A: Architecture and interior design.

Q: How many people comprise the company?

A: 2.

Q: How old is the company?

A: 2 years.

Q: What is your role within the startup?

A: Founder, Senior Interior Designer, Customer Relations, Customer Support, Procurement,

Accounting, Process Definition. Basically everything.

Q: How does your role contribute to the overall success of the startup?

A: Paramount, without this contribution the company does not exist.
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Q: What does success in your role look like?

A: Creativity enhancement, ease of adaptation to client’s requests, identification of untapped
potential for the client, coordination of suppliers, distributors, contractors and clients, reaching

project timeline goals.

Q: How do you prioritize your tasks and manage time effectively in a startup environment?

A: Considering project deadlines, task management is done in a reverse order, with tasks being
prioritized from the end of the project to the beginning, having an overview of what is needed

to deliver the project on a certain date, and organizing tasks to make that possible.

Q: What is the biggest challenge you face in your role right now?

A: Human Resource Management, managing supplier relationships and then managing client

expectations.

Q: Can you share a recent accomplishment or project you're particularly proud of?

A: First partnership with a bigger player in the architecture landscape in Portugal, which

springboarded the company to land bigger clients.

Q: What motivates you to keep working in a startup, especially considering its unpredictable

nature?

A: Work-life balance opportunities, the ability to be the beneficiary of all profits of the hard

work put in, and not letting them dilute in a bigger corporation.
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Q: What aspects of your role do you find most fulfilling?

A: Building the project from start to finish, the creative part of project conceptualization.

Q: If you had to hire externally, what would be the first role you would like to pass on to that

person?

A: Supplier relationships and procurement.

Q: Can you share your vision for the company?

A: More partnerships to ensure larger and more regular revenues, grow to the point of hiring
externally, become a large player in the sector, and bring structural changes to it, mainly

regarding employee payments.

Q: What were some of the hardest decisions you've had to make as a founder, and how did you

approach them?

A: Turning down projects, when installed capacity is not able to deal to with lead flow, in order

to ensure sustained growth.

Q: What do you believe is the most important trait for someone to succeed in your startup?

A: Proactivity and timeline respect.
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Q: How do you balance overseeing the big-picture strategy with day-to-day operations?

A: Sharing with the other founder mainly through task separation, not particularly with project
separation. Big-picture strategy is done by the one who brought the client in, and day-to-day

operations are separated by tasks, regardless of the project associated with them

Q: How do you ensure the team stays motivated and aligned with the startup’s mission?

A: Creating client-company fit, project-company fit.

Q: What areas of the startup’s operations would you like to see improved, and how do you plan

to address them?

A: Proposal time and client feedback time which affects time management. Also, skill
development or an external hire in certain fields (3D projections) which is currently being
outsourced and increases proposal definition time. Finally, brand awareness through social

media presence.

Q: What do you believe is the most important factor in building and maintaining a successful

team in a startup?

A: Team coordination, dialogue, with any team size, maintaining project status knowledge

between all team members.
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Q: What are the key metrics or indicators you monitor closely to gauge the company’s health

and future potential?

A: Client satisfaction ratings, as this is an industry that works strongly through mouth-to-mouth

marketing, and it is very important to ensure that client experience is maintained at a high level.

Q: How do you see your role evolving in the next 1-2 years as the company grows?

A: Delegating some of the more operational tasks such as accounting, procurement, and
supplier relations. However, the technical knowledge obligates certain tasks to remain attached

to the founder.

Appendix 2.1 — Interview 2 (Employee, male, 23y)

Interview No.2

Q: In what field is the startup active?

A: Tourism/Industrial Dry cleaning.

Q: How many people comprise the company?

A: 50.

Q: How old is the company?

A: 2 years.
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Q: What is your role within the startup?

A: Operations Manager which means I am responsible for setting up of SOPs, responsible for

FTE management (Full-Time Employees).

Q: How does your role contribute to the overall success of the startup?

A: Continuous Improvement Processes.

Q: What does success in your role look like?

A: Based on KPI-goal achievements related with cost and productivity per Kg.

Achievement of hiring timelines and FTE shift and calendarization objectives.

Mitigation of percentual operational errors.

Q: How do you prioritize your tasks and manage time effectively in a startup environment?

A: Monthly functions that should be met until a specific deadline, and due to revenue cycles
(monthly), I focus on problem resolution from the prior month, mostly related with productivity
and cost metrics, in order to make sure of the implementation of improvements in the following

period in the most effective way possible.
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Q: What is the biggest challenge you face in your role right now?

A: Scalability issues, need for sustainability with high growth figures, to ensure correct number

of FTEs and their resources optimization.

Q: Can you share a recent accomplishment or project you're particularly proud of?

A: An assessment of the operational cost basis to ensure the most accurate price practiced for

the clients.

Q: What motivates you to keep working in a startup, especially considering its unpredictable

nature?

A: Result ownership, accelerated work pace, and due to this pace, the opportunity to experience
to work with several departments of the company and learn how to achieve success both in

these departments and the company as a whole

Immediate impact.

Q: What aspects of your role do you find most fulfilling?

A: Quality assurance, verifying the incremental rise in quality, hiring of an ever more

specialized and quality team.
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Q: What initially attracted you to join this startup, and how has your perception of the company

evolved since then?

A: Initially to explore a personally untapped market, experience quality leadership from its
founders. It is a market with high potential but with high structural and cost barriers to entry

and leadership is much better than initially perceived.

Q: Can you describe a time when you had to step outside of your defined role to help the

company achieve its objectives?

A: When one of the leadership persons went on holidays and I assumed the role of Customer

Relations to ensure it maintained the highest level.

Q: What kinds of opportunities do you see for innovation or new initiatives in your area of

work?

A: Exploring new markets, such as the healthcare market, higher degree of task automation,

and vertical supplier integration.

Q: How do you feel about the level of autonomy you have in your role? Are there areas where

you wish you had more freedom?

A: Quite high level, sometimes it is needed to meet investor objectives through a possibly

unconventional path (not by raising prices but by increasing size).
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Q: Have you had any conflicts with teammates, and how were those resolved in a way that

benefited the company?

A: Had disagreements with C-level executives. However, by being kept in the information loop

I was able to we were able to find a compromise.

Q: If you could change one thing about the startup’s strategy or operations, what would it be

and why?

A: Quality concern instead of revenue growth concerns.

Q: What skills do you feel you’ve gained or developed the most since joining the startup?

A: Time management, and dealing with high performance needs, and adaptability.

Q: Do you feel your work is valued within the company? Why or why not?

A: Yes, because I am performing tasks that many times don’t have much visibility but are

essential to the success of the company.

Q: What’s the perceived importance of your role, and why?

A: It focuses on a core industrial issue, which is operational efficiency and is the differentiating

factor of the company regarding its market.
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