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Introduction

When Nokia’s dominance of the mobile phone market 
came crashing down, it was a disaster for the Finnish 
economy and left a huge gap to fill, especially for the 
employment of engineers (Lane, 2016). Since then, 
Finnish decision makers have been expecting new ven-
tures – particularly technology startups – to fill the gap 
and lift the Finnish economy out from the recession. 
But this idea has a hidden assumption that might not 
hold: do all startups have growth ambitions? Do they 

want to be global players like Nokia? And most import-
antly, do they build their growth by employing thou-
sands of employees as Nokia did?

Finland is a contradictory context for technology-
based growth entrepreneurship. Although the country 
is known for its high-tech contributions and has fre-
quently ranked in the top category in innovativeness 
and competitiveness (e.g., Schwab & Sala-i-Martin, 
2014), the Finnish society has traditionally been rather 
discouraging to high personal ambitions, as seen for ex-
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Growing up is losing some illusions, 
in order to acquire others.

Virginia Woolf (1882–1941)
Author, publisher, and critic
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ample in the education system, which has been de-
signed toward equality not excellence. Furthermore, 
the high-tech sector, dominated by Nokia, was not 
known for having an entrepreneurial mind-set. 
However, the fall of Nokia created the gap and incent-
ives for entrepreneurship, which has made a major con-
tribution toward the currently flourishing Finnish 
startup ecosystem. As an example, Nokia’s Bridge fund-
ing program provided startup funding and support for 
past Nokia employees to encourage them to establish 
hundreds of startup companies (Bosworth, 2014). In ad-
dition, Finland is widely recognized as a leader in high-
growth entrepreneurship policy (Autio & Rannikko, 
2016; Mason & Brown, 2013) where many kinds of pub-
lic funding and support services are offered for startups 
with the hope of benefits for the local, regional, and na-
tional economies. 

Although there is extensive research related to entre-
preneurial growth, we have identified some existing 
gaps between research and practice. First, much of the 
literature on entrepreneurial growth emphasizes the 
characteristics of the individual. Although some recent 
empirical studies highlight the importance of the con-
text, for example Sipola (2015) found that entrepreneur-
ial growth ambitions differ between countries, most of 
the studies are not fully taking into account how com-
plex institutional forces and market environments may 
influence growth. In order to fully capture the import-
ance of context for growth, we need to have very rich 
and diverse empirical coverage of this topic. Second, 
our literature review points out that the concept of 
growth is still largely translated into employment. 
However, in practice, we see the emergence of new 
kinds of startups that grow multibillion-dollar revenues 
with very few employees. The Finnish game company 
SuperCell (supercell.com) is a great example: established 
in 2010, five years later it achieved an annual revenue of 
$2.3 billion with only 176 employees (Takahashi, 2016). 
It is clear that we need to rethink the concept of growth 
for today’s technology startups.

The objective of this article is to provide rich, empiric-
ally grounded analysis of entrepreneurial growth ambi-
tions in the context of Finnish technology startups. Our 
study aims to increase understanding of the different 
aspects of entrepreneurial growth ambitions and to ex-
plore the relationship between context and growth. In 
short, our research question is the following: what kind 
of growth do technology entrepreneurs aim to create 
and why there are differences in growth ambition 
levels? We believe that, with better understanding of 

the growth ambitions of technology entrepreneurs, we 
may better help them achieve such growth, which is es-
pecially important now that digitalization and globaliz-
ation have set the potential for unprecedented growth 
in technology-based startups. 

Related Research

In this article, we do not aim to provide a comprehens-
ive review of extant literature of entrepreneurship, 
which is largely founded on the 1934 definition by 
Schumpeter of an entrepreneur as an individual whose 
function is to carry out new combinations of means of 
production. Entrepreneurship has been explored by 
multiple terms – for example, there is prominent re-
search on technology startups and technology-based in-
novations in various research streams. Given that we 
want to explore the growth ambitions of entrepreneurs, 
we need to understand the phenomenon and the role 
of growth in entrepreneurship. In addition, we see 
growth ambitions going beyond the often-mentioned 
motivation of entrepreneurship as “the creation of 
wealth and commercialization of an idea” (Carbonell et 
al., 2009). The primary focus of the academic literature 
on entrepreneurship has been on the individual (Autio 
et al., 2014). However, going beyond the individual has 
been increasingly highlighted. For example, technology 
entrepreneurship is seen to eliminate the focus on indi-
vidual entrepreneurs (Bailetti, 2012a) with increased 
emphasis on stakeholders and multiple actors (Autio et 
al., 2014), as well as with venture capitalists and cus-
tomers being part of the ecosystem (Sipola, 2015). Simil-
arly, within the stream of technology startups, there is 
much interest on how individual-level factors correlate 
with entrepreneurship and commercialization beha-
viours. For example, Nelson (2014) points out that the 
role of context in shaping entrepreneurial behaviour is 
less clear and suggests that the relationship between 
context and entrepreneurship should be studied in 
greater detail. 

Entrepreneurship, innovation, and growth
As can be seen in Table 1, there are multiple ap-
proaches to entrepreneurship that all highlight differ-
ent elements. We categorized these approaches based 
on their focus as it is explained in the definitions. Sub-
sequently, we identified two main categories, which we 
acknowledge are inherently related.

First, we recognize that entrepreneurship is seen to be 
linked to technology and innovation with concepts 
such as technology entrepreneurship (Bailetti, 2012a). 

http://supercell.com/en/
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Successful technology-based ventures are seen to heav-
ily depend on the outcomes of actions by entrepren-
eurs and their ability to not only combine resources but 
also tolerate a higher degree of uncertainty (Giones et 
al., 2013). Much of the research has been concentrating 
on what type of resource configurations or combina-
tions would explain the success or failure of the techno-
logy innovations of so many promising ventures 
(Giones & Miralles, 2015). Much of this research is dom-
inated by studies of innovation in established compan-
ies; for example, Freeman and Engel (2007) explain that 
the corporate model of innovation differs significantly 
from the entrepreneurial model of innovation, which 
has been proven as “a robust vehicle for breakthrough 
innovations” and therefore deserves better attention. 

Second, multiple concepts related to entrepreneurship 
emphasize growth. Concepts such as the high-growth 
entrepreneur and the ambitious entrepreneur are 
based on the understanding that an entrepreneurial 
venture has the principal goal of creating jobs or value. 
The born-global research stream (Bailetti, 2012b; 
Knight & Cavusgil, 1996; Tanev, 2012) provides more co-

herent concept defining a born-global firm as a highly 
international small and medium-sized enterprise that 
undertakes international business at or near its found-
ing (Knight, 2015).

Growth ambitions
The impact of goals and ambitions on entrepreneurial 
innovation activities has also been studied in innova-
tion research and other related streams, but the re-
search is scattered. One of the challenges related to this 
research is that the issue is discussed with many 
names. For example, growth ambitions (Gundry & 
Welsch, 2001), growth willingness (Davidsson, 1989), in-
tended growth and growth intentions (Cassar, 2006), 
growth preferences (Cassar, 2007), attitude toward 
growth (Cliff, 1998; Wiklund, Davidsson, & Delmar, 
2003), and growth aspirations (Kolvereid, 1992; Tominc 
& Rebernik, 2007) are all terms that are used in studies 
that generally aim to understand why and how entre-
preneurs seek (or do not seek) high growth. Although 
these concepts have varying meanings for growth, 
many of those regard growth as increase in employ-
ment.

Table 1. Emphasis on entrepreneurship concepts in the literature
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A growing body of knowledge emphasizes that some en-
trepreneurs have higher ambitions than others, and 
that these entrepreneurial ambitions are an important 
antecedent of actual firm outcomes (Hermans et al., 
2015). Again, as in the entrepreneurship literature in 
general, one of the explaining factors for growth ambi-
tions of entrepreneurs is related to the types of people 
that become startup entrepreneurs in the first place. 
Lee and Venkataraman (2006) theorize about this pro-
cess and claim that each individual has a combination 
of economic, social, and psychological benefits, collect-
ively called the aspiration vector, that defines the set of 
entrepreneurial opportunities open to that individual. 
In a combination of available non-entrepreneurial op-
tions, the aspiration vector explains why individuals 
with certain type of human, intellectual, and social cap-
ital become entrepreneurs. Verheul and van Mil 
(2011)support this theoretical frame and link it to 
growth ambitions. In their study, they found out that 
Dutch early-stage entrepreneurs who are exploiting a 
perceived business opportunity (“opportunity entre-
preneurs”), as opposed to those who became entre-
preneurs due to lack of alternative employment options 
(“necessity entrepreneurs”), are more likely to have 
high growth ambitions. The context of entrepreneur-
ship has also been addressed by Sipola and colleagues 
(2016), who compared high-growth-ambition startups 
in three different countries and found clear differences 
in internationalization activities, which were related to 
attributes such as ambition levels, a sense of urgency, 
and the accountability of the entrepreneur. These at-
tributes were strongly linked to the cultural-cognitive 
and regulative level of the society.

A recent attempt to bring structure to addressing 
growth ambitions is the framework of ambitious entre-
preneurship, with its three major concepts: i) growth as-
piration (what the entrepreneur ideally wants to 
achieve), ii) growth intention (what the entrepreneur in-
tends to achieve, combined with the effort they intend 
to make), and iii) growth expectation (what the entre-
preneur wants to achieve, combined with the opportun-
ities and constraints they perceive) (Hermans et al., 
2015). It should be noted that all sample questions used 
to obtain answers for each of these concepts included 
the number of jobs as a measure of growth. For ex-
ample, growth intention is typically addressed with the 
following question: within 5 years, how many employ-
ees do you intend to employ in this firm? Consequently, 
methods for measuring growth ambition need to be up-
dated if we want to capture all aspects of the growth of 
modern technology startups.

Methodology

This study utilizes case studies as a research strategy 
because the aim is to analyze the contemporary phe-
nomenon of entrepreneurial growth ambitions within 
a real-life context (Chetty, 1996; Ghauri, 2004). We de-
cided to conduct a multiple comparative case study 
(Mills et al., 2006) in order to better understand the 
contrasts, similarities, and patterns in entrepreneurial 
innovation, especially from the viewpoint of growth 
ambitions. The context of the research is growth-seek-
ing technology startups established in Finland. The se-
lected approach to case study research could also be 
described as interpretivist because the goal is to accu-
mulate understanding on the topic rather than to make 
measurements or predictions (Andrade, 2009; 
Walsham, 1995).

For data collection, the researchers went to the major 
technology startup event in Finland, where growth-
seeking Finnish startups are expected be present to in-
vestors, although it is also one of the biggest startup 
events in whole Europe. The event was called Slush 
(slush.org) and it was held in Helsinki from November 
12–13, 2015. The primary data was collected with short 
(10–20 minute) semi-structured interviews conducted 
by three researchers during the two-day event. In the 
interview, the ambition level was approached with the 
question “where will your company be in 5 years”. 

In total, 27 interviews were conducted from which 21 
Finnish companies were selected for further data col-
lection and analysis. Relevant contextual information 
about the selected companies is presented in Table 2, 
showing that most of the companies were younger 
than 3 years and are mostly in the product-market fit 
and in scaling phases (see the categorization by Wallin 
et al., 2015) with turn-overs ranging between zero and 
4M . With few exceptions, most interviewed entrepren-
eurs were men over 30 years-old with relatively long 
prior careers in technology, innovation, or entrepren-
eurship. 

The second round of data collection was conducted by 
accessing publicly available documents and social me-
dia data to study what the startups had written about 
their growth ambitions. The aim of the document ana-
lysis was to obtain more detailed data and to triangu-
late interview data. Finally, the combined interview 
and document data were analyzed by researchers us-
ing content-coding and theme-based categorization. 

http://slush.org
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Findings and Discussion

Our analysis of the data shows that, although all stud-
ied companies were present at the same startup in-
vestor event, there are clear differences between 
entrepreneurs’ ambition levels regarding growth. Intuit-
ively, all companies should be aiming for high growth if 
they are about to attract private investments. However, 
surprisingly few companies use language that implies 
extremely high growth ambitions, and on the other 
hand, quite a few companies expressed only low or 
moderate growth expectations (see Table 3 for ex-
amples).

How do Finnish startup entrepreneurs express their 
growth ambitions?
Table 3 also indicates substantial variation among star-
tup entrepreneurs in their interpretations of growth for 
their ventures. Expanding international scale (7 com-
panies), referring to geographical coverage of sales, was 
interpreted by seven startups to be a key indicator for 
the growth of their company. Increase in market share 
(6) and turnover (6) were both indicated to be main 
growth targets for several startups. Growth measured 
by number of users (4) or customers (1) represented 
successful growth for five interviewed startups. In addi-
tion to these, increase in sales revenue (2) and in-
creased brand recognition (2) were identified as key 
growth targets. Contradictory to previous research, the 
number of employees was considered to be a key meas-
ure for growth for only two startups. Instead, many star-
tups emphasize that they want to keep their 
organization small and lean in terms of employees. Fi-
nally, one company (the only startup that focused 
purely on games) regarded the number of downloads as 
the key measure of growth. 

Why do ambition levels differ?
Mostly from the document analysis, we identified nu-
merous potential reasons for the variance in growth am-
bition levels, from which we will highlight four main 
categories: 

1. Institutional and market environment

2. Scalability of business model

3. Founder background and personal characteristics

4. Perception of expectations 

Table 2. Contextual information about the 21 Finnish 
startups in this study
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First, the institutional and market contexts that are 
identified as important in recognition of entrepreneuri-
al opportunity (e.g., Wood & McKinley 2010) are also 
important factors in entrepreneurial growth ambitions. 
The target markets differ among the studied startups, 
for example, in terms of size, geographical focus, phase, 
and network effects. Moreover, some markets are 
highly institutionalized, which constrains the growth of 
new ventures (e.g., due to laws and regulations). On the 
one extreme, there are markets of online networking 
platforms, mobile applications, and games, which have 
strong network effects. For example, in the mobile 
game markets, the potential growth can be exponential 
and extremely rapid: through established channels star-
tups can reach millions of customers on the very same 
day that a product is launched. Moreover, there are 

widely known entrepreneurial success stories from Fin-
land in game markets (e.g., Rovio and Supercell), which 
increases the legitimacy of the game industry and 
clearly shows the potential for exponential growth and 
businesses worth of billions of euros. An entrepreneur’s 
perception of the market potential and barriers are 
therefore partly defined by success stories from the spe-
cific market, but also by the success of other players in 
a comparative market (e.g., aiming to become the Uber 
of market X).

Second, some companies made business model design 
choices (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010; Teece, 2010) that 
notably influenced the scalability of their business. For 
example, the business was either highly labour intens-
ive (e.g., consulting) or the distribution, sales, or mar-

Table 3. Growth ambition levels of the 21 companies in this study
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keting were very labour intensive (e.g., selling to local 
governments). As a result, entrepreneurs described 
their business as regionally focused and targeted for 
city-by-city or country-by-country growth (e.g., “next 
we will focus on establishing footholds in Sweden and 
China”). In these cases, entrepreneurs had often real-
ized the limitations of their business model. Accord-
ingly, their growth expectations were mostly moderate 
and, although they aimed to be international players, 
the ideal scale of the business was somewhat limited. 
Given that the impression given by these startups was 
that they were satisfied with creating profitable busi-
nesses in smaller geographical areas, the question re-
mains whether the lack of growth ambition drives a 
certain type of entrepreneurs to build their business on 
non-scalable business model?

Third, our data confirm previous research (e.g., 
Mitchell et al., 2008) showing that growth ambitions 
strongly depend on the entrepreneurs’ personal charac-
teristics and previous experiences. Our data provides 
three initial insights in this area. For one thing, those 
entrepreneurs who have previous international experi-
ence or a strong entrepreneurial mind-set seem to be 
inclined to seek faster international growth. For anoth-
er, those startup founders that are “forced” to become 
entrepreneurs due to (threat of) unemployment, also re-
ferred as necessity entrepreneurship (Block & 
Koellinger, 2009) seem to have more modest growth ex-
pectations as compared to “opportunity entrepren-
eurs” that have started businesses not because of fear 
of unemployment, but because of a tempting business 
opportunity that they have identified. Lastly, startup 
founders’ understanding of the institutional constraints 
in the targeted organizational field may explain their 
growth ambitions, especially in the early stages of entre-
preneurship. Initially, it seems that those early-stage en-
trepreneurs who do not deeply understand institutional 
arrangements in the field may have more positive 
growth expectations than those who are more familiar 
with the specific barriers and constraints related to cre-
ating business in that particular field.

Resulting from varying personal characteristics and ex-
periences, our data shows goal incongruence (Van-
couver & Schmitt, 2006) between founders, implying 
that, in a new venture, some of the co-founders may 
have significantly different growth expectations than 
other co-founders, which may also differ from the star-
tups’ “official” goals. Our study hints that differing opin-
ions between entrepreneurial founders within a single 
company seem to be largely based on the personal char-
acteristics, risk-aversive behaviour, and perception of 

barriers to growth. For example, in one of our cases, 
one founder said “[in five years] our goal is to have 
product in the market, but this is my personal perspect-
ive, and our CEO has a more optimistic view”. 

Finally, growth ambitions seem to be refined by the en-
trepreneurs’ perception of the expectations and actions 
of external stakeholders who either directly or indirectly 
provide support in commercialization and scale-up of 
the business. In some cases, a prerequisite for external 
funding was to steer business to new high-growth mar-
kets, thereby external stakeholders were aiming to in-
crease the growth ambition level. However, if the 
external steering was done forcefully, our impression 
was that it did not have significant impact on the real 
growth ambitions of the entrepreneurs. In some other 
cases, external stakeholders did not directly force the 
entrepreneur, but the entrepreneurs nonetheless ex-
perienced normative pressure that impacted their ex-
pression of growth ambition. For example, from the 
funding perspective, entrepreneurs even joked that 
you need to have at least three slide decks with differ-
ent growth projections: (pessimistic/realistic) steady 
growth projections for banks, middle-of-the-road es-
timations for the public funding authorities, and overly 
positive for business angels and venture capital organ-
izations. 

Our data implies that the observed behaviour is related 
to variance in institutional logic and expectations of 
different types of investors. One the one hand, regulat-
ive and normative institutional forces limit risk taking 
of traditional banks in favour of steady growth instead 
of gambling for big returns. On the other hand, private 
investors’ portfolio investment strategies are based on 
high risk and high returns, and therefore they are not 
usually interested in investment opportunities with 
low or moderate long-term growth estimates (Feeney 
et al., 1999). Our findings suggest that entrepreneurs 
who participate in the activities of a startup ecosystem 
learn about these institutionalized rules and templates 
that constrain investment decision making, which 
leads them to emphasize different aspects of their 
growth estimates when meeting different investors and 
funding organizations. Thereby, public funding and 
private external funding can have substantial impact 
on the growth strategy of startups. 

Startup incubators and accelerator programs are anoth-
er potential source that may increase an entrepren-
eur’s growth ambitions. First, they usually need to 
show some level of growth orientation to be accepted 
into these programs. Second, discussions and potential 
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co-residence with other growth-oriented startup entre-
preneurs, and guidance and inspirational talks from 
successful entrepreneurs may be an inspiration for 
higher-growth ambitions. Our interviews and docu-
ment analysis also provide hints that press and media 
attention may increase the expressed growth ambitions 
of startups. In general, extreme cases receive the most 
media attention, and thereby it may be good strategy 
for an entrepreneur to emphasize ambitious goals 
when looking for optimal media visibility. 

Theoretical implications 
The numerous studies on entrepreneurial growth ambi-
tion form an extensive body of knowledge. This stream 
of research has been mainly focusing on the objective 
measurement of the level of growth ambition, where 
the measure has usually been the number of people em-
ployed by the company (e.g., Hermans et al., 2015). Our 
research departs from the mainstream on two points. 
First, we view the phenomenon from the constructivist 
perspective (see e.g., Bouchikhi, 1993) and claim that 
growth ambition should not be seen as single number; 
rather, it is a more complex socially constructed phe-
nomenon that emerges from complex interactions 
between entrepreneurs, their previous experiences and 
expectations, and other actors and institutional con-
texts (formal rules, norms, and cultural-cognitive be-
liefs). Entrepreneurs continually construct their 
entrepreneurial goals and visions through interactions 
within their social groups, and when they are exposed 
to new people, their ambitions may change. They also 
continuously learn about appropriate and acceptable 
ways of expressing growth ambitions in different con-
texts, regardless of their true intentions. Thereby, an en-
trepreneur may present to potential investors that they 
want to build a hyperscalable business that will become 
“the next Google”, but at the same time they may be 
secretly applying for a more secure job at a large corpor-
ation. The level of growth ambition also depends on the 
perspective of observers as two different people evaluat-
ing growth may have different normative views and cul-
tural-cognitive scripts that guide their evaluation. All 
this leads to the conclusion that there can be several co-
existing views on the level of growth ambition, and one 
view does not need to be judged as true or false. 

Second, our study highlights that the concept of growth 
is interpreted differently among entrepreneurs. For 
many Finnish startup entrepreneurs, growth is still 
about expanding the business to international markets, 
which can be considered as a quite conservative view 
on growth in a small nation that has always relied heav-
ily on foreign trade. Even though all startups are focus-

ing on digital product and services, in a business-to-
business or business-to-government context, there is in 
many cases a lot of work that requires physical pres-
ence and therefore the perspective is: “how do we ex-
pand to the next geographical area”. For entrepreneurs 
whose business relies on global digital delivery chan-
nels, the growth ambition can be very different. For 
them, country-by-country growth is not necessarily rel-
evant, although country-specific customization might 
still be an issue (e.g., due to different languages). 
However, they are more focused on how many users or 
customers they have, and how they can grow the 
user/customer base while keeping their operational effi-
ciency at a high level. In contrast to previous research, 
our findings clearly indicate that growth in terms of 
number of employees is not necessarily the main target 
for technology startups. Instead, many of the startups 
we studied aim to build their businesses such that the 
scalability of their businesses are not strongly linked to 
the number of employees, and the possibility of becom-
ing a large hierarchical organization is seen as a threat 
to long-term success. 

Practical and policy implications 
This work supports the national and local policy 
makers responsible for new venture funding and de-
cision makers of startup ecosystems (e.g., managers of 
accelerator programs) who design and offer supportive 
actions for startup entrepreneurs. Our study helps 
these actors to better understand the differences 
between startups that operate in different institutional 
contexts, that perceive different pressure and con-
straints, and that have different levels of ambition and 
goals for their business. Based on our study, it is neither 
realistic nor beneficial to expect the same level of 
growth ambition from startups that aim for different 
types of markets by executing business models that are 
very different from the scalability perspective. 
Moreover, the entrepreneurs’ previous and current so-
cial contexts can be seen as social constructs that 
define informal rules on how growth ambitions are ex-
pected to be expressed. Thereby, understanding the di-
versity of startups helps to tailor specific support to the 
different types of startups or helps to recognize which 
startups would benefit most from the provided support. 

The study also has practical implications for entrepren-
eurs. First, individuals considering jumping onto the 
path of entrepreneurial innovation can gain a better un-
derstanding of the varying perspectives and expecta-
tions within a startup ecosystem regarding growth. 
Second, startup entrepreneurs who already are on the 
entrepreneurial innovation path can learn from the ex-
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pressed growth ambitions of other entrepreneurs and 
benchmark their growth ambitions relative to other en-
trepreneurs.

Limitations 
One of the main challenges in conducting research that 
aims to reveal the delicate issue of ambition level, 
which might for example impact greatly on a startup’s 
funding, is how to ensure that the data will be reliable. 
We acknowledge that entrepreneurs learn how they are 
expected to express their growth ambitions in different 
social contexts and in some cases it may be difficult for 
a researcher to create sufficient trust within a short 
timeframe to overcome this learned behaviour. Even 
though a startup investment event is assumed to be a 
context where entrepreneurs are expected to overem-
phasize their growth ambitions, only very few startups 
showed very high growth ambitions. This finding may 
indicate that a researcher is seen as a more impartial 
actor even though the setting for the interview is an in-
vestor event. Regardless of the truthfulness of their an-
swers, due to the socio-constructivist stance, our aim is 
not to find a single objective truth about the level of 
growth ambition, but to create better understanding 
about the phenomenon by exploring different views 
and explanations that are embedded in the different so-
cial contexts experienced by entrepreneurs. 

Conclusion

During the last few decades, there has been significant 
interest in entrepreneurship research that examines 
how individual-level factors correlate with entrepren-
eurship and commercialization behaviours (e.g., Nel-
son, 2014). This article focuses on entrepreneurial 
growth ambitions and takes a socio-constructivist view 
on answering the question: what kind of growth do 
technology entrepreneurs aim for and why there are 
differences in growth ambition levels? Our data from 
the context of the Finnish startup ecosystem provide 
empirical findings that the concept of growth differs 
between startups. For some companies, growth is geo-
graphical expansion, for others it is more about num-

ber of users or customers, regardless of their origin. For 
most of the startup companies we studied, growth in 
terms of the number of employees is not the goal, 
which may be somewhat contradictory to the goals of 
the policy makers that aim to increase employment in 
general. 

We contribute to the theoretical discussion by suggest-
ing that growth ambitions should be seen as a more 
complex socially constructed concept than just an eas-
ily observable value defining the level of ambition. In 
our cases, growth ambitions were influenced at least by 
the perception of market potential and the social con-
text they are embedded in, the scalability of the busi-
ness model, personal characteristics and background of 
entrepreneurs, and their perceptions of the barriers 
and constraints of the field. We claim that different 
types of startup companies have different needs and 
therefore the support provided to those startups should 
be different. It is also worth considering whether all 
kinds of startups need equal support. 
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