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ABSTRACT:

Scaleup is the development phase of a start-up that has solved its initial problems and is facing the
challenge of achieving significant business rise and growth. However, it is still a small company whose
growth is not easy. The goal of the research is to deepen and expand knowledge about the circumstances
and factors that accelerate and/or slow down its growth. The source of new knowledge is field research
on a sample of 97 scaleups. Researchers have personal experience from guided interviews with scaleup
founders, which they recorded in the questionnaire. Respondents' statements were analyzed using critical
discourse analysis (CDA) with the support of artificial intelligence. The result of the research is the
identification of external growth accelerators, external growth decelerators, internal growth accelerators,
and internal growth decelerators of scaleups. Each group of factors influencing growth contains five
factors, the order of which corresponds to the weight of their positive or negative impact on growth. In
addition, other accompanying circumstances affecting growth were similarly identified. The acquired
knowledge can be used to evaluate the growth possibilities of a particular scaleup and to implement
corrective measures according to the external and internal possibilities of the company. The research
revealed an original and complex structure of factors and circumstances that influence the growth of
scaleups and thus contribute to improving strategic thinking in this type of enterprise.

Keywords: scaleup, accompanying circumstances of growth, external and internal growth accelerators,
external and internal growth decelerators.

1. Introduction

The Erasmus Centre for Entreprencurship defines a scaleup as an enterprise (van
Winden et al., 2020) with at least ten full-time employees and/or a turnover of at least 5
million euros for three consecutive years. According to Nordic Scalers (2017), scaleups are
companies with a turnover of more than 2 million. euros, generated revenues in the
previous three years, have at least ten employees and grew at least 20% in the previous
three years. Venture capital (Duruflé et al., 2017) defines a scaleup as a company that has
completed the seed stage and passed the series A investment stage. It is seeking a series B
ot is even in the next stage of funding. A start-up becomes a scaleup after it has validated
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its business model (Monteneiro, 2019), solved initial problems, and is ready for exponential
growth.

One of the main reasons for interest in high-growth companies and scaleups is
(Monteneiro, 2019) that they play an important role in job creation and productivity
growth. Scaleups play an important role in the entrepreneurial ecosystem (Brown et
Mason, 2019) as they mentor start-ups, attract capital, and generate spill-over effects.
Storey and Greene (2010) argue that “small enterprises, which become medium-sized and
eventually large in a relatively short period, are the center of economic prosperity”. Capliar
and Melkova (2018) write that the member countries of the European Union should
support scaleups and their growth more and focus less on the creation of new companies
because the so-called scaleup gap is emerging.

The dominant research topic of scaleups is scaling. In the report on scaleups in
the UK, several barriers to scaling were identified, namely market access, lack of business
experience, and access to finance. Two themes dominate namely finance and managerial
talent (Mason, 2018). Harnish (2014) lists leadership, funding, and infrastructure as the
biggest barriers to scaling companies. He notes that academic research on scaleups is
almost absent. Too few European start-ups survive the critical period of 2 to 3 years and
even fewer grow into larger enterprises (Zajko, 2017). Findings from research by Slavik et
al. (2020) document the slow growth of the vast majority of start-ups. The first ten most
efficient start-ups in Slovakia, de facto scaleups sorted by the amount of revenue, earned
from 0.98 to 8.28 million euros in 2019, and four of them were at a loss, the average return
on revenue for profitable start-ups was 4.94%. Sales and performances are not exceptional
yet. The reason for the unimpressive performance is also a small involvement in the
European and world markets, or inability to get there.

The scope for new, further research on scaleups remains in the topic of scaling
and opens up a deeper and broader examination of the factors and circumstances that
influence the growth of scaleups. The research question is, which factors and
circumstances encourage or dampen the growth of scaleup development? The aim of the
research is to identify directly acting external and internal accelerators and decelerators of
growth in ordinal order and other circumstances also identified in ordinal order that
accompany and influence growth.

2. Literature analysis

Scale-ups are often associated with digitization and the IT sector (Adner et al,,
2019). The software has natural conditions for scaling because the marginal cost of serving
a market of any size is virtually zero (Sullivan, 2016). Scaleups are not only in the IT sector,
but IT also accompanies them abundantly in other industries (Coad et al., 2024, p.19-30).
If scaleups exist in other industries, they are in many cases driven by IT capabilities, e.g.
Uber in the taxi industry, and Airbnb in the hotel industry (Coad et al., 2024, p.20-21).
The presence of scaleups in various industries is captured by the European Scaleup
Monitor (2024, p.31) in order from the largest to the smallest occurrence: | - Information
and communication, N - Administrative and support service activities, M - Professional,
scientific and technical activities, F - Construction, H - Transportation and storage, K -
Financial and insurance activities, I - Accommodation and food setvice activities, Q -
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Human health and social work activities, R - Arts, entertainment and recreation, D -
Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply.

The choice of industry objectively conditions the growth possibilities of the
scaleup. However, the growth prospects of the industry are not easy to identify,
especially if they are accompanied by discontinuous changes. For this purpose, it is
necessary to collect, analyze and interpret an ever-increasing amount of data. Mihlroth et
Grottke (2022) address this issue using a structured process model to support strategic
foresight. Nenonen et Storbacka (2020) outline a process model of market formation.
Ghezzi (2019) sees growth prospects between two possibilities when an opportunity can
be discovered (found) or created. Scaleups are still small companies with very limited
resources, so they actively act and improvise/bricolage rather than precisely identify the
growth prospects of an industry to seize the opportunity that is emerging,.

Scaleups are naturally expected to fill the industry's growth prospects with
products and services that are new and original and that satisfy existing needs in a new
way or create new needs. Therein will lie their growth opportunities. There are complex
algorithms for determining the novelty of a product or service (Catteneo et al., 2021;
Jagtap, 2016) and specialized software for searching for novelty in product lines (Xiang et
al., 2022). Vasutinska et Kuzminska (2019) proposed an integrated indicator that
differentiates truly new products from pseudo-new products with which the market is
saturated. Hsieh et al. (2019) write that only radical innovations, i.e. with a high level of
innovative novelty, are relevant for company growth. In favor of scaleups, it is known that
new entrants implement more innovative technologies than incumbents (Callender at
Matouschek, 2021). A kind of originality and novelty is characteristic of NFT' (non-
fungible token), which contains a digital signature, which makes it unique, e.g. artworks,
games, and more (Bamakan et al., 2022). Non-fungible means that something is unique
and cannot be replaced. Dabrowski (2022) writes in his study that a new product is
characterized not only by novelty but also by meaningfulness. He found that
meaningfulness affects business performance more strongly than product novelty. Similar
findings were also reached by Phuoc Vo et al. (2022) when they found that although the
novelty attracts the attention of consumers, the purchase is more determined by
meaningfulness.

A scaleup is a mutation of a start-up that achieves high growth as a result of the
commercialization of a previous entrepreneurial effort. According to Mazzarol et al.
(2022) commercialization includes seven elements with the attribute new: products,
processes, invention or reconfiguration of technology, markets, intellectual property rights,
knowledge transfer, management of new product development. The entire process of
commercialization is characterized by a high degree of market and technological
uncertainty (Haessler et al., 2023; Bonnin Roca et al., 2017). Customers mostly do not
know how to take advantage of the new value proposition and new companies have no
history (Myers et Albats, 2024). Many business projects fail due to incorrect knowledge of
industrial partners' needs and expectations, as well as legal and formal requirements (Malec
et al., 2020). Scaleups in the commercialization process establish partnerships to complete
missing resources (Min et al, 2020; Budi et Aldianto, 2020). Unmanaged
commercialization increases the risk of business closure (Yoo and Jung, 2024).
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All companies and scaleups thrive if they are internally well-prepared for
growth. Balse et Leinwand (2024) write about the five elements of the growth system,
which are the grouping of the right capabilities, the creation of the right operating model,
the constant renewal of knowledge, the measurement of return and reallocation of
investments, and finally a convincing result for the customer. Churchill et Mulins (2001)
consider the operating cash cycle, cash needed to finance sales, and cash generated by sales
as critical growth factors. The mobilization of financial resources in the initial phase of
company growth is also considered an important growth factor by Rannikko et al. (2022).
Taupin et al. (2021) point to the limited growth of technology start-ups that want to
increase growth in the scaleup phase by means of replicating the business model, but this
is usually not enough. An extensive list of obstacles to the transition from start-ups to
scaleups and thus barriers to company growth was formulated by Soleimani et al. (2023),
they are e.g. internal weaknesses in orientation in the external environment, team
problems, insufficient leadership of the founders, insufficient value proposition,
inappropriate time to expand the business and others. Start-ups also fail to grow
(Eisennmann, 2021) because founders make two common mistakes: not engaging the right
partners and jumping into the first opportunity without verification. The growth of
scaleups also brings unpleasant consequences. The rate of employee burnout increases and
job satisfaction decreases (Genedi et al., 2024), which in turn negatively affects growth.

Even well-prepared companies can only grow in an environment that provides
favorable opportunities for growth. Uncertainty in the external environment is a
phenomenon that is perceived unfavorably, but the period of uncertainty can also be used
to identify opportunities, and then to act thoughtfully to empower/dominate them (Gulat,
2023). Acquisitions of prospective companies are a frequent external source of growth.
Acquirers see opportunities for growth in them, and scaleups, in turn, look for strategic
partners who have resources for scaling (Burger et al., 2023). The acquisition has a positive
effect on scaleups, increasing revenues (number of employees) by 9 to 13% (6 to 10%)
throughout five (four) years compared to control companies. The scope for scaling and
external growth factors is provided by the commercialization of academic research results
(Carrick, 2023) and the transition from laboratory-scale to industrial scale-up (Weng et al.,
2023). Scaling and continuous rapid growth often contain an explicit international business
dimension (Tippmann et al., 2023). Public policymakers are increasingly focused on
scaleups because they believe that public resources should be devoted more to supporting
existing high-growth companies than to establishing new companies (Garcia-Tapial et al.,
2023). However, growth strategies also fail because companies focus excessively on
identifying a golden opportunity, but ignore other components of the strategy or do not
know the connections between the components (Collis, 2021).

A significant body of knowledge combines internal and external factors of
growth into a single whole. According to Pisano (2024), the growth strategy is based on
three interrelated decisions: 1. determine the rate of growth, 2. where to look for new
sources of demand (growth direction), 3. how to gather the financial, human and
organizational resources necessary for growth (growth method). Rayport et al. (2023) in
scaleup research identified the necessary conditions for growth: a robust market, a product
different from the competition, and sufficient conditions for growth: effective go-to-
market strategy, proven monetization, network and density effects, growing revenues, and
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sufficient capital. They consider an ambidextrous organization that can experiment
strategically and act in a disciplined manner at the same time as a critical condition for
growth. However, companies in their pursuit of growth must overcome both external and
internal obstacles, which Gibson and Bhattacharya (2023) compiled in the following order:
1. Access to finance, 2. Access to talent and skills, 3. Infrastructure and planning, 4. Access
to markets, 5. Government procurement and regulation, 6. Culture, leadership, and
management, formulating recommendations for public policies. The weaker side of the
existing knowledge about the growth of scaleups is not its lack, but the low level of its
systematic, clear and comprehensive arrangement, which would improve its understanding
and thus support the strategy of rapid growth.

Conclusion of the literature analysis. Known facts: scaleups do business in the
IT sector and industries with a strong I'T presence; growth prospects are researched and
measured using relatively complex methods; the tendency to create relatively complex
novelty identifiers; the commercialization process is formally well described and is an
existential theme of scaleups, but without a hierarchy of key themes/issues; the factors
that influence or slow down the growth of scaleups are generally formulated without an
explicitly expressed positive or negative impact, the identification of a positive impact
without a hierarchization of complexly arranged factors is significantly predominant,
complex schemes of external and internal factors that not only accelerate but also slow
down growth are not compiled. Unknown insights: other industries that prefer scaleups
besides the IT sector; consideration of scaleups on the growth prospects of the industry
with regard to their capacity possibilities; confirmation of the actual novelty of products
and services; hierarchy of key commercialization topics, complex visualization of
hierarchically arranged factors accelerating or slowing down growth. Research gap: To
identify new knowledge that will contribute to a better understanding of the direct factors
of scaleup growth (accelerators and decelerators) and accompanying circumstances of
scaleup growth (industry choice, industry growth, product and service novelty,
commercialization).

3. Research methodology

The research question and research objective will be answered and achieved
through a research design that is based on field research of scaleups that actually do
business and the use of qualitative research methods. Field research allows researchers to
gain direct experience with a specific object of research, and qualitative research leaves the
respondent with a reasonable degree of freedom in formulating answers that may bring
new, unexpected knowledge.

Research sample and field research. The research was conducted between
October and December 2023 on a sample of 133 small and medium-sized enterprises in
the territory of the Slovak Republic. The original number was reduced to 97 enterprises
that meet the characteristics of scaleup, namely min. 10 employees, generating revenue in
the previous three years, 20% growth in the previous three years, passing the investment
phase series A, the minimum turnover condition was not set. Formal industry affiliation
was not requested but is recorded. The research was conducted in the form of a structured
questionnaire in direct contact between the respondent (usually the founder of the
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company) and the researcher. Additional information was obtained from the website of
the company, publicly accessible databases, and professional journals that published
interviews with founders and reports on scaleups. Industry inclusion of the investigated
scaleups according to SK NACE (order according to the number of scaleups doing
business in the sector): | - Information and communication: 41, M - Professional, scientific
and technical activities: 24, G - Wholesale and retail trade: 10, C - Industrial production:
7, N - Administrative and support service activities: 7, I - Accommodation and catering
services: 2, K - Financial and insurance activities: 2, F - Other building completion and
finishing work: 1, L - Real estate activities: 1, P - Education: 1, R - Arts, entertainment and
recreation: 1 (Graph 1).
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Graph 1. Industry inclusion of the investigated scaleups according SK NACE

Data collection. Field research dealt with the collection of qualitative data that
describe the type of products/services and the value offered, provide evidence of the
originality of the products/setvices offered, characterize the problems of
commercialization of the developed products/services, and evaluate the growth prospects
of the industry. These data express the accompanying circumstances of scaleup growth.
Additional data characterizes internal and external factors that accelerate or slow down the
growth of scaleups. Respondents answered explicitly posed questions/challenges:
Desctibe the new product/setvice and its utility for the customer. Submit proof of the
originality of the new product/setvice. List the specific problems that prevent the
successful commercialization of the results of the development of a new product/setvice.
How do you assess the growth prospects of the industry? What external and internal
factors speed up or slow down growthr? Qualitative data take the form of verbal statements
and textual records about the attributes and quality of the phenomenon under
investigation. Answers were handwritten on the spot during the interview and then
formally edited without changing the content. The interview lasted an hour and a half to
two hours. During the interview, the researchers provided clarification on request if the
questions were not completely clear. Qualitative research of the researched topic in a larger
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sample is rare, it is mostly carried out in the form of case studies in the scope of up to ten
companies.

Data analysis. Qualitative statements were analyzed using critical discourse
analysis (CDA) to better understand the accelerators and decelerators of scaleup growth.
CDA (van Dijk, 2015; Qian et al., 2018; Liu and Guoo, 2016) provides a unique tool for
decomposing language/speech and communication in business contexts and enables
deeper penetration into the nature of accelerators and decelerators. The choice of CDA as
a methodological tool is motivated by its proven effectiveness in investigating the opaque
relationships that are at the core of complex social phenomena (Fairclough, 1995; Wodak
et Meyer, 2009). According to Fairclough (2003), CDA is considered to be an
interdisciplinary tool that uses spoken, written, and in addition, language visualized
through images to interpret a phenomenon in depth.

Qualitative analysis is sometimes criticized for subjectivity, which is, however,
suppressed by systematic penetration into the essence of the collected qualitative data, e.g.
the CDA method, and the ability to reveal unsuspected new knowledge in the sense of
grounded theory (Makri et Neely, 2021), because it usually works without explicit
hypotheses, thought templates and prejudices.

Critical discourse analysis can have a different number of steps, e.g. Mullet (2018)
formulates seven steps, Luo (2023) four steps, and Cingerova and Motykova (2017) offer
seven basic steps according to the Duisburg school. Qualitative data analysis software
(Maxqda, 2024) offers CDA in four steps. The differences in the number of steps are not
fundamental, some steps are just merged. CDA in this study consists of four main steps:
1. Reading and recording first impressions: Initial reading of texts leads to recording
first impressions, questions, and assumptions about content and structure.

2. Text Coding: Using open coding with manual highlighting and subsequent re-coding
using ChatGPT-4 artificial intelligence, key concepts, ideas, and themes in the responses
were identified and labeled.

3. Thematic analysis: Similar codes were collected into broader themes or categories.
The subject of observation was how these themes ovetlap, repeat, or contrast in different
texts or parts of the text.

4. Identifying patterns: The themes isolated in the previous step were analyzed for their
distribution in the text and then any recurring patterns or structures that indicated
important aspects of the discourse were identified.

The identified patterns are A. types of products/setvices that indirectly integrate
companies into the industry, B. evidence of originality of products/setvices that confirm
their novelty, C. main themes of commercialization of the results of the development of
new products/setvices, D. growth prospects of the industry, and E. growth accelerators
and decelerators of the examined scaleups, which were identified in the internal and
external environment of the investigated enterprises. The order of the identified patterns
expresses their importance/weight in the research sample.

The interpretive phase of critical discourse analysis (CDA) is a key part of the
analysis process, as it is devoted to a deeper understanding and interpretation of the
discursive practices and patterns identified in the descriptive phase. This phase moves
from a basic identification of discursive elements to an analysis of how these elements
interact with the wider social, cultural, and historical contexts in which they are embedded.
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This procedure allows researchers to uncover the hidden meanings that shape and are
shaped by discourse.

The ChatGPT-4 language model developed by OpenAl (2024) is an advanced text
analysis tool that uses deep learning to understand and interpret human speech. In the
described research, this model was used to identify patterns and verify the results of
analyses.

4. Findings

The formal sectoral inclusion of the investigated enterprises is not always a clear
proof of the type of business the enterprise is really in, or what needs it satisfies. The
discursive analysis identified several groups of enterprises according to the type of
products/services and value offered. The order of occutrrence expresses their
importance/weight in the research sample and the intentions of the founders when
choosing the mission of the company.

1. Information technology and software solutions. Enterprises provide software solutions
for industrial automation, virtual reality, and digital marketing. They offer innovative tools
for automating and personalizing production and operational processes through artificial
intelligence and machine learning. (J)

2. Research and development in natural and technical sciences. Engineering activities and
consulting. Technical testing and analysis. (M)

3. Electronic commerce and digital marketing. E-commerce services help increase website
efficiency and optimize marketing campaigns to increase conversions. (G - with emphasis
on electronic commerce)

4. Industrial production. Production of engineering and electronic components. (C)

5. Others. Administrative services, financial services, construction, real estate, education,
and entertainment.

The investigated companies demonstrate the novelty of their products/services
in different ways, which differentiates them from their competitors. Novelty is a possible
source of competitive advantage and business growth. The order of evidences that
confirms novelty expresses its importance/weight in the research sample.

1. Innovations and technological advantages. Novelty is justified by an innovative
product/setvice or an exceptional technical feature of a product that is unique because it
has no direct competition in the country

2. Unique attributes and special functions. Novelty is justified by the unique attributes or
features of the product/setvice that differentiate it from the competition. Customers value
features that they did not find in other products or were available at a very high price.

3. Certificates and awards. Enterprises have received international certifications or awards
for their products or services, which confirm their quality and innovativeness. On their
websites, companies list the results achieved in independent international competitions
and case studies of successfully implemented projects.

4. Cooperation with important personalities or institutions. Evidence of novelty or rather
exceptionality are the statements of personalities and statements of institutions. They
express e.g. successful and well-known sportsmen, consumer associations, state agencies,
mass media experts, and the like.
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Product commercialization includes activities whose purpose is to transform an
idea into a product and get the finished product to the final customer/consumer. The
order of the main themes of commercialization expresses their importance/weight in
the research sample.

1. Direct distribution and personalization of the product. Distribution without
intermediaries is the most serious topic of commercialization. The company wants to
independently control the entire distribution process and have a direct influence on the
end customer, so that the quality of delivery and use of the product, which must often be
adapted to the needs of a specific customer, is not compromised.

2. Selection of key markets and development of relationships with customers. Choosing
the right markets and maintaining relationships with customers in those markets are
important for companies whose growth requires a large base of loyal customers, which
can only happen in well-targeted markets.

3. Flexible pricing and services. Flexible pricing and adaptation to specific market
requirements are essential for a business that takes place in markets with high variability in
the quantity and quality of demand, e.g. in accommodation and catering services.

4. Intense competition and differentiation. Only after entering the market, companies fully
experience and realize the strength of competitors and customer demands, and therefore
additionally and continuously try to improve and differentiate their products. They
increase the quality, innovativeness, and uniqueness of product attributes.

The growth prospects of the industry are objective and, as a rule, independent
of the entrepreneur, the conditions and circumstances of growth. However, the following
overview shows that entrepreneurs realize their ambitions, dreams, ideas, and plans, at
least at the beginning of their business, mostly without examining the growth prospects of
the industry and, replacing them with various partial observations of the external
environment and personal reasons. Based on the discursive analysis, they can be classified
into categoties, the order of which expresses their importance/weight in the research
sample.

1. Desire to do something of your own. These entrepreneurs set up their own companies
to be independent, to realize themselves, and bring new solutions or products to the
market.

2. Identification of the market gap. Some entrepreneurs have noticed that there is a gap or
an unmet need in the market that their product or service can effectively fill or satisfy.

3. Implementation of academic research results. In some cases, the business idea arose
from research or work carried out at a university or other academic setting.

3. Bad ecological situation. Some entrepreneurs saw a business opportunity to improve the
ecological situation or contribute to environmental sustainability.

4. Use of personal experience and skills. Entering a business was an opportunity to use
previous experience, knowledge, and skills to create something of value.

5. Opportunity for innovation. The desire to bring innovative solutions or technologies to
the market was another important motive for many entrepreneurs.

6. Improving the quality of life or health. These companies develop products and setrvices
that have the potential to improve people's quality of life or health.

External growth accelerators are factors that are located in the external
environment of the company and can favorably support the growth of the company if they
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are correctly identified and used. Five external growth accelerators and their causes were
identified, which are ranked according to importance/weight in the research sample.

1. Growth in demand. The growing interest of customers in the company's products or
services leads to an increase in sales and profits. The reasons for the increase in demand
are the creation or discovery of new markets, the growth of awareness and interest in
certain products and services, and the growing demands of customers for the
improvement and innovation of products/services.

2. Economic growth provides favorable conditions for expansion, brings business
opportunities for most companies regardless of industry, reduces uncertainties and risks,
and thus encourages innovation and investment. The causes of economic growth are a
predictable and especially stable macroeconomic environment, stable and predictable
regulations, and availability of capital, logistics, and distribution infrastructure.

3. Extraordinary opportunities appear suddenly and without previous strong and
promising signals, they are extraordinary opportunities that come from another industry
ot exist unnoticed on the fringes of one's own industry ot in an inconspicuous matket
segment. The causes of these opportunities are potentially unique and innovative
products/setvices, applications of advanced technologies, transfer of highly specialized
knowledge and experience to inventions and innovations, and improvement of quality and
reliability of existing products/setvices.

4. Exceptional threats are disruptions, unpredictable events, and crises that can prompt
companies to innovate and adapt, leading to their growth. Disruptions often result in the
search for new opportunities, process optimization, and reorganization that can spur
company growth. Companies that can properly react to stressful or crisis situations can
turn them into opportunities. The causes of these threats are the unexpected appearance
of new competitors, poor customer response, cancellation of orders from large customers,
failure of suppliers, lack of specialists, and loss of favor of investors.

5. Technical progress brings revolutionary changes. New generations of products/services
are coming, new production processes, better communication, entry into new markets,
and established and proven procedures and solutions are becoming obsolete. The causes
of progress are the constant advancement of human knowledge, which is transferred to
the emergence of new technologies, automation, digitization, and big data.

External growth decelerators are factors that are located in the external
environment of the company and slow down the growth of the company. If they are
correctly identified, the company can avoid them, minimize their impact, or overcome
them.

1. Intense competition limits company growth because it lowers prices, and increases
demands for quality, constant innovation, and advertising costs. Strong competition is
caused by larger and older competitors who have more resources, a larger market share, a
well-known brand, and loyal customers, and may even be encouraged to innovate more.
2. Macroeconomic uncertainty causes consumer and investor restraint and a drop in
demand. The causes are inflation, recession, and political instability, which negatively affect
the procurement of external sources of financing and investment in company
development. Another reason is fluctuating consumer confidence, which adversely affects
purchasing behavior.
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3. Strict regulations. Strict and complex regulations hinder company growth because they
increase compliance costs and slow down innovation processes. Rules relating to
consumer protection, the environment, working conditions, and safety are difficult to
comply with and require significant legal and administrative support costs. Non-
compliance results in sanctions and reputational damage.
4. The bargaining power of large customers and suppliers is reflected in lower sales and
higher purchase prices. Dependence on a small number of customers and suppliers leads
to other disadvantageous conditions when buying and selling, e.g. short terms for sales,
long terms for purchase, unreasonable demands on quality and assortment, and frequent
changes in business conditions.
5. Rapid technical progress, which is slowly applied, leads to falling behind the
competition, which is more active in the application of modern technologies. Failure to
keep up with rapid technological progress results in technological backwardness. Rapid
technical progress manifests itself as a constant stream of innovation, but it is costly,
requires high expertise and skills, and quick adaptation to short innovation cycles.

Internal growth accelerators are factors that are located inside the company and
positively affect its growth. Their creation, maintenance, and strengthening are the result
of internal decisions, but it is not excluded that they are partly influenced by external
circumstances. The order of the factors expresses their importance/weight in the research
sample.
1. Capable management can pool resources and use them correctly to achieve the goal.
The management in the investigated companies was able to motivate employees and lead
work teams, draw up plans with well-chosen goals, make quick and informed decisions
based on data, and, finally, effectively solve problems and find creative solutions.
2. Quality team. Teamwork and cooperation between employees led to better results and
faster achievement of goals. High-quality employees brought expertise, a sense of
cooperation, work commitment, and innovative ideas to the company.
3. Internal research and development is the main source of invention, innovation, and
continuous improvement of products and services and contributes to the faster
introduction of innovations to the market. The reasons for high-quality internal R&D are
the strengthening of creativity and creativity in the team, constant monitoring and
implementation of new technologies, partnerships with universities and research institutes,
and rapid adaptation and implementation of research results.
4. Optimum use of resources reduces costs, increases efficiency, maximizes profitability,
and allows the enterprise to respond to market changes and opportunities with greater
flexibility and speed. Inventory, human resources, and technology are optimized to
minimize costs and maximize returns.
5. An innovative corporate culture supports innovation and creativity and is therefore an
important factor in business growth. It motivates employees to look for new and better
work methods, develop new products and services, and constantly improve existing
processes. The causes of innovative culture are the support of creative thinking, open and
transparent communication, encouragement to try new things without fear of failure, and
constant adaptation to changes and new trends.

Internal growth decelerators prevent companies from growing from within.
They are the result of incorrect internal decisions, but in the case of the investigated
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companies, also the consequence of young age and naturally small size. The order of the
factors expresses their importance/weight in the research sample.
1. The lack of employees in specific professions significantly limits the growth of the
company, because there is a lack of special knowledge and skills necessary for the growth
of the company, which cannot be supplemented by regular education and training. In
addition to upgrading less capable employees, it is necessary to attract and retain talented
employees.
2. High costs of development, normal operation, wages, and marketing significantly reduce
profit. Companies are looking for ways to reduce costs without negatively affecting the
quality of products or services. The reasons are the high prices of inputs that are purchased
in relatively small quantities, the small bargaining power of a small company, the limited
possibilities of optimizing tesources in a small company, and little expetrience and
professionalism in cost management.
3. Lack of funds limits the company's investment in growth and development. Without
sufficient capital, it is impossible to expand production, innovate and improve marketing.
Financial uncertainty also affects a company's ability to attract and retain talented
employees. The reasons for this state are low bargaining power in relation to capital
providers, short history, insufficient property guarantees, and unattractive or unconvincing
products for risk investors.
4. Limited resources have a financial, human, material, and technological nature. Lack of
resources slows development, and production, reduces product quality, and weakens
response to market opportunities. The reasons for this situation are similar to the lack of
funds.
5. Inadequate internal communication results in inefficient use of resources, work errors,
and low employee morale. Without clear and effective communication, goals are poorly
understood and pootly achieved. The causes of poor communication are closed teams,
disengaged and demotivated employees, incorrect and delayed information, and the
absence of a formal communication network.

The result of the analysis of answers to open questions about accelerators and
decelerators of scaleup growth is summarized in tab. 1.
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Tab. 1. Summary overview of scaleups’ growth accelerators and decelerators
Accelerators vs Decelerators

T max 1 max

Accelerators and their Decelerators and their
influence influence

| min | min

1. Growth in demand
2. Economic growth

1. Intense competition
2. Macroeconomic uncertainty

External | 3. Extraordinary opportunities | 3. Strict regulations
factors 4. Exceptional threats 4. Bargaining power of large
External 5. Technical progress customers and suppliers
factors 5. Rapid technical progress
Vs 1. Capable management 1. Lack of employees in a
Internal 2. Quality team specific profession
factors Internal | 3. Internal research and | 2. High costs
factors development 3. Lack of funds
4. Optimum use of resources | 4. Limited resources
5. Innovative company culture | 5. Inadequate internal
communication

5. Discussion

In the background of the evaluation and interpretation of the research results, it
should be taken into account that the object of the research is a start-up in an advanced
stage of development, which is in a state of growth after overcoming initial existential
difficulties/shortcomings/limitations/doubts, and becomes a scaleup. It is still a small
company with limited, incomplete resources of varying quality and quantity. As a result of
growth, this company is entering new contexts, and new, higher demands are placed on it.
From an insignificant, invisible start-up, it becomes a relatively well-known, small,
ambitious company that the competition begins to notice.

* The choice of industry determines the growth prospects of scalenps. Sectors | (Information and
communication) and M (Professional, scientific, and technical activities) attract significantly more scalenps
than other sectors.

Scaleups consider growth prospects and opportunities through industry selection.
They prefer new (growing) industries to old (mature) industries. According to SK NACE,
scaleups in the research area are most present in sectors J, M, G, C, and N (order according
to the number of scaleups in the research sample). According to the European Scaleup
Monitor 2024, they are mostly found in the sectors J, N, M, F, and K (in order from the
largest to the smallest occurrence of scaleups). According to the results of the qualitative
analysis, they are most present in the sectors J, M, and G (ranking from the largest to the
smallest occurrence of scaleups). The intersection of the mentioned orders are the sectors
J (Information and communication) and M (Professional, scientific, and technical
activities), which make up two-thirds of the research sample. These industries are dynamic
and prospective, based mainly on intangible assets of a software nature, and therefore
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provide suitable conditions for scaling (Sullivan, 2016). The tendency of scaleups towards
IT and digitization is also confirmed by Adner et al. (2019).

In addition to opportunities, the growth industry also brings risks, e.g. lower
productivity and worse financial health of high-growth businesses (Dillen et
Vandekerkhof, 2021). Smaller barriers to mobility, exits of firms and technological
opportunities measured by the intensity of digitization, and to a lesser extent
agglomeration effects are associated with a larger share of fast-growing firms
(Friesenbichler et Holzl, 2020). Of the 68 scale-ups in the report of Amsterdam City
Region (van Winden et al., 2020) are 15% scale-ups are in enterprise software, 10% scale-
ups in transportation 9% scale-ups in fintech. Other industry types include real estate, job
recruitment, telecom, semiconductors, security, renewables & environment, education,
activities, legal, kids, music, home living, gaming, financial services, fashion, and
biotechnology.

* Evidences of the novelty of products and services are informal. Novelty is confirmed by market and social
response. Novelty is attractive to venture capitalists and acquirers, thus stinmlating growth.

Scaleups do not have complex systems for evaluating the novelty of products and
services, statements about the novelty of products and services are subjectively distorted.
Evidences of novelty significantly limit the scope for subjectivity and bias and can
therefore be a substitute or indirect expression of novelty. The evidence is significantly
informal, or they do not have the form of official documents, it is mainly the uniqueness
of the product at the country level, the uniqueness as perceived by customers or socially
respected persons, and the uniqueness confirmed by the absence of obvious competition.
Evidence of novelty is also the willingness of customers to pay for the novelty (Zhang et
al., 2020). Customers are keenly aware of product innovation and added value. Formal
proof of novelty is usually very expensive for scaleups, and they resort to it only if
protection is necessary in the case of a new, expensively developed technology, e.g.
technological scaleup Glycanostics states that the cost of one patent is 300 thousand. euros
(primar.sme.sk, 2024) and currently has five patent applications filed. Formal/legal
protection is expensive, so scaleups rely on various awards and certificates without legal
protection. Even informal evidence of novelty has a market and social response,
strengthens brand awareness, and promotes growth. Formal evidence instills confidence
in venture investors and substantially increases the chances of acquisitions by large and
mature companies. New companies/scaleups rely on being more innovative/original than
old companies (Callender et Matouschek, 2021) and therefore have greater growth
potential.

* The main theme of commercialization is entreprenenrial independence, which is, however, confronted with
intense competition. Competition limits the desire for growth.

The prevailing theme of commercialization is the independence of actions in
distribution, the selection of markets, and pricing in the interest of customer satisfaction,
which, however, ultimately runs into relentless competition. The unspoken topic is the
speed of commercialization and getting ahead of the competition. Independence is the
founding motive for entering a business, but an excessive desire for independence can
distort an objective assessment of the competitive situation in the market. Subjective
interests (growth) are confronted with the objective situation in the market (intense
competition). The accompanying theme of commercialization is the perfect knowledge of
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the customer's needs, which occurs only at the moment of sale, and therefore scaleups try
to avoid failure due to the customer's ignorance (Malec et al., 2020).
* Objective analysis of growth prospects is substituted by the subjective ideas and ambitions of the founders.

Founders are preoccupied with their ideas about the business and therefore lack
a comprehensive view of the industry. Personal ambitions, self-realization, and sometimes
social responsibility dominate over an objective and rational assessment of the industry's
growth possibilities. The effort to change the wotld is contrary to the supetficial/assumed
knowledge of this world. Many founders take world knowledge for granted so much that
they don't even bother with it. They project their ideas about a business into the growth
prospects of the industry. In the gap between discovery and creation (Ghezzi (2019) they
create and improvise more than analyze and discover.

* Accelerators and decelerators of growth are related to each other and influence each other (tab. 2).

A. growth in demand reduces the intensity of competition and the bargaining
power of large customers and suppliers. B. economic growth reduces macroeconomic
uncertainty. C. economic growth makes strict regulations more tolerable or motivates
scaleups to solve them. D. technical progress that brings opportunities can turn into too
rapid technical progress that brings threats. E. capable management can eliminate unskilled
employees to some extent. F. a quality team can eliminate unqualified employees to some
extent. G. internal R&D is weakened by high costs and lack of funding. H. the optimal use
of resources is weakened by the lack or incompleteness of resources. I. innovative culture
can eliminate communication deficiencies to a certain extent. Identified relationships also
work in reverse order with reversed consequences. Exceptional opportunities and threats
are disturbances that occur in the pursuit of high growth and arise without obvious
connections, unexpectedly, and their consequences are controversial, both favorable and
unfavorable.

Table 2. Connections between the identified factors of acceleration and deceleration of
scaleup growth

External growth accelerators External growth decelerators
1. Growth in demand A. ¢——@——» 1. Intense competition
2. Economic growth B. & 2. Macroeconomic uncertainty
3. Extraordinary opportunities | # C. | 3. Strict regulations
4. Exceptional threats 4. Bargaining power of large customers and
5. Technical progress D. 1\. suppliers
b 5. Rapid technical progress
Internal growth accelerators Internal growth decelerators
1. Capable manage:r—lentE.d/—_; 1. Lack of employees in a specific
2. Quality team F. profession
3. Internal research and development G.\J 2. High costs

4. Optimum use of resources H. 3. Lack of funds
5. Innovative company culture 1. 4. Limited resources
5. Inadequate internal communication
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* External and internal growth accelerators and decelerators signal opportunities, threats, strengths, and
weafknesses of scaleups.

Growth is accelerated and slowed down by external and internal factors that are
standard and specific. Standard factors encourage and retard all companies, but the
implications for scaleups can be different. They are more encouraging because scaleups
are flexible and ambitious, and more retarding because scaleups are small companies with
very limited resources. Specific factors affect and influence scaleups in particular, but their
impact on ordinary companies is not excluded. External standard factors have more weight
than specific factors, but the growth of scaleups is influenced by a whole range of factors.
The strategic connections between growth accelerators and decelerators are shown in the

Tab. 3.

Table 3. Strategic contexts of scaleup growth accelerators and decelerators

External growth accelerators External growth decelerators
The emergence or creation of an Overcome and neutralize threats!
opportunity!
Internal growth accelerators Internal growth decelerators
Maintain and strengthen strengths! Weaken influence to remove
weaknesses!

In the background of all potential strategies (Tab. 3) is finding external space for
growth and overcoming internal resource deficiencies in the following order:

1. the choice of a prospective industry with high growth potential and minimal
competition.

2. obtaining financial resources from strong venture investors with professional knowledge
of the relevant industry.

3. creating networks, partnerships, alliances, joint ventures to overcome resource
constraints of all kinds.

4. active acquisitions of smaller partners/competitors.

5. passive acquisition by larger and more experienced companies.

External growth accelerators encourage the emergence of opportunities that can
be observed or created. A real contribution to the growth of the scaleup are only
opportunities used, which are purposefully chosen and realized with the help of
procurement and activation of resources. Standard/general factors are demand growth
and economic growth. Demand for scaleup in a small country often has an international
dimension (Tippmann et al., 2023). Non-standard/specific factors are exceptional
opportunities, exceptional threats, and technical progress, respectively open innovation
(O). Scaleups should recognize unexpected phenomena and events and especially seize
non-standard business opportunities.

External growth decelerators are objective threats or consequences of wrong
decisions. Scaleups should overcome or neutralize the threat, and avoid or eliminate the
threat. Scaleup growth will not be affected by threats if it is possible to significantly reduce
their impact. Standard factors are competition, uncertainty, and regulations. Uncertainty is
an ambivalent phenomenon, and therefore a threat can turn into an opportunity (Gulati,
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2023). Specific factors are the bargaining power of larger market participants and rapid
technical progress.

Internal growth accelerators are the strengths of the scaleup, which make it
possible to seize opportunities and neutralize threats, in which case they really contribute
to the growth of the company. Standard factors are capable management, quality team,
and optimal use of resources. Specific factors are internal R&D (according to Balse et
Leinwand (2024) it is the constant renewal of knowledge) and an innovative company
culture.

Internal growth decelerators are the weak points of a scaleup. Removing
weaknesses is difficult to impossible, the most common solution consists in forming
various alliances and partnerships and substituting missing resources. All factors are
specific and are linked by the lack of all resources (specialists, finance, communication,
and others) combined with high costs. The identified inhibitors nicely complement the
internal barriers to growth by Soleimani et al. (2023). A special group of internal
decelerators consists of deficiencies in internal communication. Solving these problems is
key to improving organizational efficiency and employee satisfaction. Different
perceptions of corporate culture by managers and employees also cause communication
problems (Strengers et al., 2022). Managers promote a hierarchical culture, but employees
value a culture of clan and adhocracy, which is positively correlated with scaleup
performance. Scaling is negatively associated with employee burnout and positively with
employee job satisfaction (Genedi et al., 2024), and this is another reason for binding or
improving communication. Communication will probably improve not only due to the
correct use of communication techniques, but also due to the removal of deeper causes of
reluctance to communicate.

6. Conclusions

The result of the research is the identification of accompanying or supporting
circumstances of scaleup growth and explicitly acting factors. Favorable conditions for the
growth of scaleups are the choice of a suitable industry, proven novelty/originality of the
product/setvice, business independence in the process of commercializing new
products/setvices, and the ambitions of the founders. External growth accelerators are
demand, economic growth, exceptional opportunities, exceptional threats, and
technological progress. External growth decelerators are competition, uncertainty,
regulations, bargaining power of larger market participants, and rapid technological
progress. Internal growth accelerators are capable management, a quality team, optimal
use of resources, internal R&D, and an innovative corporate culture. Internal growth
decelerators are missing specialists, high costs, lack of funds, limited resources, and
insufficient internal communication. Existing researches provide various incomplete lists
of scaleup growth factors without ranking them according to importance and without
sorting them into unambiguous groups.

The research question was answered because the factors and circumstances
encouraging or inhibiting the development of scaleups were identified and at the same
time the research objective was met and the research gap was filled because the factors
and circumstances are arranged in ordinal order according to their weight/importance.
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The result of the research is an original contribution to the deepening and expansion of
knowledge about the viability of scaleups and a better understanding of the factors and
circumstances that support or weaken their growth.

A challenge for further research is to identify groups of scaleups that have
different growth dynamics and investigate the reasons for these differences. Another
challenge for further research is to identify the influence of soft growth factors (founder's
growth ambitions, founder's leadership, team leadership and team cooperation) and of the
hard growth factors, it is mainly commercialization, since exponential growth is expected
from the scaleup after entering the market.

The research results also have practical implications and use. They provide a clear
and ordered list of factors according to importance/weight that can be exploited (external
accelerators) or neutralized (external decelerators), and improved (internal accelerators) or
removed (internal decelerators). Respecting accompanying or growth-supporting
circumstances increases the probability of starting and maintaining growth. The factors
and circumstances of growth are the result of empirical research and should therefore be
accepted with confidence by practicing entrepreneurs.

The research limits are the sample size, which cannot be scaled up too much
because the number of scaleups in the country is relatively small. A relatively small research
sample size can also be an advantage because the research can be repeated and then
confirm or refute some findings that are dependent on conditions changing over time.
Field research carried out in a direct interview with the founder is demanding for obtaining
consent for a guided interview and for the work schedule of the researcher and the
respondent. The research limit is also the restricted time for an interview and the depth of
penetration into the researched topic, which, however, can be partially compensated by
the analysis of publicly accessible documents about the relevant company.

Funding: This work was supported by the Scientific Grant Agency of the Ministry of
Education of the Slovak Republic and Slovak Academy of Sciences (VEGA) under the
grant ,,Accelerating the growth of innovative enterprises - scaling up scale-ups and new
technology-based firms (NTBFs)“, number 1/0006/22.
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