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Abstract  
 
This paper is a single case study on the role of leadership on the success of a Startup that 

successfully transitioned into a Scaleup, LeanIX, which is a German company founded in 

2012.  

 

While leadership's crucial role in Startup success is acknowledged in academic literature, 

little is known about its specific impact when transitioning to a Scaleup. The study aims to 

fill this gap by examining LeanIX's leadership strategies, their implementation, and the 

resulting benefits. This research provides insights into how leadership can foster success in 

Startups and Scaleups. 

 

Through a thematic analysis of seven semi-structured interviews with the top management 

of a global Scaleup, this study has identified four critical success factors. Firstly, transparent 

communication was found to build trust and empower team members. Secondly, 

transformative leadership was found to be essential in driving accelerated growth. Thirdly, 

effective processes and structures were found to become increasingly important as the 

company expands. Finally, the study highlights the critical role of autonomous teams in 

achieving success as a Scaleup. These findings provide valuable insights into the factors 

that contribute to the success of global Scaleups. 

 

However, the case of LeanIX is unique, and the factors contributing to their success may 

not directly apply to other companies due to many various reasons, such as market factors 

or specific product attributes. 

 

These findings contribute to the literature on the role of leadership in the success of Startups 

and provide practical insights for entrepreneurs and managers. 
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1. Introduction 
In this chapter, the thesis will first introduce the background of the problem and the 

research gap. Then the case will be presented with the research purpose stated. Finally, 

the research questions and the thesis delimitations will be presented. 

1.1 Problem Background 

The digital revolution has profoundly impacted modern life, transforming how we work, 

learn, communicate, and shop. In this rapidly changing landscape, Startups have emerged 

as a powerful force in shaping the future of industries.  

 

Public policy greatly supported entrepreneurship in recent decades due to the growing 

understanding that Scaleups - also called High-Growth Firms - have a crucial role in job 

and economic growth (Gaikwad, 2022). These positive attributes encouraged research on 

the success of these firms. 

 

Yet, the entrepreneurial process is not free from risks. According to the Startup Genome 

(2022), which defines a Startup as a "temporary organization designed to search for a 

repeatable and scalable business model", 90% of Startups fail across the top 8 US Startup 

clusters, with only 1.5% achieving a successful exit of $50 million or more. Despite these 

statistics, global funding deals for Startups have continued to increase, from 3,400 in 2012 

to 9,600 in 2021, with tech companies performing exceptionally well since the pandemic, 

growing 2.3 times more than non-tech companies. 

 

Gaikwad’s literature review (2022) describes the factors to achieve high growth as 

“complex and multidimensional in its scope and nature” with both external factors like 

the state of the economy and internal factors such as the necessity of an “entrepreneurial 

nature”. Another literature review by Santisteban and Mauricio (2017) revealed three 

categories of critical success factors of Startups in the information technology industry: 

organizational, individual, and external. Organizational factors include the age and size 

of the company, its level of product innovation, and its location. The individual factors 

include the characteristics of the founding team such as its experience in the industry, 

leadership, and initial motivation. And finally, the external factors include the level of 

government support, the presence of Venture Capital, and the level of expertise compared 

to the market. 

 

In both literature reviews the role of leadership is highlighted. In the 20th century, 

scholars began to conduct empirical research on leadership, exploring different styles and 

their impact on organizations. Entrepreneurs must be able to inspire and guide their teams 

toward achieving their goals and therefore leadership has been increasingly perceived as 

a crucial aspect of entrepreneurship. Harrison et al. (2016) identified, through a literature 

review of entrepreneurial leadership, 4 personality traits that characterized the 

entrepreneur/leader: vision, effective communication, risk-taking, and creativity. The 

authors note that while there is significant uncertainty around the term “entrepreneurial 

leadership” as it is a relatively new area, there is a consensus that it is a factor in the 

success of a company (Harrison et al., 2016).  
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1.2 Research gap 

Startups face numerous challenges, including resource constraints, competition, changing 

market dynamics, and technological disruptions (Zaech and Baldegger, 2017). Effective 

leadership is necessary to navigate these challenges and steer the company toward 

sustained growth. 

 

Many Startups struggle with leadership-related issues. Some founders may lack the 

necessary leadership skills and experience to lead the company effectively. Others may 

struggle to delegate responsibilities and micromanage their team, leading to a lack of 

autonomy and creativity (Larson & DeChurch, 2018). Similarly, building partnerships 

and relationships with stakeholders requires effective communication, negotiation, and 

relationship management skills. 
 

Despite the high rates of failure in the Startup world, there is a notable lack of research 

focused on the role of leadership during the transition from a Startup to a Scaleup.  

Baldegger and Gast (2016) through in-depth interviews with founder-CEOs found a 

transition in leadership behavior when the Startup scales up. The authors noted the 

importance of deepening the studies around the “development processes of leadership 

behavior in new ventures” due to the role Scaleups have on the economy (Baldegger and 

Gast, 2016). 

 

The transition phase is a critical juncture that can make or break a company's prospects 

for long-term success. As such, there is a pressing need to explore the factors that 

contribute to a successful transition into a Scaleup with a specific focus on the role of 

leadership.  

1.2 Case: LeanIX, a recent Scaleup 

There is a certain confusion in the literature regarding the definitions of the terms Startup, 

and Scaleup. For our study, based on various authors, we defined a Scaleup as a relatively 

new, entrepreneurial firm with sustained user and/or sales growth. We used the following 

definition for Startup: a new, independent firm, up to 6 years old, with an innovative 

business model and/or product and/or service, with the intention to scale up.  

 

To better understand what the success factors are for a company transitioning from 

Startup to Scaleup, we conducted an inductive exploratory single case study on LeanIX, 

a German SaaS Scaleup founded in 2012 and specialized in IT Enterprise Architecture. 

A case study is adequate to understand a subject in depth through multiple perspectives 

(Ritchie et al., (2003, p. 52). The company offers a compelling case for various reasons, 

including its historical background, promising growth prospects, and internationalization 

efforts. 

 

The research is based on conducting seven semi-structured interviews with five top 

management personnel of LeanIX, who joined the organization at different stages of its 

expansion. Every interviewee joined the organization at a distinct stage of its growth 

trajectory, and their backgrounds varied significantly. We analyzed the interviews by 

conducting a thematic analysis. 
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LeanIX was founded in 2012 by co-founders André Christ and Jörg Beyer in Bonn, 

Germany. André Christ is still active in the company as CEO.  LeanIX offers a “Software-

as-a-Service (SaaS) for Enterprise Architecture (EA) that enables organizations to make 

faster data-driven decisions in their IT landscape” (LeanIX, 2019). LeanIX aspires to be 

the “Google Maps of Software”, providing a single source of truth for Corporate IT and 

Product IT. The software helps companies get a holistic overview of their IT-Landscape 

and offers 3 solutions, Enterprise Architecture Management, SaaS Management Platform, 

and Value Stream Management. LeanIX has over 1000 customers, including DHL, 

Adidas, and Volkswagen, to name a few, and 8 offices in Europe and the USA.  According 

to the financial data, the company has been a Scaleup since 2021 by achieving a strong 

customer growth which outpaced the employee growth rate. 

 

Since the company was founded, LeanIX has done four funding rounds. The first, Series 

A, was done in 2015, and the latest, Series D, was completed in the summer of 2020. 

LeanIX has raised €120 million in total and made one acquisition in 2021 when the 

Slovenian SaaS company Cleanshelf was acquired (Crunchbase, 2023). In February 2023, 

LeanIX hired its 500th employee and is projecting to grow the headcount by an additional 

120 people during 2023 (Grant, 2023). 

 

Considering the current market trends and global economic conditions, it is essential to 

understand how companies like LeanIX have achieved sustainable growth. Moreover, the 

fact that LeanIX is a Soonicorn - a Scaleup that is expected to reach a valuation of 1 

billion euros in the coming 24 months- highlights its success in achieving sustained 

growth. This achievement underscores the importance of studying the leadership 

practices that facilitated LeanIX's growth and transition from a Startup to a Scaleup. 

1.3 Research purpose  

The primary purpose of this research was to explore the accomplishments of a current 

Scaleup with as encouraged by previous studies. To achieve our goal, we first examined 

the general lessons derived from the company's successful transition to a Scaleup phase. 

Then, we specifically investigated the leadership practices that were implemented during 

this transformation. 

 

We believe that our research made a significant contribution to the existing body of 

knowledge in the field of entrepreneurship, particularly in the area of Startup and Scaleup 

success. The study contributes to the academic research by providing concrete insights 

about leadership practices in the transition from Startup to Scaleup.  The knowledge 

generated from this single case study is also particularly valuable for managers in Startups 

in the technology industry.  

 

Entrepreneurs, for example, will make use of the findings by incorporating the practices 

in the transition from Startups to Scaleups. Other industries and environments can also 

apply the results of our study. For example, more mature companies could apply the 

findings to develop the entrepreneurial mindset of their teams. The success and 

importance of Startups should encourage other companies to learn from them and follow 

their practices. 
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1.4 Research questions 

This thesis will answer the following main research question: 

 

What lessons can be drawn from LeanIX's successful transition from a Startup to a 

Scaleup? 

 

This thesis will also answer the second research question: 

 

How did LeanIX leadership practices contribute to that success? 

 

The objective of the thesis is to identify the key themes and patterns that emerge from the 

data to provide a framework for a successful leadership adaptation during the different 

phases of a company’s lifecycle. 

 

1.5 Delimitations 

To effectively achieve the objectives of this study and to ensure full transparency 

regarding the topics to be investigated, it is necessary to define the scope of our research. 

We have considered various factors such as time, geographic location, and accessibility 

in making these decisions. For instance, while conducting a qualitative exploratory case 

study on how one Startup scaled into a company with 500 employees is informative, it 

cannot provide a comprehensive blueprint for all Startups during their journey. LeanIX’s 

success is deeply connected to its context.  Furthermore, we acknowledge that the study 

is limited by the fact that we only interviewed five members of the executive team, and 

not any other employees, which further narrows the scope. We should also recognize the 

high possibility of bias in the answers of the participants due to not wanting to talk badly 

about the employer. This participant delimitation was determined by time and cost 

constraints. 

 

With this in mind, we believe that the sample used in this study is adequate for achieving 

our intended objective. 

 

The aim of this thesis was not to offer the company a definitive guide on how to optimize 

its leadership performance in the future, as we do not possess the requisite expertise or 

knowledge for such guidance. Rather, our goal was to provide an explanation and 

understanding of the factors in leadership that have contributed to the company's current 

state in order to contribute to the literature and encourage future research. Moreover, the 

case of LeanIX is unique, and the factors contributing to LeanIX success are deeply 

related to its own history. The technology Startups are also generally considered to have 

a high potential to scale up while other industries may not scale as the same pace. 

 

However, leadership is a big part of every company, therefore valuable lessons can be 

drawn for other companies in the same and other industries. 
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2. Theoretical background  
 

This chapter will serve as the fundamental basis for the study, encompassing significant 

theories, definitions, and concepts that are vital to this particular research. The presented 

theories, in combination with the empirical findings, will assist in addressing the research 

question and develop a conceptual framework based on them. The primary aim of this 

chapter is to provide an overview of existing literature on the topics of leadership, 

Startups and Scaleups, organizations, teams, and change management, which will serve 

as key concepts for this research. 

2.1 Definitions 

2.1.1 Startup and Scaleup 

The definitions of "Startup" and "Scaleup" are not universally agreed upon, and numerous 

definitions have been proposed, leading to ambiguity in their meanings and the difficulty 

to compare studies. Several factors, such as the business's age, the size of the company, 

the level of revenue generated, and the rate of growth, have been used to define Startups 

and Scaleups. However, the absence of a standardized definition has resulted in different 

interpretations across various industries, organizations, and countries. 

 

The OECD (2015) defined a Startup as a company in its first year of existence. Autio 

(2016) criticized this definition by highlighting its narrowness as Startups are “most 

commonly associated with an entrepreneurial character, growth orientation, search for 

a scalable business model, innovation, and market creation.” Autio (2016) proposed the 

following definition: “A Startup is a new, independent firm, with up to six years old, 

which is strongly growth-oriented, has not yet settled upon a scalable business model and 

spends at least 15% of its operating expenses on R&D.”. For Scaleups, the author 

proposed this definition: “A Scaleup is a new, entrepreneurial firm, up to 10 years old, 

that is strongly growth-oriented and has attracted €1 Million or more of venture capital 

funding” (Autio, 2016).  

 

Bormans et al. (2019; 2021) defined for the European Startup Monitor the criteria that 

characterize a Startup: the company must be less than 10 years old, has an innovative 

business model/product/service, and has the intention to scale up. Based on this 

definition, they defined 4 “stages of development” of Startups. The Pre-seed Stage is 

when the concept is being developed. The Startup does not have any revenue at this stage. 

Then, the Startup enters the Startup phase when the marketable product is completed. It 

then enters either the Growth Stage, when the company gets strong sales/user growth or 

the Steady Stage, where the company does not show any significant sign of growth. The 

Startup can enter the Growth Stage after the Steady Stage. 

 

Building upon these definitions, we propose the following definition of a Startup: 

 

A Startup is a new, independent firm, up to 6 years old, with an innovative business 

model and/or product and/or service, with the intention to scale up.  

 
Autio’s (2016) requirement that “15% of its operating expenses” be spent on R&D is 

unnecessarily restrictive and limiting, we therefore chose to remove this element from 
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our definition. It includes companies in the Pre-Seed, Startup, and Steady stages as 

defined by Bormans et al. (2019; 2021) while excluding the Growth Stage. 

 

We then built the following definition of Scaleup: 

 

A Scaleup is a relatively new, entrepreneurial firm, with strong user and/or sales 

growth. 

 
This definition is equal to the Growth Stage of Bormans et al. (2019; 2021). Adding a 

minimum funding amount is unneeded, as Startups may only have a very small funding 

amount and still reach the Scaleup phase. The definitions of Startup and Scaleup are 

therefore mutually exclusive. The “new” characteristic is relative, but it is generally up 

to 10 years since the company is considered a Startup, even if this timeframe may be 

differed for some industries.  

2.2.2 Startup success 

Based on our definitions, the goal of a Startup is to transition to a Scaleup, and a Startup 

is considered successful when it successfully transitioned to a Scaleup. It is recognized 

that this definition may not encompass certain scenarios where a Startup might be deemed 

prosperous, such as cases involving early exits, but these instances are out of the scope 

of this thesis. 

2.2 Corporate lifecycle models and Scaleups  

  

Academic research on company growth defined various corporate lifecycle models with 

each phase requiring a particular management style. This part will describe the historic 

development of these lifecycle models in relation to entrepreneurship. We can draw 

parallels between these models and the growth process in Startups and Scaleups. The 

introduction of lifecycle stages will help bring more context to the different phases a 

Startup and a Scaleup operate in. Following this explanation, we will argue that LeanIX 

can be considered a Scaleup according to the financial data.   

 

Greiner (1972) defines multiple stages of the company lifecycle, each triggered by 

management problems, pictured in Chart 1. The transition phase of a Startup becoming a 

Scaleup can be seen as the period when the organization undergoes a "crisis of 

autonomy." This signifies a need for more delegation and a shift in management practices. 

The introduction of new structures, processes, and controls is crucial during this phase to 

support the company's growth and prevent it from becoming too bureaucratic. 

 

This phase requires the Startup to address various challenges, establish appropriate 

structures, and prepare for rapid scaling while managing risks and maintaining a strong 

entrepreneurial culture. 
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Chart 1. Visual representation of Greiner’s (1972) Corporate Lifecycle Model.  

 

 

Another simple model by o Miller and Friesen (1984), defines the lifecycle of a company 

in 5 stages as shown in Chart 2. The growth stage of a company, characterized by 

increasing sales and delegated authority, encompasses this transition from Startup to 

Scaleup. In this stage, the top management will delegate authority to middle managers. 

 

 
Chart 2. Visual representation of Miller and Friesen's (1984) Corporate Lifecycle Model 

 

 

 

Later academic research on entrepreneurship noticed a crucial phase of transition towards 

scalability in Startups. An early model developed by Swiercz and Lydon (2002) included 

2 phases in a Startup: the formative growth phase and the institutional growth phase, 

connected by a “Strategic Inflection Point” where the success factors changed in the 
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company. The CEO of a Startup going through this transition should get new leadership 

skills in order to adapt to the new needs of the organization. The authors also performed 

the study to challenge the idea that the founder must be replaced by a more experienced 

manager, an idea that was commonly shared in past entrepreneurship literature (Swiercz 

and Lydon, 2002). Picken (2017) then detailed the model by defining four stages that 

characterize the entrepreneurial innovation process: Startup, transition, scaling, and exit. 

The boundaries between each stage are overlapping.  The challenge in the Startup phase 

is to validate the whole business concept such as the market opportunity and the business 

model. When the company starts to gain momentum in the market, it enters the transition 

phase (around 18-36 months according to the author) which represents the path toward a 

more structured company capable of scaling up quickly. If this phase is successfully 

performed with the proper structures put in place, the company will enter the scaling 

phase. In this phase, quick growth is the objective in order to become the market leader 

sustainably. In this phase, the flexibility of the Startup phase becomes ineffective and 

specialist roles are now taking over generalist roles. The entrepreneur’s role is to add 

resources to the business to support its scaling. Our definition of Scaleup covers Picken’s 

(2017) Scaling phase. This stage - if successful - ends with the exit stage, typically in the 

form of an IPO or a private sale. 

 

Picken (2017) argues that the Transition stage is the most critical one. Among the 

obstacles - “hurdles”- characterizing this stage are the need to develop an appropriate 

culture, build an effective management team, set a company direction, position products 

and services in an expanded market, develop effective processes and infrastructures, build 

financial capability, develop an appropriate culture, and to manage risks. 

 

 
Chart 3. Picken (2017) “Four stages in the life cycle of an entrepreneurial firm”.  

 

Advancing to the next stage of a company's lifecycle often signifies growth and progress. 

Although success can be subjective, for the purpose of this thesis, we defined success as 

the ability of a company to consistently expand and transition to the subsequent stages of 

its lifecycle. 



9 

 

 

2.2.1 LeanIX as a Scaleup 

 

These models, and particularly Picken’s four stages, are useful to analyze the growth of 

LeanIX. We received some financial data regarding the number of employees and 

customers between 2017 and 2013. Looking at Chart 4 below, we can see that LeanIX 

experienced a steady growth in customers and employees since 2017 with an acceleration 

of the pace from Q1 2021. We do not have detailed data prior to that but we know that 

the company was founded in 2012 by the two cofounders and, after 3 years, hired around 

15 employees in 2015 in the path of their Series-A funding round of 2.2M$. The other 

funding rounds were 7.5M$ Series B round in 2017, 30M$ in 2018 for Series C, and 

80M$ in 2020 for a Series D funding round. 

 

According to this data we can see that LeanIX can be considered in Scaling phase, and 

therefore a Scaleup according to our definition. We could also argue that the Transition 

phase ended in the beginning of 2021 when the company’s customer growth rate outpaced 

the employee’s growth rate.  To note, LeanIX acquired the Slovenian company Cleanshelf 

to expand its product offering in Q1 2021. 

 
Chart 4. LeanIX’s growth in the number of employees and customers from 2017 to 2023 

from financial data. 
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2.3 Leadership 

2.3.1 Concept 

Before we start identifying what role leadership plays in the success of a company, we 

must start by defining what leadership is.  

 

The concept of leadership has been described, assessed, and analyzed from various 

perspectives. The debate evolved from the search of a set of innate traits and skills to 

describing leadership as a process that involves the leader, the followers, and the context 

in which they operate (DuBrin, 2016).  

 

We decided to follow Dubrin’s (2016) definition of leadership: “the ability to inspire 

confidence and support among the people who are needed to achieve organizational 

goals”. Hoyt and Blascovich (2003) and Leitch and Volery (2017) all agree that effective 

leadership is crucial for driving success in any setting, whether it be a small team or a 

large corporation. 

 

When comparing the two concepts of leadership and management, they often overlap, 

and both require a combination of skills and competencies (DuBrin, 2016). Effective 

managers not only handle administrative tasks but also exhibit leadership qualities by 

inspiring and motivating their teams. Similarly, successful leaders must possess 

management skills to ensure that tasks are completed efficiently, and resources are 

effectively allocated.  Furthermore, DuBrin (2016) argues that the main difference 

between leaders and managers is that leaders are partnering with their followers. This 

involves building strong relationships with team members and providing them with the 

support and resources they need to succeed. However, in certain contexts, leaders may 

need to exercise authority and make tough decisions that are not always aligned with the 

desires and opinions of their peers.  

 

It is recognized that there are several factors influencing the success or failure of a Startup, 

including the ability of leaders to adapt their leadership style to match the current phase 

of the company (Skawińska and Zalewski, 2020).  

 

We selected a few leadership styles to summarize the state of academic research on 

leadership. These styles should be useful to understand the role of leadership in 

organizations. These styles are the most commonly used styles that we found while 

conducting our literature review, and we deemed them as providing the most value to our 

study. 

2.3.2 Transformational and Transactional Leadership 

 

Leadership is not confined to individuals holding formal leadership positions; it can be 

observed at various levels within an organization. Leaders employ two primary 

behavioral patterns: directive and supportive. Directive behavior encompasses goal 

setting, defining boundaries, and equipping followers with the necessary tools and 

techniques. On the other hand, supportive behavior fosters a positive environment that 
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enables followers to feel empowered and encouraged in their endeavors. (DuBrin, 2016). 

These two patterns result in the categorization of two primary leadership styles: the 

transformational leader- based on inspiring- and the transactional leader – based on the 

will to achieve goals (Bryant, 2003). 

 

Transforming leadership has been defined by Burns (1978, p. 20) as a type of leadership 

where both the leader and follower are raised “to higher levels of motivation and 

morality.” This type of leadership consists of an engagement of the two parties, which 

stands in stark contrast with a transactional leadership style where the purpose of the 

contact with others is purely to perform an “exchange of valued things” (Burns, 1978, p. 

19).  

 

The concept was later developed by Bass (1995) with the Full-Range Leadership model, 

which comprises three types of leadership styles: transformational leadership, 

transactional leadership, and laissez-faire leadership where transformational leadership is 

considered to be the most effective style and laissez-faire the least effective (Bass 1995). 

 

Transformational Leadership can be described as a process in which the leader connects 

and engages with the followers to create a connection between the two. By creating the 

connection, both the motivational levels as well as the morality raises for the follower 

and the leader. This has positive impacts on the follower as it allows the leader to bring 

out the full potential of the follower (Northouse, 2018). Inspiration and empowering are 

two words that often are mentioned when talking about transformational leadership.  

 

According to Zaech and Baldegger's (2017) research, transformational leadership has a 

significant positive impact on the performance of Startups. While it has been observed 

that transformational leadership is generally more effective, there is evidence to suggest 

that transactional leadership also demonstrates some level of effectiveness (Zaech and 

Baldegger, 2017). Consequently, it can be concluded that leaders of new ventures should 

be able to adjust their leadership approach to suit the specific circumstances at hand. 

 

White (2022) emphasizes that transformational leadership is proven to be especially 

important in the tech industry, where the fast-paced environment of innovation and agility 

can be the difference between success and failure.  

 

Bass's concept of transformational leadership is based on four fundamental pillars, which 

include individualized consideration, intellectual stimulation, inspirational motivation, 

and idealized influence (Bass, 1985).  The first pillar, individualized consideration, refers 

to the leader's ability to personalize their approach to each team member, taking into 

account their unique needs, preferences, and skills (Bass, 1990). Leaders who prioritize 

individualized consideration are effective at building strong relationships with their team 

members and creating a supportive work environment. 

 

The second pillar, intellectual stimulation, involves the leader's ability to challenge team 

members to think creatively and critically, encouraging them to question assumptions and 

explore new ideas (Bass, 1990). Leaders who prioritize intellectual stimulation foster a 

culture of innovation and continuous improvement, encouraging their team members to 

develop new skills and expand their knowledge base. 
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The third pillar, inspirational motivation, refers to the leader's ability to inspire and 

motivate their team members to achieve their goals (Bass & Riggio, 2006). Leaders who 

prioritize inspirational motivation communicate a compelling vision for the future, and 

they encourage their team members to work toward that vision with enthusiasm and 

dedication. 

 

Lastly, idealized influence refers to the leader's capacity to act as a role model for their 

team members, (Bass & Riggio, 2006). Leaders who prioritize idealized influence are 

respected and admired by their team members, and they are able to inspire trust and 

confidence through their actions and words. 

 

In contrast, transactional leadership places emphasis on goals and the rewards associated 

with them, creating a relationship between the employee and the task rather than the 

overall mission. Transactional leaders generally rely on two levers to lead. The first is 

through the use of 'contingent reward,' which can be understood as offering compensation 

in exchange for achievement. The second lever involves 'management by exception,' 

where failures and deviations from desired outcomes are used as examples (Northouse, 

2015; DuBrin, 2016). 

2.3.3 Servant leadership  

 

Servant leadership is a leadership style that places significant emphasis on the leader's 

dedication to meeting the needs of their followers or team members (Canavesi & Minelli, 

2021). 

 

It is rooted in the idea that effective leadership is achieved through selflessness, empathy, 

and a focus on the growth and well-being of others. In servant leadership, leaders 

prioritize the development of their team members, support their personal and professional 

growth, and actively engage in understanding and meeting their needs. 

 

This leadership style promotes collaboration, trust, and open communication within the 

organization. It encourages leaders to listen attentively to their followers, empower them 

to make decisions, and provide resources and support to help them succeed (Canavesi & 

Minelli, 2021). Servant leaders foster a positive work environment that values the 

contributions of all team members and promotes a sense of community and shared 

purpose. 

 

Servant leadership represents a paradigm shift from traditional leadership models by 

emphasizing the leader's role as a servant to their followers, and it has been associated 

with improved employee satisfaction, motivation, and organizational performance. 

2.3.4 Entrepreneurial Leadership 

 

Even though the concept of Entrepreneurial Leadership (EL) has been debated in recent 

years, it still lacks a clear definition (Harrison et al., 2016). Multiple authors however 

consider Entrepreneurial leadership to be a specific leadership style similar to Servant 

Leadership (Dubrin, 2016). 
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An early definition by Gupta, MacMillan, and Surie (2004), defines EL as creating and 

selling a future scenario and generating deep commitment from followers and 

stakeholders. The entrepreneurial leader also shares similarities with transformational 

leadership in motivating followers through a higher purpose but also taking risks for the 

sake of the company's survival. This leadership style is defined by various personality 

traits, such as a strong drive for achievement, creativity, agility, and customer focus.  

 

Similarly, Dubrin (2016) states that this style of leadership has its roots in the personality 

of the entrepreneur and in the circumstances. The author notes that the following 

behaviors characterize this style: risk-taking, achievement-driven, enthusiasm and 

passion, proactivity, acting quickly on opportunities, visionary perspective, dislike of 

bureaucracy, external customers oriented, and future-driven. (Dubrin, 2016, p. 104-105) 

 

In the same direction, Harrison et al. (2016) identified, through a literature review of 

entrepreneurial leadership, 4 personality traits that characterized the entrepreneur/leader: 

vision, effective communication, risk-taking, and creativity. 

2.3.5 Shared/Participative Leadership 

Participative (or shared) leadership is a leadership style where decision making is shared 

among the group members, in contrast with autocratic leadership where decision making 

is centralized on the leader (DuBrin, 2016). Participative leadership can have multiple 

forms in the way the group participates in the process. Some leaders simply consult their 

group, some others may strive for consensus and some leaders may entirely delegate the 

authority on the group (DuBrin, 2016).  

 

As Sklaveniti (2017) suggests, co-action is an essential concept in entrepreneurship, and 

shared leadership can serve as a means of achieving co-action. By working together, team 

members can leverage their individual strengths and expertise to make informed decisions 

and drive the company's growth. 

 

The research conducted by Lyndon and Pandey (2019) highlights the significance of 

several key factors in fostering effective shared leadership, including the presence of 

shared passion for the venture, self-awareness regarding one's limitations, and a 

substantial commitment to the success of the venture. In a Startup context, where 

resources may be limited and the stakes are high, a shared passion for the company's 

mission and a high level of investment in its success can drive team members to work 

collaboratively and effectively. 

 

For a Startup trying to scale, the concept of shared and collaborative leadership becomes 

especially relevant as shown by the various lifecycle models. As the company grows, 

relying solely on the dominant entrepreneur to make all the decisions may not be feasible 

or effective. Instead, a collaborative leadership approach, where team members work 

together to make decisions and prioritize the fulfillment of the needs of all stakeholders, 

including employees, customers, and investors, may be more appropriate. 

2.3.6 Change management 

Change management is a structured approach to managing and executing the change in 

an organization, involving planning, organizing, executing, and monitoring change to 

ensure its successful implementation while minimizing resistance (Lawton & Pratt, 
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2022). It seeks to enable a smooth transition from the present state to the desired future 

state while taking into account the impact on people, processes, and systems. Effective 

change management necessitates a clear understanding of the need for change, a well-

defined plan, and leadership to inspire and motivate people through the change process. 

 

Despite extensive research on change management in established organizations, limited 

attention has been given to Startups or Scaleups. Furthermore, there is even less research 

on firms in the transitional stage between the two of the company life cycle. 

 

There are several models developed around change management that also incorporate the 

leadership aspect into the model.  

 

Kotter’s 8-step model is a well-known and widely used change management framework 

that outlines eight stages to help organizations successfully implement and manage 

change initiatives (Kotter, 1996). The model emphasizes the importance of strong 

leadership, clear communication, and employee engagement throughout the change 

process. 

 

The eight steps in the model are as follows: 

 

● Establish a sense of urgency 

● Form a powerful coalition 

● Create a vision for change 

● Communicate the vision 

● Empower others to act on the vision 

● Create short-term wins 

● Consolidate gains and produce more change 

● Anchor new approaches in the organization's culture 

 

The model is designed to help organizations address the challenges and complexities that 

come with change, including resistance to change and the tendency to revert to old ways 

of doing things. By following the eight steps, organizations can create a structured and 

comprehensive approach to change management that addresses both the technical and 

human aspects of change. 

 

The Kotter 8-step model has been praised for its simplicity and effectiveness in helping 

organizations navigate complex change initiatives. However, some critics have noted that 

the model may not be suitable for all types of change and may require customization to 

fit the specific needs of an organization. 

 

Another model of change management developed in 2002 by Gill emphasizes the 

importance of balancing change management and leadership to achieve successful change 

implementation. The model proposes four stages in the change process: establishing a 

need for change, developing a vision and strategy, implementing change, and sustaining 

change (Gill, 2002). This model places a strong emphasis on inspiring and motivating 

people to embrace change and embed it into the organizational culture and operations. 

 

Gill's model also highlights that effective change requires both a clear plan and strong 

leadership to guide and support people through the change process. The model suggests 
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that change management is critical for managing growth, adapting to new market 

conditions, customer demands, and operational challenges. 

 

In contrast to other models, Gill's model takes a more people-centric approach to change 

management, emphasizing the importance of engaging stakeholders, providing ongoing 

communication and support, and celebrating successes to embed the change into the 

organizational culture and ensure its long-term sustainability. 

 

Startups transitioning into Scaleups can benefit from change management since they 

require managing growth and adapting to new market conditions, customer demands, and 

operational challenges. This is a key part as scaling a Startup necessitates changes in 

processes, systems, and culture, which can be difficult to manage. Effective change 

management helps Startups to plan, execute, and monitor these changes, ensuring a 

smooth transition and sustainable growth. It also helps to minimize resistance to change, 

improve employee engagement, and enhance customer satisfaction, leading to long-term 

success. 

 

We view leadership and change management as closely interconnected, because effective 

leadership is crucial for successful change initiatives within an organization. Leadership 

entails guiding and inspiring individuals towards a common goal, while change 

management focuses on implementing and managing organizational change. 

 

Leadership plays a pivotal role in change management by providing a clear vision and 

direction for change. Effective leaders articulate the need for change, create a compelling 

vision of the desired future state, and motivate employees to embrace the change. They 

inspire trust and confidence, helping individuals overcome resistance and embrace new 

ways of thinking and working. 

 

Furthermore, leaders facilitate the change process by setting strategic objectives, 

establishing priorities, and allocating resources effectively. They create a supportive 

environment where employees feel empowered and encouraged to contribute their ideas 

and perspectives. Leaders also foster open communication, ensuring that stakeholders are 

informed and engaged throughout the change journey. 

 

Leadership and change management are also connected through the implementation of 

change initiatives. Leaders provide guidance and support to teams, facilitating their 

understanding of the change and helping them navigate through challenges. They address 

concerns, provide resources and training, and foster a culture of continuous learning and 

improvement. Leadership is essential in change management as it provides vision, 

direction, motivation, and support. Effective leadership helps organizations navigate the 

complexities of change, inspiring individuals to embrace new ways of working and 

achieving successful outcomes. 

 

2.4 Teams and Startup Success 

Establishing a strong team is an essential component of accomplishing success in any 

organization (Yale, 2020). A team that is well-constructed and effectively managed can 

be a key competitive advantage for a company. Such teams bring together individuals 

with diverse skills, experiences, and perspectives to achieve common goals and 
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objectives. They can also help to promote a positive and productive work culture, driving 

employee engagement and satisfaction. 

 

A successful team is a small group of individuals with complementary skills who share a 

common purpose and hold themselves accountable. Katzenbach & Smith (1993) 

identified five characteristics that distinguish a superior team. (1) they are small, usually 

having fewer than ten members; (2) members possess complementary skills, including 

technical expertise, problem-solving, decision-making skills, and interpersonal skills; (3) 

members share a common purpose and performance goals that align with the team's 

overall purpose; (4) members develop a common approach, paying attention to economic, 

administrative, and social aspects of the working relationship; and (5) members hold 

themselves mutually accountable, making sincere promises to themselves and others 

regarding commitment and trust. 

 

Teams are an essential element for Startup success, as they provide a means for 

individuals with different backgrounds and skill sets to come together and combine their 

expertise towards a common goal. In the context of Startups, teams play a crucial role in 

driving innovation, creativity, and productivity. This is due to the fact that Startups often 

operate in a fast-paced, dynamic environment that requires individuals to work 

collaboratively and efficiently to meet tight deadlines and overcome obstacles (Larson & 

DeChurch, 2018). 

 

Edmondson (1999) found that teams that feel psychologically safe tend to perform more 

efficiently. The concept refers to the sense of security that individuals have within their 

team to perform without fear of negative consequences. Edmondson suggests that 

psychological safety becomes particularly critical in fast-paced work environments where 

individuals are required to make quick decisions and collaborate effectively. 
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2.5 Conceptual framework: Dynamic of Leadership 

 

Our single case study on LeanIX aims to uncover success factors and examine the role of 

leadership in this success. To maintain a focused approach, we have developed a 

framework integrating theories on leadership, change management and the different 

lifecycle models the company went through. 

 

The framework summarizes how leadership evolves throughout the different lifecycle 

stages based on Dubrin (2016), but we also integrated the dynamic aspect of leadership 

in new ventures according to Baldegger and Gast (2016).  

 

This framework helps us understand how leadership must adapt as a company transition 

from Startup to Scaleup. This comprehensive approach highlights the importance of 

leadership adaptation in guiding the company through different lifecycle stages.  

 

 
Chart 5. Leadership transformation in Startups when scaling up. Original work by the 

authors based on Dubrin (2016) and Baldegger and Gast (2016). 

 

 

Leadership in a company is a dynamic process that continuously adapts to various factors 

such as the situation, team dynamics, and environment. It is not a one-size-fits-all 

approach but rather requires leaders to be flexible and responsive. This transformation of 

leadership may occur both through deliberate efforts and naturally as leaders adapt to 

meet the dynamic demands of their organization. 

 

We will view the leadership dynamics in a company to be built upon three interconnected 

pillars: the Leaders themselves, the Team, and the Environment in which they operate. 

 

The first pillar is the Leaders themselves. Effective leaders possess a diverse set of skills 

and traits that contribute to their success. These may include having a clear vision, strong 

communication abilities, sound decision-making skills, adaptability to change, and 

empathy toward team members. Leaders need to continually assess and adapt their 

leadership style to match the needs and challenges of the organization. They must also be 
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well-versed in change management theories, as managing change is an integral part of 

leadership. The leader also needs to adapt to the lifecycle stage that company is in. What 

might work in the Startup phase, may not work in the Scaleup phase.  

 

The second pillar is the Team. A leader's effectiveness is often measured by the success 

of their team. Leaders must build a cohesive and high-performing team by ensuring that 

team members are aligned with the organizational goals and values. This involves 

selecting the right individuals with the necessary skills and expertise, fostering a culture 

of collaboration and trust, and providing support and guidance for their professional 

development. Effective leaders understand the strengths and weaknesses of their team 

members and strive to leverage those strengths while addressing any areas for 

improvement. The leader also understands that different stages in the company lifecycle 

stage requires different skills from the team. 

 

The third pillar, the Environment, is both the external and internal context in which the 

leader and team operate. The environment plays a crucial role in shaping the leadership 

process. Leaders must create an internal environment that fosters trust, open 

communication, collaboration, and innovation. Leaders need to establish a culture that 

aligns with the organization's values and supports the well-being and growth of team 

members. Additionally, leaders must be aware of the external factors that impact their 

environment, such as organizational culture, market conditions, competition, and 

regulatory frameworks. They must adapt their strategies to these factors to ensure the 

success of their team and organization. Lastly, the leaders need to decide what company 

culture and environment to keep and to discard as the company moves into the next phase 

in the company lifecycle. 

 

These three pillars are interconnected and depend on each other for effective leadership. 

Leaders who understand themselves, continuously develop their skills and adapt their 

approach based on the needs of the team and the environment create a solid foundation 

for success. A cohesive and high-performing team, nurtured by effective leadership, 

enhances the organization's ability to achieve its goals. The environment, shaped by the 

leaders and influencing team dynamics, plays a crucial role in supporting and fostering 

the desired culture and values. 

 

In our framework, effective leadership relies on a strong interconnection between the 

leaders, the team, and the environment. Each pillar contributes to the overall success of 

the growth of the company, both separately but more effectively together. By focusing 

on developing their own skills, building a high-performing team, and creating a 

supportive and innovative environment, leaders can navigate challenges and drive their 

organization toward success, regardless of the lifecycle stage of the company. 
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3. Scientific Method 

3.1 Choice of subject 

The choice of subject to write about how LeanIX has transitioned from a Startup into a 

Scaleup, what can be learned from that journey, and what role leadership style played in 

the success comes from the authors’ interest in the topics of management, digital 

transformation, and leadership. Since we are studying international business, we wanted 

to write about a company operating on a global scale. Both authors are working for 

international companies and the interest in management has been there for both before 

the studies started. This is the form of one author being a manager in previous roles before 

starting to study and also evolving during the studies. As our understanding of leadership 

and its various styles has grown, we have realized that there is more to explore in this 

field.  

While looking for a suitable topic to write on, we noticed a lack of research on the aspect 

of transitioning and successfully scaling up a company. 

 

For this thesis, we have chosen to focus on one company. The company is a German 

software company, LeanIX, founded in 2012, and has since grown from two founders to 

now more than 500 employees. The company has offices in 8 different locations in 

Europe, the US, and, until April 2023, India too. Due to one of the authors working at 

LeanIX, we got access to the senior leadership team. By gaining an understanding of the 

factors that have contributed to LeanIX's success as a company, from its beginnings as a 

small Startup to its current position as a mature global Scaleup, other companies in similar 

stages of the business lifecycle can learn valuable lessons on effective management. 

Furthermore, this knowledge can also benefit LeanIX by highlighting the areas in which 

they have excelled, as well as providing guidance on how to sustain and continue their 

growth trajectory. Through conducting interviews with the senior leadership team in the 

company, we were able to gain insights into their experiences and discover the role that 

leadership has played in their ability to navigate the transitioning phase, maintain constant 

growth, and scale the company successfully. 

3.2 Pre-understandings  

The notion of pre-understanding holds significance as a quality criterion, especially in 

qualitative studies, as it reveals the researcher's knowledge, expertise, and perspectives 

that shape the research process (Stenbacka, 2001). It is important for the researcher to be 

transparent and reflective, as this enables the reader to evaluate the study's quality and 

trustworthiness. 

 

In the domain of leadership style transformations during the shift from Startup to Scaleup, 

the authors possess a certain level of pre-understanding. The authors possess a broad 

understanding of leadership style models gained from their studies at Umeå School of 

Business and Economics. Additionally, the author’s first-hand experience working for IT 

Startups and Scaleups provides them with insights into the behaviors and leadership styles 

of leaders. Both authors realized the importance of leadership in the success of a team 

since both have previously worked in various companies and noticed the impact of a 

leader on the team. Nonetheless, neither author has been involved in a Startup-to-Scaleup 

transition, nor had a leadership role during such a transformation. 
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3.3 Research philosophy  

The research structure and methods are based on philosophical assumptions, which reveal 

the researchers' understanding of the world (Saunders et al., 2012). The research 

philosophy includes three fundamental assumptions: Ontological, Epistemological, and 

Axiological. These assumptions aim to establish the researcher's position regarding 

reality (ontological), the type of knowledge considered valid (epistemological), and the 

potential influence of their own values on the research (axiological) (Saunders et al., 

2012). 

 

It is important to recognize that the philosophical assumptions underpinning research play 

a crucial role in shaping the research process and the resulting outcomes. 

3.3.1 Ontology 

Ontological assumptions play a crucial role in shaping the researcher's perception of 

reality. They are “concerned with the nature of social entities” (Bryman & Bell, 2015).  

Two main theories exist within the ontological considerations: objectivism and 

subjectivism. The objectivist perspective, according to Bryman & Bell (2015), views 

reality as an external and objective entity that remains unaffected by the individual, such 

as the researcher. It entails a tangible truth that is separate from the actor, emphasizing its 

detachment from subjective influences (Collis & Hussey, 2014). The subjectivist 

approach, also called constructionist, views reality as a social construction (Bryman & 

Bell, 2015). This perspective acknowledges that reality is shaped by social interactions 

and subjective interpretations. Both ontological perspectives offer distinct frameworks 

for understanding the nature of reality in research.  

 

Since the purpose of this study is to examine leadership styles from the perspective of the 

leaders themselves, it's more appropriate to use a subjectivist approach. Organizations are 

a socially constructed product; we can therefore study it from the perspective of its 

members. Moreover, since the research focuses on interactions with leaders within an 

organization an objective criterion from the objectivist perspective cannot be met.  

3.3.2 Epistemology 

Epistemology aims to deal with exploration of what qualifies as acceptable, valid, and 

legitimate knowledge. (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Similarly, Saunders et al. (2019) describe 

epistemology as a field concerned with the theory of knowledge. The relationship 

between ontology and epistemology is also critical, as ontology establishes the foundation 

for how knowledge is obtained from reality. 

 

One of the main issues in epistemology is the question of what constitutes valid 

knowledge. Different paradigms or worldviews can have different views on this matter. 

For example, positivism is a worldview that highlights the significance of objective 

evidence concerning observable and measurable subjects. According to Collis and 

Hussey (2014), in positivist research, the researcher should be distant from the 

phenomena under study. This approach is commonly applied in natural science. 

Positivists hold the belief that knowledge attains validity only when it can be observed 

and measured, independent of the researcher's influence. This approach can lead to 

objective and generalizable findings (Saunders et al., 2019). 
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On the other hand, interpretivism is a worldview that emphasizes the importance of 

subjective evidence and interactions with all participants. In interpretivism research, the 

researcher aims to reduce the distance between themselves and the object of study and 

create knowledge in interaction. 

 

It is important to note that in the process of transitioning from a Startup to a Scaleup, the 

possibility that certain types of studies may not offer a comprehensive and multifaceted 

representation of the actual state of affairs. The complexities involved in scaling up a 

business can be numerous and multifarious, with the potential to impact various aspects 

of the organization, such as its structure, culture, and strategic focus. Therefore, there is 

a possibility that certain research methods may fail to capture the intricate nature of the 

transition process, potentially leading to a narrow or incomplete understanding of the 

subject. (Saunders et al., 2019). 

 

To comprehensively understand the impact of leadership styles on the success of a 

company that has successfully transitioned from a Startup to a Scaleup, it is crucial to 

adopt a research methodology that effectively captures the subjective reality of the 

transformation process into a Scaleup. This is because the success of a company in the 

different lifecycle phases is influenced by various subjective factors, such as the personal 

experiences and interpretations of the leaders, organizational culture, and employees' 

perceptions. An empirical inquiry that merely focuses on objective data and overlooks 

these subjective elements may not provide a comprehensive understanding of the 

underlying factors that contribute to a successful transition from a Startup into a Scaleup 

and what lessons can be learned from that journey. Therefore, employing a research 

methodology that can capture the subjective reality of the different phases of the 

company’s lifecycle is essential to gain a thorough and comprehensive understanding of 

the critical factors that influence the success from a Startup to a Scaleup. In this context, 

the interpretivism paradigm appears to be the most suitable, as it recognizes the 

importance of subjective experiences and perceptions in shaping the transformation 

process. The research question aims to explore the success factors that has helped LeanIX 

get to where the company is today and what role leadership played in the success. 

Therefore, it is vital to acknowledge the potential for personal agendas and biases to 

influence the findings. Given the uniqueness of each company and its various stages, 

relying solely on a quantitative approach may prove unable to capture the subjective 

aspects related to the leader's role in LeanIX's success. Hence, the interpretivist paradigm, 

which focuses on capturing the subjective aspects through qualitative research, are 

deemed best suited to the research goals of this thesis. 

 

3.3.3 Axiology 

Axiology refers to the role of values in research (Collis & Hussey, 2014). The two main 

epistemological approaches- positivism and interpretivism- consider the role of value in 

research in an opposite way. In a positivist approach, researchers view the research 

process as free from any influence of values, where the researcher is independent and 

disconnected from the research subject and that the relationship between the variables 

studied will exist beyond the research study (Collis & Hussey, 2014). In contrast, the 

interpretivist approach – more common in social sciences - acknowledges that researchers 

have values that influence the study, even if these values are implicit and these values 

determine what is accepted as facts and the interpretations that can be made (Collis & 

Hussey, 2014).  
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This study, given its axiological assumption, is grounded in an interpretivist perspective. 

Although the ongoing enhancement of the leadership context may not usually evoke 

strong emotions, this study acknowledges that respondents' backgrounds, experiences, 

values, and priorities could have influenced their perspectives during the data collection 

phase. Additionally, it is plausible that the authors' values may have influenced the design 

and presentation of the study's questions. This is particularly relevant since one of the 

authors is employed at the company while writing the thesis. The presence of such a bias 

has the potential to impact the credibility and validity of the study's findings, and hence 

it becomes important to address this issue in the research methodology. However, it's 

important to note that professionalism was prioritized to ensure study reliability, and there 

is no evidence that the authors exerted significant influence on the study objects. 

 

The objective of the study was to gain a deeper understanding on what have made LeanIX 

successful and what role leadership had in the success, by incorporating personal 

subjectivities as a foundation of the research methodology. This was achieved through 

the recognition of the axiological assumption, which acknowledges the role of personal 

subjectivities, such as values, beliefs, and opinions, in shaping individual experiences and 

perceptions of the world. By embracing this assumption, the study was able to capture a 

more comprehensive understanding of the subject matter, which relied on the participants' 

subjective experiences, opinions, and values. 

3.4 Research approach  

When discussing the research's logic, it pertains to whether a study employs an inductive 

or deductive method. The inductive approach – often associated with an interpretivist 

approach - entails the development of a theory from observations of reality (Saunders et 

al., 2019). The deductive approach involves developing a conceptual and theoretical 

framework, which is subsequently tested through empirical observation (Collis & 

Hussey, 2014). A deductive approach typically implies conducting interviews or focus 

groups qualitatively with small samples and in-depth (Bell et al., 2019).  

 

The objective of this study is to understand the factors that have contributed to the success 

of LeanIX going from a Startup to a mature Scaleup and the role leadership played in this. 

This includes an analysis of the leadership style and its role in facilitating the company's 

growth and scaling process. Through an in-depth examination of this phenomenon, the 

study aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the significance of effective 

leadership in achieving successful scaling and growth for companies. 

 

The research approach employed in this study is primarily inductive, as it offers a more 

flexible structure that can reveal alternative perspectives and insights into critical success 

factors and challenges that may have gone unnoticed otherwise. This approach is 

particularly suitable for the study's aim of generalizing results from specific data 

collected. However, the study also incorporates minor elements of deductive logic, as it 

is based on a theoretical framework.  

3.5 Research strategy  

Defining a research strategy is necessary for selecting the appropriate practical method 

that outlines how the collected data will be collected and analyzed (Bell et al. 2019 
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A qualitative study is typically associated with an interpretivist stance and an inductive 

approach (Saunders et al., 2019). Qualitative studies strive to achieve a more profound 

comprehension of phenomena, their significance, and the interconnections among them, 

with the goal of conceptualizing a framework. (Saunders et al., 2019). This approach is 

particularly focused on examining how individuals shape and perceive reality through 

their constructions and experiences. (Saunders et al., 2019).   

 

This thesis aims to explore the themes of successful leadership during the different 

lifecycle phases of a business or organization. To achieve this goal, the research strategy 

adopted in this study is a qualitative approach. In contrast to quantitative research, which 

mostly focuses on numerical data and statistical analysis, qualitative research involves 

collecting non-numerical data, such as narratives, observations, and interviews, to 

understand a phenomenon better (Ghauri et al., 2020). 

 

One of the reasons for choosing a qualitative research approach is the limited literature 

on leadership styles during different phases of a Startup and Scaleup's lifecycle. While 

there is a considerable amount of research on leadership in general, there is not as much 

of literature on the specific challenges and opportunities leaders face during the Startup 

and scaling phase. Therefore, in-depth interviews were conducted with leaders who 

successfully navigated the scaling stage to gain insights into their experiences and 

practices. 

 

In research, defining the purpose of the study is crucial, and this can be achieved through 

various strategies depending on the research aim, including exploratory, descriptive, 

analytical, or predictive studies (Collis & Hussey, 2014). 

 

Exploratory studies are ideal for gaining insight into a subject, looking for patterns and 

ideas, and clarifying and understanding a problem often used to examine relatively 

unexplored or understudied phenomena (Saunders et al., 2019; Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 

68). Observations, interviews, and historical analysis are typical methods used in 

exploratory research (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Descriptive research goes further by 

investigating a problem and aims to describe a phenomenon, identifying and obtaining 

information about the characteristics of a particular issue, and forming the basis for testing 

hypotheses (Saunders et al., 2019). Analytical research builds upon descriptive research 

by establishing causal relationships between variables and explaining the emergence or 

occurrence of specific phenomena. (Saunders et al., 2019). Predictive research builds 

upon analytical research by generating a projection of the likelihood that the phenomenon 

will recur in comparable contexts (Collis & Hussey, 2014).  

 

In this thesis, we have opted to employ an exploratory single case study methodology to 

address our research questions. The literature review we did show us the need to gain 

more insights into the topic of leadership, we therefore assumed that an exploratory study 

was the best approach. They are particularly useful when the researcher aims to generate 

new theories about a given topic, especially when the information available is limited or 

scarce.  The phenomenon studied is the successful journey LeanIX has done, going from 

a Startup to a Scaleup, and the role leadership had in the success.  

 

Our research focuses on leadership and the role it has played for LeanIX when going from 

a Startup into a Scaleup. We aim to understand the factors that have contributed to the 

success of our subject company's transition from a Startup to a Scaleup. Given the lack 
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of previous research on the topic of leadership in Startups transitioning into a Scaleup, 

we believe that an exploratory case study methodology is the most appropriate method to 

gather detailed knowledge and develop new insights that can contribute to the existing 

literature on the subject. 

 

 

3.6 Literature review   

A literature review is a systematic process of identifying and mapping existing knowledge 

within a specific subject (Collis & Hussey, 2014). This involves collecting secondary data 

from existing sources to identify relevant literature, concepts, theories, research methods, 

and research questions (Bell et al., 2019). It is very important to perform this step 

thoroughly as it represents the basis of our study. 

 

In order to understand the subject, we searched the existing literature about Startups, 

Scaleup, leadership styles, change management, Startup transitioning into Scaleup. We 

also reviewed the references of articles we found.  To ensure the adequacy of the literature 

for our study, we utilized various search instruments and sources. Our selection of 

literature was conducted meticulously throughout the study, with an emphasis on peer-

reviewed articles obtained from external databases such as Emerald Insight Sage Journal 

and Wiley. We used the search tool provided by Umeå University Library, along with 

Google Scholar. We tried to seek guidance from scientific articles when searching for 

general definitions related to business research. 

 

Throughout our literature search, we prioritized the use of peer-reviewed articles, 

provided they were pertinent and accessible due to their credibility. If we could not have 

access to peer-reviewed articles, we still maintained a high source criticism by examining 

the credentials of the authors and his own sources. Our main objective has been to use the 

most current literature when it is required. Nevertheless, we also endeavored to develop 

our comprehension by drawing from both contemporary and past literature, allowing us 

to gain a more comprehensive understanding and knowledge of the concepts and theories. 

3.7 Source criticism  

Source criticism is an essential aspect of research in any field, as it involves evaluating 

the reliability and credibility of sources used to inform the research. The importance of 

source criticism lies in the fact that the validity and accuracy of the research findings are 

directly influenced by the quality of the sources used. Therefore, source criticism is 

crucial for ensuring that the research is conducted in a rigorous and systematic manner. 

 

Thurén (2013) identified four essential principles that one should take into account while 

conducting a literature search:  authenticity, relationship in time, independence, and 

freedom of tendency. The author suggests searching for inconsistencies and paradoxes 

within the literature in order to establish the authenticity of a source. This can be achieved 

by investigating the source's background, including its publisher and the sources it uses.  

Also, if there is a considerable time gap between the source's publication and the literature 

collection for the study, there is a high probability that this knowledge is not actual 

anymore (Thurén, 2013). The third point – independence – is crucial and primary sources 

should be prioritized. Finally, the sources should not be biased. In order to address this 

point, we had to review multiple sources on the same subject and compare them. 
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We reviewed the sources by following these principles. 
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4. Practical method  
This chapter aims to provide an overview of the selected method for data collection while 

considering alternative methods. The chapter will address the selection of the sampling 

method, provide an overview of the samples, and discuss the structure of the interview 

guide. The chapter concludes by analyzing the collected data and discussing ethical 

considerations. 

4.1 Sampling 

4.1.1 Sampling method 

There are two primary methods for collecting respondents in research: probability 

sampling and non-probability sampling. Probability sampling is commonly used in 

quantitative research and includes simple, systematic, stratified, and cluster sampling. 

However, for this qualitative study, we will focus on non-probability sampling. 

Denscombe (2009) identifies four non-probability sampling methods: purposive, 

theoretical, snowball, and convenience sampling. Bryman (2012) also mentions these 

four methods but substitutes the quota sample for the theoretical sample and includes 

theoretical samples within the purposive sample.  

 

Purposive sampling is based on the relevance to the research questions, which are crucial 

in determining the focus of the study on specific units (Denscombe, 2009, p. 37). It is 

important to note that the conclusions drawn from a purposive sample cannot be 

generalized to the entire population due to its non-probability nature (Bryman, 2012, p. 

418). Purposive sampling can be conducted using different methods, such as choosing 

extreme, typical, or critical cases, depending on whether they are exceptional, represent 

a dimension, or offer high variation (Bryman, 2018, p. 497; Saunders et al., 2019, p. 318). 

 

The theoretical sample is another form of non-probability sampling (Denscombe, 2009, 

p. 38). Researchers use a continuous process of collecting, coding, and analyzing data 

involves assessing the required data and determining the appropriate methods for its 

collection. (Bryman, 2012, p. 419). This method is commonly used in qualitative research 

with the goal of generating a theory or refining theoretical categories. Its advantage lies 

in its efficiency in continually analyzing data (Bryman, 2012, p. 419). 

 

The snowball sampling technique involves the initial selection of a few individuals, who 

are then interviewed and asked to refer to other potential participants that might be 

interested in participating in the study (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 323). This process 

continues until the researcher reaches a satisfactory sample size or no more new 

participants are introduced. However, this technique is prone to result in a homogenous 

sample, as people tend to recommend others who are similar to themselves (Saunders et 

al., 2019, p. 323). To diversify the sample, the researcher may request the initial 

participants to recommend individuals with different backgrounds, ethnicity, age, gender, 

etc. (Denscombe, 2009, p. 38). Conversely, convenience sampling involves selecting 

participants based on their accessibility and availability during the study. (Saunders et al., 

2019, p. 324). 

 

In the context of conducting research for this thesis, it was determined that purposeful 

sampling would be the most suitable approach. This decision was primarily based on the 
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fact that the research participants are currently employed at LeanIX, which is the subject 

of this study, and allowed the researcher to get direct access to the participants, through 

one-on-one interviews. 

 

Furthermore, purposeful sampling is a suitable method when the study population is 

limited, and the researcher intends to gather information on a particular topic or attribute 

of the population. Given that this study concentrates on LeanIX, purposeful sampling was 

selected to gather a sample that would provide significant insights and data on the 

company. 

 

Therefore, by using purposeful sampling in this thesis, it is expected that the results will 

be of high quality and relevance, which will enable the researcher to draw valid and 

reliable conclusions regarding the research question at hand. 

4.1.2 Participants 

 

The study relies on in-depth interviews with five participants, each of whom holds a 

strategic leadership position within the company, including the Chief Executive Officer 

(CEO) and Co-founder, Chief Financial Officer (CFO), Vice President (VP) of Revenue, 

Chief Marketing Officer (CMO), and Vice President (VP) of People and Enablement. The 

participants were chosen based on their relevant roles and experiences in the company 

during the transition and Scaleup phase. 

 

Table 1. Information about the participants 

Title Tenure with the company Experience in years of 

leading a team 

CEO 12 years 12 years 

CFO 3 years 20 years 

CMO 1.5 years 20 years 

VP of Revenue  8 years 8 years 

VP of People 1.5 years  10 years 

 

 

These study participants were chosen based on their strategic leadership positions and 

relevant experiences during the transition from a Startup to a mature Scaleup. Their 

insights and experiences are expected to provide valuable knowledge on the leadership 

strategies, styles, and processes that successfully helped LeanIX become the company it 

is today.  

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2. Information About the Interviews. 
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Interviewed Date of interview Length of Interview 

CEO 2023-03-24 45 minutes 

CFO  2023-03-27 1 hour 

CFO 2nd interview 2023-04-04 20 minutes 

CMO 2023-03-27 1 hour 

CMO 2nd interview 2023-04-03 1 hour 

Vice President of Revenues 2023-03-28 1 hour 

Vice President of People 

and Enablement 

2023-03-29 1 hour 

 

Each interview session lasted approximately 45 minutes to 1 hour, necessitating 

additional time for comprehensive exploration of the subject matter. Notably, despite 

allocating the initial hour for interviews involving the Chief Financial Officer (CFO) and 

Chief Marketing Officer (CMO), the scheduled time proved insufficient to address all 

relevant questions. Consequently, supplementary interviews were arranged with these 

particular participants to ensure the comprehensive coverage of essential topics. 

4.2 Data collection 

4.2.1 Data collection method 

The selection of data collection methods is a crucial aspect of research, as it affects data 

management and the overall research process since none is without disadvantages. The 

methods can be categorized into two types: primary and secondary data collection. 

Secondary data and its analysis are not performed by the researcher but by a third party 

(Saunders et al., 2009). Bryman and Bell (2011) note that researchers must be aware that 

secondary data may have been collected for a purpose other than their own. 

 

Researchers themselves undertake the collection of primary data using techniques like 

observations or interviews with participants (Saunders et al., 2009). When collecting 

primary data, researchers have the option to choose between qualitative or quantitative 

methods (Saunders et al., 2009). In qualitative research, interviews serve as a common 

approach for data collection and can be structured, semi-structured, or unstructured in 

nature. 

 

Structured interviews are conducted consistently, using the same questions and format 

each time, and are commonly used for collecting quantifiable data. They offer high 

reliability and facilitate precise analysis but may feel impersonal and limit spontaneous 

responses due to their use of closed questions. These types of interviews are often used 

when quantitative research is conducted (Saunders et al., 2019) 
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Semi-structured interviews rely on thematic areas and a few key questions to steer the 

interview, but the sequence and focus of themes depend on the participants' responses 

(Saunders et al., 2019). Conducted with flexibility that considers the context, these 

interviews align more closely with qualitative research practices (Saunders et al., 2019). 

A notable advantage of semi-structured interviews is the ability for researchers to pose 

supplementary probing questions, enabling exploration of themes that arise from 

interviewees' responses (Bryman, 2012). 

 

Unstructured interviews, as described by Saunders et al. (2009), are informal in nature 

and employed to explore specific aspects. Observations, on the other hand, involve 

actively observing and documenting events within specific environments, often through 

the use of researcher diaries (Saunders et al., 2009). 

 

For this thesis, semi-structured interviews were chosen as the primary data collection 

method as it provides flexibility and spontaneity in the data collection process, while still 

ensuring that the research stays focused on the key topics of interest.  

 

By using semi-structured interviews, the researchers can gather in-depth information 

about the experiences, attitudes, and perspectives of the participants in relation to LeanIX. 

This approach allows for a rich and comprehensive understanding of the subject matter, 

while still being able to maintain some degree of consistency across the interviews. 

4.2.2 Interview Guide 

An interview guide, according to Saunders et al. (2009), is a tool that contains a list of 

topics to be covered during an interview, typically used in semi-structured interviews. 

The guide should consist of initial questions with some follow-up questions. It is crucial 

to structure the interview guide logically to ensure a smooth flow of the interview process. 

A recommended approach is to start with easy and familiar questions to help the 

respondents feel comfortable. The interviewer can then move on to more emotionally 

charged and in-depth questions. 

 

When constructing the interview guide, it important that the aim of questions aligns with 

the research questions in order to gather in-depth data and must therefore be clearly 

written and spoken to avoid leading the respondents. Open-ended questions help the 

respondents to provide in-depth answers, revealing their feelings and attitudes, while 

probing questions focus on specific areas for exploration (Saunders et al., 2009). The 

formulation of questions should enable researchers to delve into the areas of interest and 

accomplish the research objectives (Saunders et al., 2009). Moreover, researchers should 

not only concentrate on the respondents but also consider the purpose of the research and 

ensuring that the questions cover the study's topics of interest (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

 

The interview guides are built upon the foundation of the research questions and the 

theoretical frameworks as a foundation and complements the literature review regarding 

leadership. Additional questions were added to support topics that are missing from the 

literature. Three main themes guided the development of the interview guide: an 

introduction about their personal background and career, the Startup phase, the transition 

phase and finally the Scaleup phase. Since the participants did not have a similar 

background, we heavily adapted the questions for each. The goal was not to compare their 
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answers but to get a more complete understanding of the company and the leadership 

style each respondent has. 

4.2.3 Interview structure  

The research team designed a semi-structured interview plan to collect the primary data. 

This approach entails preparing a set of questions to guide the interview while still 

allowing for flexibility and adaptability to explore the topic of interest more in-depth. As 

Collis and Hussey (2003) noted, this method balance’s structure and flexibility, allowing 

for more accurate and in-depth data collection. 

 

The primary goal was to collect information that sets apart interviewees' responses and at 

the same time encourages them to openly share their personal experiences. Since each 

interviewee joined the company at a specific point in time and held a distinct position, 

their experiences varied from those of other employees. The team aims to capture the 

nuances of each interviewee's experience to gain a holistic understanding of the factors 

that have contributed to LeanIX's success in transitioning from a Startup to a Scaleup, 

with a particular focus on the role of leadership. By adopting this method, we were 

confident that we will attain our research objectives. 

 

The interview questions primarily center around various aspects of leadership and the 

changes in leadership practices as the company transitioned from a Startup to a Scaleup 

stage. In addition, we also asked about any changes in the company culture from its 

inception to the present day. 

4.2.4 Conducting the Interviews 

The interviews were conducted exclusively online using the digital video call platform 

Zoom. Prior to the interviews, participants were provided with the questions to be asked, 

affording them time to consider the purpose of the interview and reflect on their 

leadership and career journey. The interview and all questions were in English. Not all 

participants had English as their first language, but everybody had English as their 

working language. This approach was well-received by participants and facilitated the 

collection of detailed responses. Due to the logistical constraints presented by the 

locations of the participants and authors, who were based in Germany, the Netherlands, 

Sweden, and Spain, online video was deemed the most practical option. Saunders et al. 

(2009, p. 350) highlight the good and bad of online interviews, such as the ability to reach 

a wider audience and record the interaction, versus the potential loss of spontaneous and 

rich communication, which was not encountered as an issue during our interviews. 

4.2.5 Recording and Transcribing  

In our study, we obtained permission and provided a clear explanation for recording the 

interviews to aid our analysis. All participants agreed to be recorded with both audio and 

video. We used two recording devices during each interview in case of technical 

difficulties or low-quality recording. Saunders et al. (2009) suggest that recording 

interviews are a common practice, but only if permission is granted. This also allowed us 

to focus on asking follow-up questions and analyze social cues. We transcribed in the 

most accurate way possible by also writing down their reactions or the doubts they 

expressed in their answers. 
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4.2.6 Data analysis  

The first step in conducting a qualitative analysis is choosing an appropriate approach for 

the study by understanding the various methods for analyzing qualitative data. (Rapley, 

2011). The four most common methods - framework, thematic, interpretative 

phenomenological, and grounded theory analyses - all involve exploring the collected 

participants’ statements to understand the underlying issues and meanings (Rapley, 

2011). 
 

The data collected through purposeful sampling and conducted through semi-structured, 

in-depth interviews was analyzed using a thematic analysis approach.  We chose this 

method since it is accessible and flexible, and it is a popular analysis method for 

qualitative studies. (Braun & Clarke, 2012).  This method involves systematically 

examining the collected interview data for significant themes (Bell et al., 2019). For 

example, it can be used to identify patterns within data related to participants' personal 

experiences, perspectives, and views (Clarke & Braun, 2017). The thematic analysis 

allows for the research team to large amounts of qualitative data while retaining rich and 

detailed information. The flexibility of the method allows researchers to focus on the 

analysis itself rather than following a rigid approach (Saunders et al., 2019).  

 

Taking a broader perspective, according to Saunders et al. (2019), a thematic analysis can 

be a valuable tool in accomplishing the following objectives: 

 

● Understand substantial and diverse amounts of qualitative data; 

● Integrate correlated data sourced from different transcripts and notes; 

● Identify crucial themes or patterns from a dataset to be explored further; 

● Generate a thematic representation of this data; 

● Create and test explanations and theories based on apparent thematic patterns or 

relationships; 

● Draw and verify conclusions. 

 

 

When analyzing the data, two different approaches are possible. Inductive approach and 

deductive approach. The inductive approach focuses on what is in the data and lets the 

data tell the story of what themes the research team will find in the data. The deductive 

approach means the research team's knowledge and theories partly predetermined the 

themes and ideas of what to find. (Braun & Clarke, 2012). Most of the time, a combination 

of the two approaches is used to analyze the data - since it is hard for the research team 

not to go in with any previous knowledge and assumptions before starting to analyze the 

data set. On the other hand, it is nearly impossible to predetermine all themes that will be 

found before conducting the data collection (Braun & Clarke, 2012). However, one of the 

approaches is often more predominant when the overall data analysis is conducted. 

 

In order to conduct our research in a rigorous and systematic manner, we will be using 

both inductive and deductive approach. While we have some pre-existing knowledge 

about the topic, we understand the significance of allowing the data to lead our analysis 

and interpretation. This will help us to ensure that our findings are objective and reliable. 

 

The process of thematic analysis involves several phases, including identification, 

analysis, definition, and grouping of themes. The collected data is iterated multiple times 

to ensure a comprehensive analysis. The process can be seen below in Table 3. After the 
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first iteration, the literature review was extended to obtain new research input, as 

presented in the workflow process for the second and final iteration. The results of the 

data analysis can be found in Chapter 5, titled Empirical Data. 

 

Table 3: Thematic analysis process 

Familiarization with the data:  We started by immersed ourselves in the 

dataset, thoroughly engaging with the 

textual material. Through repeated 

readings, we gained a comprehensive 

understanding of the content, taking 

detailed notes and making observations to 

ensure a holistic grasp of the data. 

Generating initial codes: We initiated the coding process, wherein 

we systematically labeled and categorized 

segments of text relevant to our research 

question. This involved identifying key 

ideas, concepts, and recurring patterns 

within the dataset. We approached this 

phase with an open mind, allowing themes 

to both emerge organically and connected 

to the theoretical frameworks. This was 

performed with the help of a software 

named Taguette. The software did not 

perform any automatic coding nor 

influenced the process in any way. The 

software was chosen due to its popularity 

and its accessibility. 

Searching for themes:  Through a review of the generated codes, 

we identified patterns or connections that 

transcended individual codes. Grouping 

similar codes together, we delineated 

potential themes that encapsulated 

coherent and meaningful concepts present 

in the data. 

Reviewing and Refining Themes: After conducting a thorough analysis, the 

initial themes were carefully reviewed and 

enhanced. To ensure comprehensive 

coverage, we expanded the literature 

review to incorporate additional insights. 

Throughout this process, certain themes 

were eliminated, while others were 

merged with existing ones, leading to the 

creation of novel themes. 

Defining and naming themes: Once themes were refined, we assigned 

them clear and descriptive names. These 

names were carefully chosen to 
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encapsulate the essence of each theme and 

accurately reflect its content.  

 

By following these steps, we engaged in a systematic and rigorous thematic analysis, 

enabling us to effectively identify and develop themes that captured the essence of the 

data. This approach facilitated a comprehensive understanding of our research topic, 

unveiling valuable patterns and insights inherent in the qualitative data. 

4.2.7 Criticism of primary data 

The present study employs both primary and secondary sources to gather information. 

Primary sources are the main focus since they have a particular importance and are 

deemed more credible than secondary sources (Thurén and Werner, 2019). In this study, 

it refers to the data obtained directly through interviews with the top managers. However, 

we must carefully treat these sources. Indeed, it is crucial to recognize and address the 

possibility of bias resulting from the respondents' association with the company. It is 

essential to exercise mindfulness and caution while analyzing the responses provided by 

the respondents, considering the potential impact of their employment status on their 

statements. A critical approach to the information gathered, including comparing 

different statements, can facilitate the acquisition of a more accurate representation of the 

company and help mitigate potential bias. The probability of respondents expressing 

anything that might jeopardize their relationship with the company they represent is 

however deemed low. 

4.2.8 Ethical considerations 

Ethical considerations in research involve the treatment of all individuals involved in or 

impacted by the study (Saunders et al., 2019). Indeed, according to the author, the 

researcher's integrity, fairness, and open-mindedness are crucial factors that determine 

the quality and accuracy of the research (Saunders et al., 2019).  

 

In this thesis, we have prioritized ethical considerations towards our chosen company, 

participants, and the presentation of empirical data. It is vital to respect individuals' 

autonomy and voluntary participation in research by avoiding offering any incentives that 

might influence their decision (Collis & Hussey, 2014).   Prior to conducting interviews, 

we provided the participants with information on the research methodology and 

presentation of results, along with where they would be published. Our aim was to build 

trust and respect with participants, in hopes of encouraging more detailed responses. 

Researchers should prioritize developing a relationship of trust and respect with 

participants and avoid causing any harm to them (Saunders et al., 2019).  In addition, we 

provided information on GDPR, including where data would be stored and when it would 

be erased. Participants were required to sign a document agreeing to how their 

information would be stored before the interview began. We only proceeded with the 

interview after obtaining written consent from each participant, who agreed to the 

information provided about GDPR and to be recorded. Providing participants with 

information about the research requirements and the duration of their involvement is 

considered an ethical practice (Collis & Hussey, 2014). We explained to them how long 

the interview would last and what were the purpose of it. We also explained that we won’t 

directly publish their name but simply their position. 
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5. Empirical Data and General Findings 
This chapter presents the collected data material, organized according to the identified 

themes, and presented in textual form with relevant quotes and observations. Each 

segment begins with a summary table, providing an overview of the key findings for that 

theme.  

5.1 Coding and analyzing the data 

 

As outlined in the methodology, the interview data were transcribed and categorized by 

content type using the free coding software Taguette, (Taguette. n.d). The coding was 

subsequently reviewed due to an additional round of literature study required for a better 

understanding of the findings.  

 

Thematic analysis was then employed to analyze the coded data gathered from the 

interviews. The analysis involved grouping the codes into categories and subsequently 

ordering the categories into themes based on the nature of the codes. These steps are 

shown in table 3. The themes, categories, and codes were visualized in tables 4-6, 

representing our systematic approach to mapping them. Throughout this phase, we 

maintained an open mind, allowing themes to emerge organically and align with the 

theoretical frameworks we developed. The three overarching themes identified were 

Leadership, Team, and Environment, forming the basis of our conceptual framework. 

Within each theme, categories began to crystallize, providing tangible elements to be 

mapped accordingly. Many categories exhibited interconnections, with "communication" 

serving as a notable example. Consequently, we merged this category into the leadership 

theme due to its predominantly leader-to-team communication nature. 

 

While some categories, like change management under leadership, were easily 

identifiable, others such as Autonomous Team and its role within the company posed 

initial challenges. Through iterative data processing and review, new categories and codes 

were discovered, while others were merged for clarity and cohesion. After finalizing all 

the themes, categories, and codes, we proceeded with further data processing. This 

process enabled a comprehensive understanding of the data, which is further analyzed in 

Chapter 6, Analysis.  

5.2 Leadership 

The first pillar in the conceptual framework we developed is the leader. Effective leaders 

possess a diverse set of skills and traits that contribute to their success, including clear 

vision, strong communication, sound decision-making, adaptability, and empathy. They 

must continually assess and adapt their leadership style to meet the needs of the 

organization and be well-versed in change management theories.  
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Table 4. Coding of Leadership 

Theme  Category Code  

Leadership Change Management  Change management 

Value creation 

Resource allocation and 

Hiring process 

Communication Transparency  

Importance of context 

Leadership dynamics Moving from regional to 

global mindset 

Structures and process 

Leadership Qualities Handling difficult 

situations 

Leading a Rapidly 

Growing Company 

Growth Mindset  

Transformational 

leadership 

Entrepreneurial leadership 

Supportive & Collaborative 

Decisive leadership 

Transactional leadership 

5.2.1 Change management 

 

All of the leaders are talking about the importance of having a forward-looking view for 

the company in one way or another. We found that by continually evaluating and 

challenging the situation, the leaders could see what is needed for the next phase of the 

company's journey to keep building for future success. The CFO mentions that when he 

joined the company "the experience which I had having an outside-in perspective, and 

drawing a picture where the company should grow towards and where the finance team 
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needs to grow towards" and that the company is making the "move towards a more 

forward-looking view". 

 

Important aspects in each stage of the company’s phases are to create an environment 

around change and a view that’s forward-looking according to the CFO. Every company 

needs the "ability to adapt and create a culture of change, where, as an attribute for your 

team, you want team members to prepare not only for tomorrow but also for the day after 

tomorrow." 

 

This theme is something that the VP of People also talks about with the importance of 

processes and structure in the growth of the company "We (the team) sat down together 

and discussed jointly what the new team setup has to look like in order for us to be able 

to be prepared for the next growth phase that we are in right? Heading towards 1,000 

employees, right? How do we have to make sure that our structure is built in a way that 

this is possible?" 

 

Several of the interviews are mentioning setting up the process of OKR (Objectives and 

Key Results) as a very important part of the journey. VP of Revenue explains the benefit 

of OKRs "By creating one company-wide management method, I found also very helpful 

from a leadership perspective because it kind of gives you a bit of guidance like what's 

now the priority. So, you don't need to wing that all the time." 

For the CFO, OKRs are helping his team with providing clarity "What's the most 

important thing, or the more in the 3 or 5 most important things for that specific quarter? 

so that creates focus and clarity for each team member." 

 

The CMO started by changing the way the marketing team was operated when he joined 

by "changing from a manual way of working into an automated one" in terms of how data 

was processed. This was done to create a foundation and structure for the marketing team, 

to be ready for the future. 

 

For the VP of People, the forward-looking view takes shape in how to scale from currently 

500 employees to more "We are setting our team up to be ready for a 1000 employee 

benchmark". 

Change management is also apparent in the future hiring process for the company "We 

are hiring a people and culture leader for the US and one for EMEA. So, this very strong 

focus on having strong regional leaders, who are going to drive people's topics is a 

complete change management process for our own organization." 

5.2.1.1 Value creation 

Value creation for the company is a topic that comes up from all the interviews in one 

shape or the other. This is important for all companies, but how does LeanIX see value 

creation? From the CEO, we learned that "being mindful with resources. I also believe 

that this value is still there, so we still make sure that we don't go overboard with like 

resources, because we're coming from a point where money was limited." is important. 

And at the same time staying focused on a limited number of things "We, as a company, 

can do so many things. So being careful in the priorities and just not getting lost in 

complexity, you know. So that's probably the biggest challenge you have as a Scaleup." 

 

While the VP of People talks about fast decisions as value creation, "I was working on 

what is currently known as 'connected remote.' I wrote the concept for how we want to 
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work together in a connected, remote setup and how we can actually roll all of that out. 

I wouldn't say small side project.... but a very limited timeframe for that project. It was 

roughly 4-6 weeks, and within that timeframe, I wrote the concept, how it should look, 

made the communication, the rollout, and the implementation. Coming from BCG, it took 

me 6 months just to convince all of the stakeholders, and have a budget approved for 

that." 

5.2.1.2 Resource Allocation and Hiring Process 

How the company allocates its resources to where they are the most efficient is a topic 

that was brought to light during the interviews. The same goes for hiring new team 

members. We found that most of the interviews are talking about similar patterns in 

regard to these subjects. 

 

VP of Revenue describes the hiring process he has evolved over the years - "I'm very 

diligent now, so I'm hiring very carefully [compared to before]. I learned over and over 

that if you have the right people, a lot of problems won't even occur, and if you have the 

wrong people, you deal with a lot of problems that you, in the end, never going to solve. 

If you have unreliable people that you hire, you can come up with all kinds of processes 

and structure, but still, you don't get things done." 

 

For the CEO, the type of person he hires has changed "I don't hire individual contributors 

right now anymore. But I'm hiring kind of leaders of leaders. What I look for is people 

who can ride the elevator. Meaning they can get stuff themselves and can look into the 

future and understand what it means to plan ahead." 

 

When we asked the CFO about important qualities he looks for in candidates, he says 

"One of the more important qualities is having structure and discipline. So, for me, that's 

around, has that person established processes, and systems.'' 

5.2.2 Communication 

When we started analyzing the data from the interviews, a few themes were constantly 

present in all interviews. One of them was transparency in communication and how to 

include the team in the process. 

5.2.2.1 Transparency 

It quickly became obvious to us that transparency is a very important aspect of how 

LeanIX works, both as a company and in how the leaders communicate with each other 

and with the entire company. 

 

The CEO says "Everybody is an adult at LeanIX. Everybody's intelligent, so you can 

make them part of stuff, and you can help them understand what's going on there in the 

company and in the world, so they can relate a bit better to some of the decisions. It helps 

to be more engaged, and it helps to better understand what's going on". The CEO 

emphasizes around transparency is something that is part of the culture from the 

beginning "We have always been extremely transparent right from the get-go, and we are 

still very transparent today." 

 

The CEO also emphasizes the importance of being able to communicate as a leader 

"Communicating well has become crucial in the last 2 to 3 years. So, because if you can't 
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communicate well as a leader and you are not bringing this across and get people behind 

you, you're lost." 

 

VP of Revenue describes why he thinks transparency is important: "You can only make 

good decisions if you have the information available to take good decisions, and with 

high transparency, I think you can make better decisions, and if more people make better 

decisions, that makes a company successful." 

 

For the CFO, transparency helps the company in the sense that "providing that level of 

transparency provides every leader or every team, manager or every individual with the 

context of what we are doing as a business, and we believe that helps in the context of 

running a smoother operation." 

 

5.2.2.2 Importance of context 

For the CEO, having context for things is essential. "I think that people who have context 

about why stuff is happening are more engaged in doing their jobs and are more willing 

to follow a bigger mission." 

 

To help the team stay motivated and inspired, the CMO believes communicating the 

context is beneficial: "By making sure that everyone in the team knows the WHY of what 

we are doing. Without the context of Why, it's very hard to inspire someone to do a better 

job. Allowing the team to think for themselves and come up with a solution to the 

problem." 

5.2.3 Leadership Dynamics 

5.2.3.1 Moving from a regional to a global mindset 

For a Startup to move into a Scaleup, it often needs to expand the addressable market. 

This can be done by moving from a regional focus into a global focus on where the 

product is sold. For LeanIX, this was the case as well in their steps to becoming an 

established Scaleup. 

 

The CFO states, "Every phase of scaling for a Scaleup demands having an understanding. 

What's your next phase of growth and scale, and I think it applies pretty much to all parts 

of the function. We had 2 good regional sales leaders, one for India, and one for the 

Americas. But ultimately you want to drive towards the Global Sales leadership." 

 

The same goes for the CMO when he is shaping his division: "I'm trying to create a more 

international marketing organization. Creating an autonomous organization that can 

operate on an international scale." 

5.2.3.2 Structures and process 

As the company grows, the importance of having set processes and structure becomes 

more important. 

 

The reason why structures and processes are now a priority for the CFO he described like 

this: "When it comes to processes… we level up on the standardization, even when new 
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processes are being defined, so that we drive standardization because standardization 

can drive automation." 

 

For the CEO, some structures and processes were important from day one. "What we've 

done very early on when we hired someone, we've literally done 2 important things. The 

first was we made sure that we all worked in the same way. We did agile training as a 

whole company which meant everybody got a very good understanding of what it means 

to work in a scrum team. The second important thing was that the engineers who came 

on board had to work on the existing product. The reason for this was so they could 

understand how the customers use our product." 

 

For the CMO, when he joined, the lack of structures was one thing he had to deal with. 

"When I joined, I had to rebuild the entire marketing team basically. Putting processes 

in place, making the work more automated, and also changing the culture." 

5.2.4 Leadership Qualities 

5.2.4.1 Handling Difficult Situations 

Difficult situations are something a leader will face during his or her career. Different 

leaders have different ways to handle a difficult situation. We asked the leaders of LeanIX 

how they have handled different situations to understand their leadership a bit better. 

 

For the CEO, two difficult situations happened quite recently before our interview. The 

first one being "We failed in delivering a great mobile app. We've discussed it in a smaller 

group of employees where I felt they can give me good input on that. Next, I reached out 

to the top 20 customers and said we believe we have to sunset our mobile app; do you 

think we should? After we had all of that together, we sat together again in this initial 

group, documented the decision, and then went forward." 

 

The second was "We are closing the office in India. We are not able to succeed in India. 

The way it's been done is like we've looked carefully at all dimensions. We've analyzed 

the situation. We've discussed it a number of times, then I had to confirm the decision, 

and in that case, I even took the decision to my Advisory Board because that's a major 

decision. So, then I take the recommendation and explain it to my investors. Look, guys, 

we are going to sunset the Indian office. Are you good with that? And then I explain to 

them why." 

5.2.4.2 Leading a Rapidly Growing Company 

We asked the interviewees what qualities they found important for a leader in a rapidly 

growing company. 

 

For the CEO, he had a few things. "I think what's becoming more important is to break 

down the direction, and the bigger picture, and break it down and make it tangible. I 

spend a ton of time trying to make things tangible and clearer. There are must-haves, 

such as organizing yourself well and time tracking well. If I observe great leaders, they 

have a unique way to explain and communicate complex topics to you in a simple, 

engaging fashion, and therefore make it reliable to you." 
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For the CFO, it's "being able to ask the right questions and to listen, and it's making sure 

that the team feels empowered. Also, drive a high-performance culture, which that means 

to manage your talent to improve, but also manage performance." 

 

The VP of Revenue was talking about important qualities being "to be very 

entrepreneurial and solution-oriented, to be maybe pragmatic in finding creative 

solutions. Also, be gritty and comfortable with things not being perfect or not working 

well as well as things changing all the time." 

5.2.4.3 Growth Mindset 

Having been successful up until now is something that LeanIX has done, but what about 

the future? How does the leader prepare the team and company for future success? 

 

The VP of People tells us how she is doing it: "We are now setting up the people team in 

a way that it's ready for 1000 employees. I deliberately did it this way to make sure that 

actually some initiatives that we put into place, like performance measurement, career 

development dialogues, salary benchmarks, and career levels. So certain topics are 

important for a more mature organization." 

 

The CFO is changing the way the finance team is approaching things: "Instead of looking 

backward and doing annual budgeting as we have done before, we now want to get to a 

rhythm that we continuously look towards the actual in the context, and that we truly have 

a full picture of what we are heading towards." 

 

It is also apparent in how the CEO wants the leaders of the company to be able to adapt: 

"If we keep growing, then in one year the role changes again, and the leaders need to do 

different stuff. So, the ability to adapt themselves but still being hands-on and pragmatic." 

5.2.4.4 Transformational leadership  

Transformational leadership was the most noticeable leadership style of all the leaders. It 

showed itself in different ways in all interviews. 

 

For the CFO, we could find it in the quote "what I like to do instead of focusing on this 

quarter type of objectives, I like to challenge the team with what they want to do beyond 

this quarter. My management style is one of autonomy, collaboration, and seeing how 

they can progress, both personally and professionally. Equally, I find having fun also a 

good factor to play at that. That's always a good distraction, and on simplifying some of 

the problems or challenges people might have and take a different view on it" 

and "I provide a lot of autonomy so that the team members can run the operations 

themselves." 

 

For the CMO it takes shape in "I give the team the freedom to try different things and 

solve problems themselves. Not just point with the hand on how they should do something" 

and "We’re hiring people not to do what they're told. We're hiring people to figure out 

what it is we need to do. Giving them the right tools, time, and a chance of building 

relationships with the team." 

 

The VP of revenue states "Assigning responsibility is one important thing rather than 

distributing tasks, that's a bit of the shift of that method, people really own results." 
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And VP of people says, "I really try to be very close to each and every individual and to 

see what it is that they need right now in the current situation that they are in, in order to 

strive and to be successful within LeanIX and to feel acknowledged and be satisfied." 

5.2.4.5 Entrepreneurial leadership 

To build a successful company, it will benefit if you as a founder have entrepreneurial 

characteristics. We found this characteristic in some of the leaders when conducting the 

interview. 

 

The VP of Revenue that has been with the company the longest as an employee found 

entrepreneurial characteristics in the CEO. "I always observed with the founders like right 

on the spot things were decided and things were implemented. The founders were not 

afraid of making decisions, like going into the US early when everyone said it was hard, 

but now it's a big part of our market." 

 

We saw this also from how the CEO described the vision for the teams in the early years 

"If you want to grow as a company, you need to think about how you make sure that 

people can become more specialized." 

5.2.4.6 Supportive and Collaborative 

Not only is it good to be a transformational leader or an entrepreneur, but it can also 

benefit the company by being a supportive and collaborative leader. 

 

This is something that the CFO finds important in his role. "You need to help team 

members to see the problem and also support them in identifying the actions to solve 

them." 

He shares an example where his department was experiencing a tough time and he looked 

at the situation and asked the team "What are the actions needed? Where can I be of 

support?" and also "Make sure that all the stakeholders are being involved to resolve 

some of these topics." 

 

When making a hard decision, the CEO collaborated with the team "I reached out to a 

number of employees, where I felt they could give me good input on that…. after we had 

all of that together, we set together again in this initial group, documented the decision, 

and then went forward." 

He has also found trust in his employees and doesn’t need to decide everything now "I 

can clearly see a number of people in the company now, who have embraced the idea of 

what are the principles, how we decide stuff." 

 

When describing her leadership style, the VP of People says "I would say it's a 

collaborative leadership style. I try to identify those moments and decisions that I can 

take together with my team rather than do them on my own." 

5.2.4.7 Decisive 

While it's good to be a supportive and inspiring leader, sometimes you need to be the 

leader that takes the decision from what you think is best for the company. We saw this 

type of leadership a few times during the interviews. 
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For the CEO, this is important when hiring leaders into the company. "We needed a leader 

who can still be hands-on," and as noted above, there is a time in the lifecycle stage of 

the company where "the first couple of years, sometimes I have just more decided, and 

probably it has helped us." 

This is something the VP of revenue talks about as well. 

5.2.4.8 Transactional 

Transactional leadership was also something that was talked about, but more the sense 

that it was something done in the past. 

 

The CFO describes his leadership style from the start of his career to now. "At the 

beginning of my career, I was focused much more on the process side and transactional. 

Over time I developed that much more towards a forward-looking point of view." 

 

The VP of revenue follows a similar style. "I tended to be...rather... let's say not 

micromanaging- but very close and more controlling in my style. Now I'm stepping much 

more back and focusing more on I would say much more deliberate like when I involve 

myself in the topics. I drive rather than delegate." 

 

And in the marketing team, the CMO tells us how it took the shape of "Managers in some 

teams were more of a 'hand the task to the person under them.' instead of letting them be 

creative and think for themselves… So, I had to rebuild the team's mindset from 'Control 

and command' to a more open and autonomous way of looking at things." 

 

5.3 Teams - Followers 

The second pillar in the conceptual framework is the team or followership. This refers to 

the collective of individuals with whom the leaders are collaborating. The ability to drive 

growth and advance the company to the subsequent stage in its lifecycle is reliant upon 

the existence of a high-performing team. 

 

Table 5. Coding of Team - Followers 

Theme Category Code  

Teams - Followers Empowerment Building trust with the 

employees 

Supporting employee’s 

growth 

Importance of Autonomy 

Feedback and coaching to 

create leaders 

From Generalization to 

Specialization 
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Collaboration Culture of collaboration 

Recruitment Team development 

Diversity within the team 

 

5.3.1 Empowerment 

Feeling empowered is something that employees want to feel in their workplace. It's 

proven that empowerment boosts productivity. We found that the leaders at LeanIX try 

to help the employees feel more empowered in different ways. 

 

5.3.1.1 Building Trust with the Employees 

Building trust is an important ingredient when it comes to building a high-performing 

team. This task is approached differently by the leaders at LeanIX. 

 

For the VP of People, she did it by "Bringing the team together. Back then everything 

was virtual, I could not do it in person. So, we made a virtual event where it was really 

just about getting to know each other, and that's also the feedback that I received: it was 

the first time ever that they did something like that... a virtual come-together where the 

whole team was present." 

 

The CFO builds trust by "Embracing a culture where mistakes can be made. And by being 

transparent with my team." 

 

Two factors that the CEO has identified as crucial to building trust with the team are to 

"not just talk, but also being able to execute. And how quickly can you take certain 

dependencies and explain them to others who don't know about it. It's a skill that is hard, 

and I'm trying to get better at it every day because I feel the impact of it is so big." 

 

And the CMO approaches this task by "Giving the team the freedom to try different things 

and solve problems themselves. Not just pointing with the hand on how they should do 

something. Also, by becoming more personal with the team." 

 

5.3.1.2 Supporting employees' growth 

Being able to "own" your career creates a positive feeling. Knowing that the employer 

cares about your career development creates both trust and loyalty to the company. 

 

This is something that the VP of People has worked on implementing since she started. 

"I implemented the Career Development dialogue at LeanIX so that employees feel 

empowered to think about their own career, how they can make it happen at LeanIX, and 

what they actually need in order to move forward with their careers. We made it super 

transparent and gave employees the opportunity to really think about how they want to 

progress their careers." 
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5.3.1.3 Importance of Autonomy 

For the CFO, empowerment is important in the way of creating an autonomous team that 

is running by itself. His leadership style is around clarity and "providing a lot of 

autonomy, so that team members can run the operations themselves." 

 

This is also something that the CEO has been striving for a long time back. "You want to 

create autonomy of teams and in the beginning, you're just one big team… splitting the 

teams means you can give one team an objective and the other team another objective, 

and they can autonomously work on those things instead of blocking each other." 

 

One of the most important things for the CMO is "perhaps more importantly than that, 

I'm trying to create an autonomous marketing organization. When you're trying to drive 

autonomy, you try to provide a number of things. You try to provide a safe space with all 

the tools for your colleagues to be able to work in." 

5.3.1.4 Feedback and Coaching to create leaders 

A company will always need leaders, and in a fast-moving IT company where 

development and growth are high, having the right leaders becomes critical. Therefore, 

we asked the current leaders how they identify the future leaders of the company and how 

they support them in their growth to become leaders. 

 

The CFO has created a network of peers for future leaders to collaborate with peers at 

companies in the same stages as themselves. This is well-received by the employees: 

"They get energy out of that. They get new insights; on the one hand, you might be behind 

what your peers are doing. That's fine, at least you know this is the gap which I need to 

cover. Secondly, you might be at the same level, or LeanIX might even be slightly ahead 

of some of the peers, and then also you can speak from confidence that what you have 

been doing is already addressing some of the headaches the other peers might have." 

 

The VP of people is helping support the future leaders by saying: "Last year, we 

implemented an emerging leader curriculum where we make sure that people who are 

promoted into a leadership position at least get some basic understanding of what it 

means to be a leader. They are supported by mentorship from people with longer 

experience in leadership so that those emerging leaders can learn from their experience 

and grow into a more mature management position." 

5.3.1.5 From Generalization to Specialization 

Going from a team setup where the team was smaller, and everyone did everything to a 

more specialized team as the company grows is a topic that kept coming up during the 

interviews. 

 

The CEO puts it like this: "If you want to grow as a company, you need to think about 

how you can make sure that people can become more specialized." 

 

And for the CFO, the journey was similar: "Compared to the early years, now we have 

many more experts, more like specialization." 

 

The VP of People describes the journey from a Startup to a Scaleup like this: "The most 

important change between what is a Startup and what is a Scaleup is the topic of skillset. 
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So, when you look at a small Startup, you look for people who can do everything: who 

have a founder mindset, who understand the business, who have a good idea of what is 

needed at that moment to accelerate and to get moving. So, who can actually take 

decisions, prioritize, and execute. When you move into a Scaleup and even a bigger 

organization, you are looking for experts and specialists who are very much focused on 

certain areas." 

 

When the VP of Revenue looks back at the early days of the company, he says: "Going 

from 5 to 500 employees, every stage has very enjoyable and positive aspects, but also 

very difficult aspects. If I go back to the early days, the interesting thing is you can do a 

lot of things and be very broad and creative. You have a big impact, and you could be 

very self-sufficient." 

5.3.2 Collaboration 

Fostering a culture of collaboration within the teams and between different departments 

is something the participants talk about as being important. 

 

The reason why it's important for the CFO is that "I am asking my team actively to work 

with other departmental leaders and other contributors to understand what the root 

causes are in some problems, agree on certain actions, and therefore have diverse project 

teams to resolve these topics. You always need to work with others to reduce complexity." 

 

The VP of Revenue is encouraging his team to "exchange experience and problems with 

peers and other companies to make sure to understand the true course and learn from 

what doesn't work. We do retrospectives to improve what doesn't work. I'm also a big fan 

of: You don't need to invent everything yourself." 

 

The shift from a culture with more top-down management, the VP of People now at 

LeanIX said, "I have the feeling that we try to involve our leaders more in decisions." 

5.3.3 Recruitment 

Recruiting the right team is an important component in making a company successful. 

Topics like diversity are getting a bigger role in the conversation on what is important. 

5.3.3.1 Team development 

The right size of a team within the company is something the CEO finds important, saying 

"What happens is the need to cut the team in a pragmatic way. You reach a point where 

you have 8-10 people in a team. Then you exceed the classical 2 pizza recommendation 

from Amazon. They want teams that you can feed with 2 pizzas. So, you have to start 

thinking, how do I split it again into a team of 5 to 6?" 

 

For many of the teams, the company was outgrowing the tasks a team could handle. For 

the people’s team, it was "LeanIX was growing so fast that we realized that the people 

team who has been doing everything is just not capable of handling all of that anymore 

and that we are growing more and more in a setup where skills are more focused." 

 

As mentioned before, the CMO had to rebuild the marketing team in teams for leaders. 

Now the goal is "trying to transition from culture of command and control to autonomy 
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where the power is moving down, and the decision making is moving down is a key change 

that I'm trying to drive." 

5.3.3.2 Diversity within the team 

Starting with the leadership team, the CFO told us that when he joined the senior 

leadership team back in 2019, he was the first non-German person in the team. Since then, 

the team setup has changed. Something he finds creates value, "With the CMO from the 

UK and CRO from the US, we now have more diversity around the table from background 

experience, which is of great value." 

 

For the CMO, he has diversity in mind when creating the team for the future, saying "As 

you start to move into international management, the different cultures around the world 

require you to build a really strong personal capability in storytelling and creating 

purpose behind what you're doing." 

5.4 Environment 

The third pillar of the conceptual framework is the Environment. It shapes the leadership 

process and influences team dynamics. Leaders must create a culture that aligns with 

organizational values and supports team growth. They must also adapt to external factors 

such as market conditions and regulations to ensure team success. 

 

Table 6. Coding of Environment  

Theme Category Code 

Environment Culture creation Continues improvement  

Building the 

Organizational Culture 

Encouraged learning 

environment 

Learning from failure 

Supportive work 

environment  

Innovation and creativity 

 

As sure as the sun will rise tomorrow, the need for a fast-moving IT company to 

constantly improve and adapt to the current market condition is present. This is something 

the leaders at LeanIX are aware of and they try to build an organizational culture to match 

that change. This can obviously be done in several different ways. 
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5.4.1 Culture creation 

5.4.1.1 Continues improvement  

One of the first things the CFO did when joining the company was " bring the accounting 

in-house. We implement an ERP finance system which we did. Secondly, we further 

improved our operational cadence on month and close, and so forth." 

 

The same goes for the leaders the CFO will employ going forward "We want the team to 

further develop. Continuous progression, personal development, to stay focused on that." 

 

When the VP of People joined the company in January 2022 "I went through the 

onboarding phase. Back then it was not the same onboarding experience that we have 

right now. I missed the bigger picture. After week 2, I asked the CEO if it would be okay 

to redo the whole onboarding, and he was. And in February 2022, all new joiners went 

through the new onboarding program. Since then, we've been constantly evolving the 

program." 

 

Moving from a smaller company into a bigger one created improvement in how the CEO 

made decisions "The big journey of change, moving away from deciding yourself to giving 

others the context of why you decided. And then further on, it's really like giving them the 

rules or the principles, how you would take a decision. And it's tough because it gets more 

and more abstract”. 

 

When implementing a new program, the VP of revenue describes the process "At first, 

we took really specialized advice from the vendor where we lacked the knowledge. At the 

same time, we, with high-speed, built-up knowledge. So, we first started with a lot of 

external support, ramping up our internal knowledge, and then ramping down external 

knowledge." 

5.4.1.2 Building the Organizational Culture 

Organizational culture plays a critical role in shaping the overall work environment, 

influencing employee behavior and attitudes, and ultimately impacting organizational 

performance. It is often described as the "personality" or "DNA" of an organization, as it 

influences how people interact, make decisions, and approach their work. 

 

When talking about some of the reasons why the VP of People joined LeanIX, she told 

us, "There are no real political games or any stakeholders that need to be aligned with. 

And you can just realize things. This was the reason why I joined LeanIX because this 

was the kind of culture that I was looking for. So, a culture where you can create impact 

fast." 

 

The CEO came back to the topic of transparency often and had it as a key pillar for the 

culture that was built around the company, "What I can probably say is what stayed there 

from the start, we have always been extremely transparent right from the get-go, and we 

are still very transparent today." 

 

Now with the company at 500 people and a desire to keep growing, building the 

organizational culture is something the VP of People is doing, "You need to become a 
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more mature organization, which means that you need to have processes in place and 

guidelines more than we used to have in the past." 

 

The VP of Revenue also states, "I also have more insights than comparable roles in other 

companies, and I think all levels of LeanIX have. So, it's very motivating. So, I feel that 

way very respected, treated as an adult, and I would hope everybody at LeanIX does." 

5.4.2 Encouraged learning environment 

5.4.2.1 Learning from failure 

Failure can both be a good and a bad thing. Either you learn to get up, or you accept defeat 

and pay the consequences of it. What we found is that the leaders at LeanIX are trying to 

build a culture where failure is okay and are to be seen as a learning opportunity. 

 

The CFO says, "I try to embrace a culture where mistakes can be made." 

 

The VP of Revenue talks about how the team has approached mistakes from the start, 

"We would always take failures as learning opportunities. We wouldn't obviously punish 

someone for failure, not at all. But we also want to make sure people do their best and 

try to avoid damage for customers and so forth." 

And "For me, the bigger risk is that people become stagnant. So, I think that's the bigger 

risk than making mistakes." 

 

The CMO wants to create a culture in the company that integrates new hires and "ensure 

they have the right tools and know they can 'fail' in a task. Being patient is also something 

that I actively am with new hires, so they can understand the business before we start 

demanding too much of them." 

5.4.2.2 Supportive work environment  

A supportive work environment is vital for fostering employee well-being, satisfaction, 

collaboration, and growth. It reduces stress, promotes innovation, and contributes to a 

positive organizational culture. 

 

The leaders at LeanIX try to create a supportive work environment in several ways: 

 

The VP of People says, "I really try to be very close to each and every individual, and to 

see what it is that they need right now in the current situation that they are in, in order to 

strive and to be successful within the LeanIX and to feel acknowledged and be satisfied." 

 

And "something that I hope that LeanIX will preserve while we are growing that all of us 

- all Senior Leadership Team members - are really approachable, that the team members 

feel they can always reach out whenever you have an idea or something that you just want 

to share." 

 

For the CMO, it takes shape in how he supports the development of the team members: 

"There is no one-size-fits-all for developing an individual. You have to literally work with 

that individual on amplifying the strengths, tuning out the weaknesses, and developing 

where there is a skill upside opportunity." 
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When it comes to supporting team members with problem-solving, the CFO says, "What 

is important is that you need to help team members to see the problem and also support 

them in identifying the actions." 

5.4.2.3 Innovation and creativity: 

Having an innovative and creative environment will benefit the company by bringing 

ideas and suggestions to the table. As an employee, having the confidence to present your 

idea and be taken seriously with it is something that provides value for the business. 

 

Change can happen quickly at LeanIX, which is something the VP of People talks about 

“Whenever you see a problem, you just try to solve it, and you try to solve it in an MVP 

style. That is a great example of the culture that we have at LeanIX." 

 

Being humble with success and learning from others is something both the VP of Revenue 

and CFO are talking about: "Learn from other companies, learn from other individuals 

who have conducted similar roles at similar company size, but ideally even larger, and 

how they have dealt with change." 

 

"I encourage the team to exchange with peers and other companies to make sure to learn 

from what doesn't work. I'm also a big fan of: You don't need to invent everything yourself. 

Look a bit at what looks good in the market and copy with pride." says the VP of Revenue 
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6. Analysis/Discussion  
The next chapter will examine the empirical observations in light of our conceptual 

framework, serving as the groundwork for our conclusions and recommendations. We 

will discuss the findings from the empirical data and connect it back to the theoretical 

frameworks presented in chapter 2. The discussion will focus on the three main topics of 

this thesis, the leadership, the team, and the environment. 

 

This thesis aims to provide a comprehensive analysis of the successful growth trajectory 

of LeanIX, a company that successfully transitioned from a Startup to a Scaleup. The 

study seeks to identify the key lessons that can be learned from LeanIX's journey and 

providing other companies undergoing similar transformations with advice on how to 

successfully transition. The research focuses on the critical role of leadership in this 

journey and investigate the different leadership styles that have been adopted during 

various stages of the company's life cycle. 

 

To achieve these research objectives, semi-structured interviews were conducted with the 

senior leadership team at LeanIX. The interviews provided valuable primary data, 

offering firsthand insights and perspectives from key individuals who played pivotal roles 

in the company's journey from Startup to Scaleup. A thematic analysis was employed to 

analyze the collected data, enabling the identification of recurring themes, patterns, and 

key ideas within the interview transcripts. 

 

Through the analysis, the study will apply the conceptual framework that is developed by 

the authors. The framework takes into account the interconnected nature of three pillars: 

leaders, followers, and the environment they operate in. By exploring the intricate 

dynamics between these pillars and how they have influenced LeanIX's journey toward 

success, the study aims to uncover situations, characteristics, and principles that have 

proven pivotal in the company's achievements. Furthermore, by delving into the 

leadership practices and philosophies that have guided LeanIX, the study seeks to provide 

valuable insights into the key factors behind the company's achievements. 

6.1 Leadership  

6.1.1 Continues Improvement and Change Management  

The IT industry is in a constant state of improvement and transformation, driven by 

advancements in tools and technologies. What may have been effective a decade ago is 

no longer guaranteed to work in today's rapidly changing landscape. Similarly, within a 

company, the microcosm of its operations is continually evolving alongside its growth. 

Consequently, how leaders adapt to these changes becomes a crucial factor in determining 

the success of the organization. 

 

At LeanIX, the leaders understand this dynamic and have embraced a culture of 

continuous improvement and growth. They consistently emphasize the importance of 

change management and maintain it as a core aspect of their mindset. Remaining stagnant 

or slowing down is not an option for LeanIX. During the early stages of the company's 

life cycle, particularly in the transitional phase, they fostered a Startup mentality, which 

was natural given their progression. By fostering a Startup mentality, LeanIX encouraged 

innovation, risk-taking, and adaptability among its employees.  
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In 2019, with the appointment of the Chief Financial Officer (CFO), LeanIX underwent 

a significant transformation. Leveraging his experience, the CFO played a pivotal role in 

shaping the company's growth trajectory. This shift in mindset aligns with the initial 

stages of the change management framework (Gill, 2002). Firstly, recognizing the need 

for change, which was evident upon the CFO's arrival, and secondly, developing a vision 

and strategy for the future. 

 

The addition of the CFO marked an important milestone in LeanIX's history, as 

highlighted by the VP of Revenue. He emphasized that the CFO's arrival propelled 

LeanIX to the next phase of its life cycle, transitioning into a more mature and established 

company. 

 

But what did the CFO bring more concretely to the company when joining? He started 

reshaping the organizational culture in a way that was more about being able to adapt and 

create a culture of change where the team is constantly looking forward, beyond today 

and tomorrow. One can argue that this is a trait of entrepreneurial leadership since it 

shows a strong drive toward achievements, and agility (Gupta, MacMillan, and Surie, 

2004)  

 

The presence of the VP of People also exemplifies the significance of change 

management within the company. When the Senior Leadership Team hired her, they 

gained someone who possessed the mindset necessary to guide the organization's growth 

from its current state of 400 employees towards a future where it can accommodate 1000 

employees within a few years. Gill (2002) highlights the importance of strong leadership 

in supporting change and managing growth, and this situation serves as a compelling 

example. 

 

The CEO, CFO, CMO, and the rest of the senior leadership team consistently demonstrate 

their commitment to continuous growth, improvement, and the implementation of change 

management processes. This collective approach aligns with the principles outlined in 

Gill's model, emphasizing the need for dynamic leadership to facilitate organizational 

development. And similar it is parts of Kotter’s (1996) 8-step model in Change 

management. 

 

Change management can manifest in various forms and strategies. In the case of LeanIX, 

the adoption of Objectives and Key Results (OKR) served as a tangible approach to 

enhance processes and structures, leading to increased clarity, accountability, and 

transparency within the organization. Incorporating this new method into the company's 

culture aligns with the principles emphasized in Kotter's (1996) model, which recognizes 

cultural integration as a key success factor in change management.  

 

The adoption of OKRs became particularly crucial for LeanIX as the company scaled and 

the team grew larger. With an expanding workforce, it became challenging to keep 

everyone consistently informed and up to date. Transparency has always been deeply 

ingrained in LeanIX's culture, and the company's leaders consistently emphasize its 

significance as a key factor contributing to their current success. Today, with over 500 

employees and 1000 customers, LeanIX attributes part of its achievements to the culture 

of transparency that has been fostered throughout the organization. 
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Implementing OKRs not only provided LeanIX with a framework to avoid relying on 

improvisation but also fostered a forward-looking perspective visible to all. This aspect 

holds significance as it offers team members greater insight and visibility into their future, 

empowering them with information and a sense of ownership (Katzenbach & Smith, 

1993). By employing OKRs, LeanIX experienced the dual benefit of establishing a more 

structured approach while creating a collaborative and future-oriented environment. 

6.1.2 Creating value and getting the right people on the bus 

According to Ouimet and Zarutskie (2014), Startups operate within a complex 

environment characterized by unpredictable uncertainty and a significant risk of failure. 

Consequently, leaders of Startups must prioritize the continuous creation of value to stay 

in business. This can be achieved through various means, such as enhancing process 

efficiency, reducing overhead costs, or leveraging the company's expertise. 

 

The topic of value creation for the company is a recurring theme in numerous interviews, 

highlighting its universal relevance across organizations. LeanIX recognizes the 

significance of value creation and has articulated its approach in this regard. According 

to the CEO, one crucial aspect of value creation lies in resource mindfulness. His assertion 

underscores the company's commitment to prudently managing resources, considering its 

past constraints.  

 

LeanIX has demonstrated that a fast time to value and a collaborative approach are key 

factors contributing to its success. As a company operating in a fast-paced Scaleup 

environment (Larson & DeChurch, 2018), LeanIX recognizes the significance of the 

timely implementation of processes and structures. This is crucial because extended lead 

times can render a topic obsolete. LeanIX continues to embrace this approach, evident in 

the actions of the VP of People who joined the company and promptly identified areas 

for improvement in the mandatory onboarding process for new hires. By providing 

feedback to the CEO and subsequently implementing a new process for integrating new 

hires within a month, LeanIX exemplifies the entrepreneurial mindset of its leader. 

Furthermore, this demonstrates shared leadership, where the CEO trusts the leaders 

within the company to make sound decisions right from the start.  

 

When considering the hiring process during the Startup stages of a company's lifecycle, 

where attracting top talent can be challenging (Sorenson, O. et al, 2021), significant 

changes have occurred for all leaders. Notably, the process has shifted from hiring 

generalists to specialists, and greater emphasis is placed on diligence. The VP of Revenue 

articulates this transformation as "getting the right people on the bus, for it to go to the 

right place." Similarly, the CEO and CFO have adjusted their hiring criteria to prioritize 

individuals who possess the ability to accomplish tasks without excessive reliance on 

others. This entails recruiting specialized, self-sufficient, and autonomous employees 

who share a forward-looking perspective (Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). Such a shift 

becomes more feasible as the company matures and its brand becomes more recognized, 

aided by the invaluable experience gained from previous stages.  

 

Fostering a well-coordinated team that is motivated, empowered, and equipped with the 

necessary skills is instrumental in positioning the company for future success (Larson & 

DeChurch, 2018). Transitioning from a generalist organizational culture, where 

individuals performed various tasks, to a more specialized approach in hiring and working 

is a crucial factor in scaling and advancing through different stages of the company's 
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lifecycle. During the Startup phase, a more generalized approach is often suitable due to 

smaller team sizes and limited budgets. In this stage, there is no immediate need or 

capacity to hire specialized personnel, as it could potentially impede growth (Marmer, 

2016). However, as the company matures and expands, the demand for specialists 

becomes increasingly important. The workload intensifies and becomes more 

concentrated, necessitating individuals with specific expertise to handle complex tasks 

efficiently. This shift towards specialization allows the company to streamline operations, 

improve productivity, and effectively address the evolving demands of its growing 

business. 

6.1.3 Communication 

In any organization, the significance of good communication cannot be overstated. It 

serves as the lifeblood that fosters collaboration, streamlines workflows, and ensures 

shared understanding among team members. Effective communication enables timely 

decision-making, cultivates a positive work culture, builds trust, and aligns individuals 

toward common goals. Ultimately, it plays a pivotal role in driving productivity, reducing 

conflicts, and contributing to the overall success of the organization. 

 

One of the core things that are woven into the organizational culture from the start has 

been leadership's view on communication, and transparency in communication more 

specifically. Being open to all employees on how the company is doing, both 

operationally and financially, is a topic that keeps coming up in all the interviews. The 

CEO proudly says that transparency in all major decisions has been something that is just 

natural for him and the rest of the leadership team, regardless of the lifecycle stage of the 

company. 

 

Transparency not only provides context but also empowers employees by allowing them 

to make more informed decisions. It fosters a culture of trust and openness, where team 

members feel valued and respected. This inclusive environment promotes collaboration, 

innovation, and engagement. Moreover, transparency plays a crucial role in aligning 

individual efforts with the larger organizational mission. When employees have a clear 

understanding of the company's goals, they can better prioritize their work and contribute 

meaningfully towards achieving those objectives (Bass, 1990). This alignment creates a 

sense of shared purpose and a unified vision among team members, driving collective 

success. 

 

Transparency also enhances accountability within the organization. When information is 

accessible and visible, it encourages individuals to take ownership of their work and 

outcomes. It promotes a sense of responsibility and encourages proactive communication, 

ensuring that everyone is aware of progress, challenges, and opportunities. 

 

In addition, transparency supports effective problem-solving and decision-making 

processes (White, 2022). By sharing relevant information and insights, leaders enable 

their teams to analyze situations comprehensively and make well-informed choices. It 

allows diverse perspectives to be considered, leading to more robust and effective 

outcomes. 

 

Furthermore, transparency nurtures a culture of continuous learning and improvement. 

When information is openly shared, mistakes and failures can be acknowledged and used 
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as opportunities for growth. It encourages open feedback, constructive discussions, and a 

willingness to learn from both successes and setbacks. 

 

At LeanIX, transparency serves as a foundation for strong organizational communication, 

collaboration, and trust. It creates an environment where individuals feel valued, engaged, 

and motivated to contribute their best efforts. By providing context, empowering 

employees, aligning objectives, enhancing accountability, supporting decision-making, 

and promoting a learning culture, transparency becomes a catalyst for organizational 

success and growth. 

6.1.3 Growing up as a company 

As the company transitions from its Startup phase to a more mature stage, the significance 

of processes and structure becomes increasingly evident. While a smaller team may thrive 

on close collaboration, rapid implementation of ideas, and a shared understanding, these 

approaches may not be sustainable as the company grows. The need for greater structure 

in operations and change management becomes integral to the evolving organizational 

culture. This transition is a common occurrence in the company lifecycle and requires 

leaders and managers to recognize and embrace the necessity for new working methods. 

 

The CEO of LeanIX highlights two key factors that laid a solid foundation for the 

company's growth. Firstly, the implementation of the agile framework Scrum provided a 

common working methodology across the entire organization. By adopting Scrum, 

everyone knew their objectives for the upcoming weeks and where to focus their efforts. 

This approach continues to be utilized at LeanIX. Secondly, allowing developers to work 

on enhancing the existing product for a considerable period before venturing into new 

developments ensured a strong product base. Thus, creating an environment for the team 

to be successful as the company evolves. 

 

With the additions of the CFO, CMO, and VP of People, there has been a noticeable 

acceleration in implementing processes and structures. These leaders possess a growth 

mindset, aiming to set the company up for long-term success rather than focusing solely 

on immediate gains. Their emphasis on transforming decision-making processes and 

granting autonomy to teams has created an environment that nurtures creativity and 

innovation. As LeanIX prepares to scale from 500 to 1000 employees and expand its 

customer base, these developments position the company for continued growth and 

success. This mindset is also reflected in how the leaders shape the company's operations. 

During LeanIX's Startup phase and transition, the focus was primarily on a regional scale, 

with Germany as the predominant market. However, the CEO recognized the need to 

address the US market in order to grow into a Scaleup. Consequently, the senior 

leadership team, which initially consisted mostly of Germans, has diversified, with almost 

half of the team now being non-German. Growing into an international leadership team 

is advantageous for a company aiming to operate in the global market. The company now 

has a presence on most continents and reached the significant milestone of signing its 

1000th customer in April 2023. The influence and diverse cultures within the company 

will help propel it forward at a quicker pace (Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). 

 

Understanding what the company needs to take the next step in its journey is not a trait 

every leader possesses. By demonstrating characteristics of both an entrepreneurial and 

shared leadership style, combined with a growth mindset, the CEO and their team have 



55 

 

 

successfully scaled the company and adapted to the global environment (Sklaveniti, 

2017). 

 

Throughout the various stages of the company's growth, it becomes evident that 

leadership must adapt to meet the evolving needs of the organization. What proves 

effective in the fast-paced Startup phase may no longer be suitable during the transition 

or Scaleup phase. The CEO shared his experience of initially being hands-on and making 

all decisions in the early days, "calling the shots." However, as the company expanded, 

he recognized that this leadership style was no longer effective. Instead of clinging to a 

singular leadership approach, he embraced the need to evolve his leadership style to align 

with the current operating environment. We observed a shift in his leadership 

characteristics toward a more transformational leadership style. This approach involves 

influencing and supporting team members to foster a culture of continuous improvement 

and innovation. It emphasizes building strong relationships within the organization and 

empowering employees to contribute their best efforts (Bass & Riggio, 2006). The CEO's 

adaptation to this style reflects his recognition of the importance of creating an 

environment that nurtures growth, collaboration, and employee development as the 

company progresses through different stages. 

6.1.4 Leadership Styles and how they affect the Team  

When we talked to the different leaders at LeanIX, we wanted to understand what their 

leadership styles were, and also how they perceived themself. We asked the leaders to 

describe their style, and then we compared this to how we viewed their style from what 

we learned from the interviews. 

 

One of the research questions is what role leadership has played in the success of taking 

LeanIX to where it is today. Leadership and its role are about how to motivate and inspire 

peers, build relationships, and work together toward the mission and vision of the 

company (DuBrin, 2016). Leadership styles that are effective in one stage of a company's 

lifecycle may not be suitable in another. While certain styles may work well during the 

Startup phase, they may not be as effective during the Scaleup phase. Hence, it is crucial 

for leaders to continuously adapt and evolve their leadership approach for the stage the 

company is in to ensure long-term success. 

 

Transformational and collaborative leadership is something that many of the leaders at 

LeanIX are embracing and showing. Through the interviews with the leaders, it became 

evident that providing team members with the necessary tools to be creative and 

overcome challenges is a top priority. The leaders at LeanIX understand the importance 

of empowering their teams and granting them the autonomy to progress both personally 

and professionally. By doing so, they create an environment that nurtures innovation and 

fosters a sense of ownership among employees. 

 

One of the key aspects highlighted by the Chief Marketing Officer (CMO) is the belief 

that the company hires individuals not just to follow instructions but to actively contribute 

to determining the company's course of action. This mindset exemplifies the 

transformative nature of leadership at LeanIX. By encouraging employees to think 

critically and take ownership of their work, the company fosters a culture of proactive 

problem-solving and continuous improvement. This approach has far-reaching benefits 

for team members. It inspires them to seek out new skills, expand their knowledge base, 

and unleash their creativity. By providing the necessary support and resources, LeanIX 
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ensures that team members have the opportunity to grow both personally and 

professionally. Moreover, giving employees the freedom to experiment and explore new 

ideas encourages innovation within the organization. This focus on individual growth and 

creativity not only enhances the capabilities of team members but also contributes to the 

overall success and competitiveness of the company. 

 

Another crucial element emphasized by the leaders at LeanIX is the creation of a safe and 

innovative environment. When team members feel psychologically safe, they are more 

likely to take risks, share ideas openly, and collaborate effectively. Psychological safety 

is a key factor in boosting productivity and driving high-performance teams (Edmondson, 

1999). By fostering an atmosphere of trust and support, LeanIX cultivates an environment 

where employees feel comfortable voicing their opinions, challenging the status quo, and 

pushing the boundaries of what is possible. This not only leads to innovative solutions 

but also fosters a sense of camaraderie and a shared purpose among team members. 

 

The impact of transformational and collaborative leadership at LeanIX is of benefit to the 

team members. Assigning team members with responsibility and the freedom to try new 

things will help bring the business forward, as innovation and creativity are driving forces 

of growth. It also helps recruit new team members, as the current one will speak highly 

of the company and the environment, they operate in. LeanIX has consistently earned the 

"Great Place to Work" certification for all its office locations (LeanIX, 2023). This 

certification is based on anonymous employee surveys that assess workplace satisfaction. 

The high scores achieved by LeanIX indicate that employees genuinely enjoy working in 

the company's environment, and this positive perception serves as a powerful recruitment 

tool. 

 

Supportive and shared leadership are fundamental characteristics exhibited by the leaders 

at LeanIX. Their proactive and reactive approaches demonstrate a commitment to 

supporting team members and maximizing their potential, ultimately benefiting both the 

individuals and the business as a whole. The Chief Financial Officer (CFO) shared his 

personal experience, highlighting a shift from a transactional leadership style to a 

collaborative and supportive approach. This change in leadership style, where team 

members are given autonomy, has proven to be more effective and has yielded higher 

output (Canavesi & Minelli, 2021). Additionally, the CFO noted that team members 

respond positively to this approach. 

 

The CEO at LeanIX actively engages in shared decision-making by seeking input from 

leaders when faced with difficult choices. Involving team members in decisions that 

impact the company allows them to feel empowered and respected. Moreover, it provides 

the CEO with a different perspective on the situation at hand. Embracing this humble 

approach, where leaders acknowledge that they don't possess all the answers, grants 

LeanIX a competitive advantage over companies where leaders assume they know best. 

 

This culture of supportive and shared leadership creates an environment where employees 

feel valued and encouraged to contribute their ideas and perspectives. It fosters a sense 

of ownership and empowerment among team members, driving their engagement and 

commitment to the company's goals. Furthermore, by leveraging the diverse expertise 

and viewpoints within the organization, LeanIX can make more informed decisions and 

adapt to changes effectively. 
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However, there are stages in a company’s journey where different leadership styles work 

better. Transactional and decisive leadership styles can be effective and advantageous 

during certain stages of a company's lifecycle, providing clarity, structure, swift decision-

making, and goal attainment. In the early stages of a Startup, transactional leadership 

creates a structured environment with clear expectations, rewards, and consequences 

(Bryant, 2003). This ensures efficient task completion, streamlines processes, and helps 

establish operations. Additionally, decisive leadership plays a critical role in swiftly 

navigating the uncertainties and dynamic nature of the Startup phase. Decisive leaders 

make prompt decisions based on their expertise, enabling Startups to capitalize on 

emerging opportunities and adapt to changing market conditions. These leadership styles 

are particularly valuable when resources are limited, and time is of the essence 

(Skawińska and Zalewski 2020).  

 

However, as a company progresses through its lifecycle, transformational, supportive, 

and collaborative leadership becomes increasingly important. Transformational leaders 

inspire and motivate employees to think creatively, fostering a culture of innovation and 

continuous improvement. Supportive and collaborative leadership empowers employees, 

promotes trust, open communication, and enhances teamwork. These approaches are vital 

for tackling complex challenges, driving long-term growth, and sustaining 

competitiveness. As the company matures, the need for specialization and collective 

problem-solving becomes crucial. Balancing transactional and decisive leadership with 

transformational, supportive, and collaborative leadership is essential to navigate the 

challenges and opportunities presented at different stages of the company's lifecycle. 

6.2 Team - Followers 

 

Building a culture where the team members feel empowered, respected, and trusted might 

sound like a given thing but it’s not the case at all companies. Building this organizational 

culture takes time and effort. Studies have shown that team members that feel empowered 

and feel they have a purpose at work are happier and more productive. With teams being 

an essential part of a Startups success, getting this culture right for the beginning is 

crucial.  

 

We wanted to understand how the leaders at LeanIX are working with the teams to create 

this environment of empowerment and trust. What we found were a few key topics that 

resonate well with the theoretical part of building a high-performing team.  

6.2.1 Autonomy is the silver bullet? 

Through our interviews with leaders at LeanIX, a consistent theme emerged: the 

recognition of the value and importance of cultivating autonomous teams. Across the 

board, the leaders expressed a shared belief in the power of autonomy to drive creativity 

and foster a sense of confidence among team members. 

 

The leaders at LeanIX have embraced a transformational and servant leadership style, 

which is evident in their dedication to empowering their teams. They have come to realize 

that as the company progresses and evolves, they cannot be the sole source of knowledge 

or be involved in every decision. Instead, they have embraced the idea that success lies 

in providing their teams with the autonomy to make their own choices and take ownership 
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of their work (Canavesi & Minelli, 2021). This approach has proven particularly effective 

given LeanIX's previous and current stage of lifecycle stage. 

 

By granting autonomy to team members, LeanIX has created an environment that 

promotes personal growth and unleashes the full potential of each individual. Team 

members are encouraged to think critically, solve problems independently, and contribute 

their unique perspectives (Stray et al., 2018). This autonomy has also fostered a sense of 

psychological safety, where team members feel comfortable taking risks and expressing 

their innovative ideas. However, it is important to note that autonomy is not a one-size-

fits-all solution (Stray et al., 2018). While it has demonstrated numerous benefits, it also 

comes with the responsibility of delivering results. Not everyone may thrive in an 

autonomous environment, and some individuals may require additional guidance and 

support. Leaders must strike a balance between granting autonomy and providing 

necessary guidance to ensure the success of their teams. So, are autonomous teams the 

silver bullet and the answer to all team-related questions? Most likely not but the 

emphasis on autonomy at LeanIX reflects the organization's commitment to fostering a 

culture of innovation, personal growth, and collaboration. The leaders understand that by 

empowering their teams and granting them the autonomy to make decisions, they are 

setting the stage for continued success and growth. This approach aligns with LeanIX's 

current phase and underscores the significance of adaptive leadership in navigating the 

challenges and opportunities that arise during a company's lifecycle. 

6.2.2 Empowerment, Trust, and employee growth 

Empowerment, trust, and employee growth are pivotal elements for any thriving 

company. By fostering a culture of empowerment, organizations unlock the full potential 

of their workforce, enabling individuals to make meaningful contributions, take 

ownership, and innovate. Trust builds strong bonds between employees and leadership, 

fostering collaboration and open communication. Additionally, prioritizing employee 

growth cultivates a motivated and engaged workforce, leading to increased productivity, 

satisfaction, and long-term success. 

 

Developing a high-performing team can be a formidable task, particularly when trust 

between team members and their leader is lacking. Establishing trust should be a top 

priority for leaders when joining a new team. At LeanIX, the leaders have successfully 

focused on building trust by taking various approaches, but what stands out is their 

commitment to fostering personal connections with their team members (DuBrin, 2016). 

They go beyond the role of a mere task manager and demonstrate genuine care for the 

individuals on their team. This approach has created an environment where team 

members feel acknowledged, respected, and empowered. 

 

The leaders at LeanIX have shown us the understand the importance of showing their 

human side and being approachable. They make an effort to establish personal 

connections with team members through regular interactions and active listening. By 

taking the time to understand their team members' goals, aspirations, and challenges, the 

leaders create a sense of empathy and trust. This personal touch extends beyond 

professional matters, as they show genuine interest in the well-being and growth of their 

team members. This emphasis on building personal connections has far-reaching effects 

on the team's culture and performance. It creates a sense of psychological safety, where 

team members feel comfortable taking risks, sharing ideas, and voicing concerns. When 

team members feel seen and valued by their leaders, they are more likely to be engaged, 
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motivated, and committed to their work. The leaders at LeanIX understand that trust is 

the foundation for collaboration and effective teamwork. By prioritizing trust-building 

efforts, they create an environment where open communication, constructive feedback, 

and collaboration flourish. 

 

In addition to cultivating trust and a supportive culture, LeanIX actively invests in the 

career growth of its team members. They provide guidance, support, and opportunities 

for advancement within the company. This commitment to individual development 

inspires and motivates team members, fostering a sense of loyalty and commitment 

(Canavesi & Minelli, 2021). The knowledge that they can progress and evolve within the 

organization while being equipped with the necessary tools and resources is invaluable. 

LeanIX offers mentorship programs, training opportunities, and a clear career progression 

framework to empower team members to take ownership of their professional growth. 

 

By offering a clear path forward, LeanIX enables team members to take ownership of 

their careers and encourages long-term commitment to the company. This investment in 

the growth and development of their team members not only benefits the individuals but 

also strengthens the overall team dynamics and performance. Team members who feel 

supported and empowered are more likely to stay engaged, contribute their best efforts, 

and proactively seek opportunities for improvement. 

 

The transformational and supportive leadership approach adopted by the leaders at 

LeanIX has created a safe and efficient work environment (Edmondson, 1999). By 

prioritizing trust, personal connections, and career development, they have cultivated a 

team that is motivated, innovative, and committed to achieving success together 

(Sklaveniti, 2017). The impact of these leadership practices goes beyond day-to-day 

operations and helps to shape a culture that promotes collaboration, growth, and 

continuous improvement. Through their efforts, LeanIX has not only built a high-

performing team but also established a foundation for long-term success and excellence. 

Their commitment to trust-building, personal connections, and career growth sets a 

powerful example for leaders in any organization striving to create an environment where 

individuals thrive, and teams achieve high outcomes. 

6.3 Environment 

The importance of internal organizational culture, along with creating a supportive and 

innovative environment, cannot be overstated. A strong culture influences the values, 

beliefs, and behaviors within a company, shaping the work environment. A positive 

culture fosters employee engagement, satisfaction, and collaboration. It cultivates a 

supportive environment where individuals feel valued and encouraged to contribute their 

innovative ideas. This kind of internal environment stimulates creativity, problem-

solving, and continuous improvement. By nurturing a culture that promotes 

supportiveness and fosters innovation, organizations create a thriving workplace that 

attracts and retains top talent while driving long-term success. 

6.3.1 Building and improving a culture  

Creating a positive and supportive organizational culture takes effort and a deliberate 

approach. It involves the process of identifying and defining the values, beliefs, and 

behaviors that the organization wants to promote and cultivating an environment that 

supports them. Leaders play a crucial role in shaping the culture by modeling the desired 
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behaviors and reinforcing them through consistent messaging and actions. It requires a 

sustained effort to integrate the culture into all aspects of the company, including hiring, 

training, performance management, and decision-making. Developing a supportive and 

innovative environment also involves providing employees with the necessary resources, 

tools, and autonomy to innovate and collaborate. By investing in building a strong culture, 

companies can create a workplace that attracts top talent, fosters innovation and 

creativity, and drives long-term success (Mohelska & Sokolova, 2015). 

 

At LeanIX, we found that the culture revolves around collaboration, support, and 

creativity. The leaders are trying to create a positive environment for the team members 

where they feel they work in an environment where they can create an impact, both for 

themselves and for the company (Mohelska & Sokolova, 2015). A good example is when 

the VP of People joined the company and noticed something that could be done better 

and more efficiently. She received approval from the CEO, and one month later, the new 

processes were in place and continuously evaluated and improved. At LeanIX, the 

emphasis is on fostering a dynamic environment that encourages initiative and creativity 

among team members (Bass & Riggio, 2006). This culture is akin to the Japanese business 

philosophy of Kaizen, which emphasizes continuous improvement. At LeanIX, trying 

new things that might create a small mistake is valued over staying stagnant, as the 

company operates in a constantly evolving market. The leaders at LeanIX support this 

culture by embracing failure as a learning opportunity, and by exhibiting entrepreneurial, 

shared, and transformational leadership styles. 

 

The company's commitment to openness and support creates a trusting and empowering 

work environment, enabling team members to contribute their best work and grow 

professionally (Bass & Riggio, 2006). This culture helps create a high-performance team 

that is well-suited for LeanIX's Scaleup phase. By embracing a culture of continuous 

improvement and innovation, LeanIX is well-positioned to succeed in a competitive 

market. 

 

As LeanIX progressed into a more mature stage in its lifecycle, the leadership recognized 

the importance of implementing process and structure. The shift from a Startup to a 

Scaleup necessitates a change in the organizational culture, as what worked with a smaller 

workforce may not be as effective with a larger one. The leaders are mindful of this 

transition and are actively preparing the company for its growth trajectory. 

 

While the structures and processes are evolving, the leaders maintain a consistent 

approach to communication with team members. Transparency remains a fundamental 

value, providing everyone in the company with a clear understanding of LeanIX's present 

and future endeavors. This strategic decision-making regarding which practices to retain 

and discard showcases the leadership's awareness of successful approaches and the 

company's desired direction. This is in line with what Zaech and Baldegger (2017) 

believes that leaders must adapt their leadership according to the situation.  

 

The continuous development of both the leaders and the team within the evolving work 

environment has contributed to LeanIX's achievements in transitioning from a Startup to 

a mature Scaleup. As of now, with over 1,000 customers and a workforce exceeding 500 

employees, the company shoulders significant responsibility. However, with a strong 

leadership team, a talented workforce, and established processes to address challenges, 

LeanIX is poised to continue its successful trajectory. 
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7. Conclusion 
The purpose of this chapter is to provide a comprehensive conclusion for the study as it 

meets on the research objectives and answers the research questions. The chapter will 

also include recommendations for companies in similar or earlier stages of the life cycle 

who wish to scale, as well as recommendations for LeanIX. Additionally, the chapter will 

present contributions and limitations of the study and will conclude by highlighting areas 

for future research. 

 

The success of a company can be attributed to various factors such as product quality, 

market timing, and effective execution, among others. In this study, our objective was to 

explore and answer two research questions: 

 

What lessons can be drawn from LeanIX's successful transition from a Startup to a 

Scaleup?  

How did LeanIX's leadership practices contribute to its success? 

 

To address these questions, we conducted a qualitative single case study focusing on 

LeanIX. The study involved semi-structured interviews with five members of LeanIX's 

senior leadership team. Thematic analysis was applied to analyze the interview data. To 

provide a comprehensive understanding of the subject, we developed a simple framework 

encompassing three interconnected pillars: leaders, the team (followers), and the 

operating environment. 

 

By utilizing this framework as the basis of our analysis, we identified four key factors 

that we believe have played a significant role in LeanIX's journey from a Startup founded 

by two individuals in 2012 to a thriving global Scaleup with over 500 employees in 2023.  

 

Three lessons that can be drawn from the company are the importance of transparency as 

an organizational culture, systematizing the work and finally encouraging team 

autonomy. The fourth factor- a transformative leadership style– represents the basis of 

the success of these practices. 

7.1 Transparency as an organizational culture 

The first lesson we can draw from the analysis is transparency and giving the team 

members context to decisions has been crucial for building trust and providing team 

members with a purpose. By building a culture where transparency is woven into the 

company's way of communicating, team members gain a better understanding of why the 

company is doing something and how it affects the company. A greater understanding of 

the mission, coupled with the empowerment of being involved, enables team members to 

perform better and be more motivated since they can see the results of their actions. One 

cannot understate the importance of a positive and inspiring environment on the overall 

performance of the company. We believe that this is one of the key factors that has helped 

LeanIX be successful in transitioning from a Startup to a mature Scaleup. This is in line 

with the framework on which we are evaluating the analysis. 

 

All of these components of why transparency is important can be connected to the 

conceptual framework that was developed. The theoretical framework underscores the 

continuous growth and adaptation of organizations, highlighting transparency as a crucial 

catalyst that interconnects leaders, followers, and the environment. Transparent 
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communication enables leaders to engage with their teams, treating them as capable 

individuals and involving them in decision-making. This empowers followers, fostering 

trust, motivation, and alignment with the organization's purpose. Transparency also 

facilitates adaptability in the environment, enabling organizations to navigate the 

dynamic business landscape. By sharing information, promoting open feedback, and 

fostering a learning culture, transparency supports continuous improvement and drives 

the collective success of leaders, followers, and the organization as a whole. Companies 

in earlier or same lifecycle stages can benefit from embracing a culture of transparency. 

By prioritizing open communication and sharing information about goals, strategies, and 

decisions, organizations foster trust and engagement among team members. Transparent 

practices empower employees by involving them in decision-making processes and 

valuing their input. This not only creates a positive and inclusive work environment but 

also motivates individuals to perform at their best. By cultivating transparency, 

companies can build strong relationships, enhance collaboration, and drive growth and 

success. 

7.2 Transformative leadership 

Another lesson to be drawn which have contributed to LeanIX's success can be attributed 

to its transformative and collaborative leadership approach, which prioritizes individual 

growth, fosters creativity, and empowers employees. The presence of transformational 

leaders within the organization has been instrumental in driving accelerated growth and 

establishing a solid foundation for future stages of the company's lifecycle. These leaders 

possess the ability to inspire, motivate, support, and guide their teams, fostering a culture 

of innovation and ensuring continued success. 

 

A key contributing factor to LeanIX's achievements is its strong commitment to creating 

a safe and innovative work environment. This commitment has not only resulted in high 

employee satisfaction but has also cultivated a positive and thriving organizational 

culture. Other companies can learn valuable lessons from LeanIX by adapting their own 

leadership approaches to align with their unique lifecycle stages and organizational needs. 

By prioritizing employee empowerment, driving innovation, and cultivating a supportive 

work environment, organizations can enhance their competitiveness, sustain long-term 

growth, and ensure the satisfaction of their employees. The three pillars framework, 

which emphasizes the continuous development of leaders, teams, and the environment, 

sheds light on the fundamental factors that have contributed to LeanIX's success. These 

insights offer invaluable guidance for organizations aiming to enhance their leadership 

effectiveness and create a conducive atmosphere for growth and achievement. 

 

LeanIX's successful journey, going from a Startup to a mature Scaleup shows the 

importance of embracing a culture of continuous improvement and adapting strategies to 

create optimal conditions for each stage of the lifecycle. Through their leadership and 

commitment to excellence, LeanIX has positioned itself as a leading force in the industry, 

setting a high standard for others to follow. 

7.3 Processes and structures are the backbone of the company 

One more of the valuable lessons we can learn from LeanIX is the importance of 

implementing processes as a company grows. LeanIX has demonstrated a proactive 

approach in this regard, continually evaluating and improving its processes to adapt to 

the current situation and stage in the company's life cycle. By adding more employees, 
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LeanIX recognizes the need for effective processes and structures to support its 

expansion. 

 

LeanIX's seasoned leaders understand the significance of implementing these structures 

and driving toward specialization. They recognize that as a company transitions from a 

Startup to a Scaleup, having well-defined processes becomes crucial for sustained growth 

and success. These leaders have created an environment that allows freedom and 

creativity for team members while providing the necessary structures to ensure 

consistency and efficiency. The continuous improvement of all aspects within the 

company has been instrumental in LeanIX's successful transition. By actively refining 

and enhancing processes, LeanIX has been able to streamline operations, improve 

efficiency, and effectively manage the challenges that come with growth. This 

commitment to process improvement enables LeanIX to stay agile and responsive in a 

dynamic business environment. By embracing the dynamic framework that underscores 

the significance of the three pillars—leader, team, and environment—and continually 

assessing and enhancing the environment, the implementation of structures and processes 

became a natural progression towards LeanIX's next stage in the lifecycle. This adaptive 

approach enabled LeanIX to navigate the evolving landscape, leverage its strengths, and 

capitalize on opportunities for growth and advancement. Through these deliberate efforts, 

LeanIX positioned itself to successfully embark on the next phase of its journey, equipped 

with the necessary tools and strategies to thrive in a changing business landscape. 

 

For companies in the earlier stages of their lifecycle stages can adopt LeanIX's approach 

and apply it to their own organizations. Recognizing the importance of processes and 

structures, businesses can proactively establish and refine them as the company grows. 

By having well-defined processes in place, companies can create an environment that 

fosters innovation and creativity while ensuring consistency and reliability. Furthermore, 

the success of LeanIX goes beyond just implementing processes. It shows the value of 

continuous development and improvement. As organizations evolve, it is crucial to 

regularly assess processes and make necessary adjustments to fit the changing needs and 

demands. This proactive approach enables companies to adapt and navigate the 

challenges that come with growth effectively. LeanIX serves as a good model for the 

importance of implementing processes and structures as a company grows. By learning 

from their proactive approach, companies can create an environment that promotes 

innovation and productivity while ensuring operational efficiency. The continuous 

development and improvement of processes will position LeanIX for sustained growth 

and success in an ever-changing business landscape. 

7.4 Autonomous teams are beneficial 

LeanIX's approach to creating and empowering autonomous teams highlights the 

significant value it offers to leaders, teams, and the overall work environment. The leaders 

at LeanIX exemplify the importance of embracing a transformative and servant leadership 

style, which involves granting teams the autonomy to make decisions and take ownership 

of their work. This approach not only fosters a culture of innovation but also promotes 

personal growth and collaboration within the team. By entrusting their teams and 

providing them with autonomy, leaders at LeanIX create an environment that unleashes 

the full potential of individuals. This empowerment encourages team members to think 

critically, exercise problem-solving skills, and take calculated risks. As a result, team 

members develop a sense of confidence in their abilities and are more inclined to explore 

creative solutions. Furthermore, LeanIX's emphasis on autonomy aligns seamlessly with 
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its current phase of growth. The company recognizes that in order to navigate the 

challenges and seize the opportunities presented during a company's lifecycle, adaptive 

leadership is crucial. By empowering teams to make decisions, leaders enable the 

organization to respond swiftly to changing market dynamics, emerging trends, and 

customer demands. 

 

The key takeaway from LeanIX's experience is that by empowering teams, leaders can 

cultivate a positive and autonomous work environment. Such an environment not only 

drives innovation but also promotes personal growth among team members. When 

individuals are given the freedom to make decisions, they feel a sense of ownership and 

are more motivated to contribute their best work. This, in turn, contributes to the overall 

success of the organization. Therefore, companies in earlier or similar lifecycle stages can 

learn from LeanIX's approach and prioritize the empowerment of their teams. By 

embracing transformative leadership styles and fostering autonomy, organizations can 

create an environment that nurtures innovation, personal growth, and collaboration. This, 

in turn, positions them for sustained success and growth in an ever-evolving business 

landscape. 

 

The conceptual framework developed reveals the interconnected nature of these four 

factors, underscoring the influence of ongoing development on leadership, the team, and 

the operating environment. By integrating and harmonizing these factors, we believe they 

become crucial drivers for accelerating growth in Startups aspiring to transition into 

Scaleups. While this case study may offer further valuable lessons, we believe these four 

factors have played the most significant role in LeanIX's successful scaling journey. Their 

strategic implementation has contributed to the organization's ability to adapt, innovate, 

and navigate the challenges inherent in scaling, positioning LeanIX for sustained growth 

and success. 

 

Concluding this, we have been able to answer the two research questions this thesis aimed 

to answer.  

What lessons can be drawn from LeanIX's successful transition from a Startup to a 

Scaleup?  

How did LeanIX's leadership practices contribute to its success? 

 

The four lessons are heavily influenced by the leadership at LeanIX, and it clearly showed 

the role that leadership has played in the success of LeanIX transitioning from a Startup 

into a Scaleup. 

 

7.5 Limitations 

All studies are subject to limitations, and this case study is no exception. It is 

acknowledged that conducting a single case study on a specific company and interviewing 

only five individuals from the senior leadership team may not be sufficient to draw 

significant conclusions. The case of LeanIX is unique, and the factors contributing to their 

success may not directly apply to other companies due to various reasons, such as market 

factors or specific product attributes. The limited number of interviews, focused solely 

on the senior leadership team, introduces the possibility of biases in their responses. 

Furthermore, the awareness that this study will be publicly available online may have 

influenced participants to hesitate in expressing negative views about the company, 

teams, environment, or CEO. However, it is important to note that during the interviews, 



65 

 

 

all participants provided extensive answers to both positive and negative aspects of their 

experiences, which mitigated this concern. 

 

Another limitation to consider is that one of the authors is employed by the company 

during the writing of this thesis. This factor could potentially create a reluctance to present 

any negative aspects about the company. However, this potential conflict of interest has 

been consistently evaluated, and it has been determined that it does not compromise the 

integrity of the research. 

7.6 Theoretical contributions  

The theoretical contribution of this thesis lies in its exploration of leadership and its 

ongoing development in guiding teams and creating a positive work environment. The 

thesis contributes to the existing literature by offering insight on how the leaders at 

LeanIX have been adapting its leadership throughout the different lifecycle stages of the 

company.  The conceptual framework developed of three interconnected pillars, leader, 

team, and environment. The framework contributes to a better understanding of why 

constant development of leadership is needed in a Startup aspiring to become a Scaleup. 

This research serves as a starting point for future researchers, providing insights and 

framing the research area. 

7.7 Practical contributions  

The practical contributions of this research highlight how companies at different lifecycle 

stages can effectively implement transparency as an organizational culture and leverage 

adaptive leadership styles, efficient processes, and empowered autonomous teams. 

 

For companies in any stage of their lifecycle, embracing transparency involves creating 

a foundation of open communication and information sharing. This establishes trust 

among team members and provides clarity of purpose. Practical steps include 

implementing regular team meetings, setting up communication channels, and sharing 

company goals and strategies with transparency. As companies transition from Startup to 

Scaleup, adaptive leadership becomes crucial. Leaders should prioritize individual 

growth, foster creativity, and empower employees to drive innovation and navigate 

growth challenges. Practical strategies include leadership development programs, 

mentorship initiatives, and creating a culture that encourages experimentation and 

learning. 

 

Establishing efficient processes and structures is essential during the Scaleup stage. 

Companies should define and refine their processes to ensure scalability and productivity. 

This includes streamlining workflows, implementing performance measurement systems, 

and fostering cross-functional collaboration. Practical steps involve conducting process 

audits, investing in automation tools, and promoting knowledge sharing among teams. 

Empowering autonomous teams plays a vital role from the transitioning stage and beyond 

of the lifecycle. Companies should trust their teams, delegate decision-making authority, 

and encourage ownership of work. This fosters innovation, personal growth, and 

collaboration. Practical strategies include creating self-managed teams, providing 

resources for skills development, and fostering a supportive environment that encourages 

experimentation and risk-taking. 
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For LeanIX, the practical contributions emphasize the importance of continuing with 

transparency initiatives, adaptive leadership styles, efficient processes, and empowering 

autonomous teams. It is crucial for LeanIX to build upon what has worked well thus far 

without becoming complacent or stagnant. By maintaining a constant drive for 

improvement and growth, LeanIX can continue its journey towards becoming an even 

more mature and well-established company. This entails fostering a culture of 

transparency, adapting leadership approaches to changing needs, refining, and enhancing 

processes, and empowering teams to drive innovation and collaboration. Through 

ongoing commitment to growth and excellence, LeanIX can position itself for continued 

success in a dynamic business environment. 

7.8 Societal implications 

This thesis brings light on the challenges associated with the Scaling process of Startups. 

The goal of companies is often to Scale up as soon as possible and as much as possible. 

Companies, and the entrepreneurs behind them, are in a race for profitability and a fight 

against competition. However, these aspects may hide social, environmental, and 

economic problems. 

 

During our interviews, we understood that many employees could not follow the growth 

of the company and while they were performing efficiently when the company was a 

Startup, they were forced to resign when the company became a Scaleup. The growth of 

Startups can therefore affect employees’ well-being in a negative way. The often-

disruptive nature of Startups can also mean a loss of jobs for the disrupted companies.  

 

We could, however, see the growth in another way. In recent years, the concept of social 

entrepreneurship became popularized. It refers to entrepreneurship that is aimed at 

solving social issues.  The domain of social entrepreneurship is not free from the 

challenges of traditional Startups regarding leadership and growth issues. Growth of 

Startups while being associated with negative and positive issues seems to be inevitable 

in our future. This thesis could contribute to the success of these social enterprises. 

 

7.9 Future research 

The theoretical and practical contribution of this thesis sheds light on the evolving nature 

of leadership and its impact on driving teams and creating a positive work environment. 

However, there are avenues for future research that can expand upon these findings and 

contribute to a deeper understanding of leadership implementation. 

 

One potential direction for future research is to broaden the scope by involving multiple 

companies across different industries. By including a diverse range of companies, it 

becomes possible to examine the applicability of the lessons learned in this thesis across 

various organizational contexts. Furthermore, augmenting the sample size would offer 

greater depth to the data and enhance the generalizability of the findings. 

 

Another area for future exploration is to investigate companies that have not successfully 

transitioned from a Startup to a Scaleup. By studying these cases, valuable insights can 

be gained into the challenges and factors that hinder growth and success. Analyzing such 

companies can provide a deeper understanding of the barriers and pitfalls that need to be 

overcome in order to achieve sustainable growth. 
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Furthermore, future research can focus on examining the environmental factors that 

influence company success. Exploring whether a more transactional environment can still 

contribute to the success of organizations would provide valuable insights into the 

interplay between leadership, organizational culture, and the external context. This would 

help uncover the conditions under which different leadership styles and approaches 

thrive, expanding our understanding of effective leadership practices. 
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8. Qualitative truth criteria 
 

In quantitative studies, the most common criteria for reviewing research are validity, 

reliability, and replicability. Qualitative research, however, is often deemed too 

subjective, and therefore an additional set of criteria has been developed to assess a 

qualitative study. (Bryman and Bell, 2011).  This includes dependability, transferability, 

confirmability, and credibility (Bryman and Bell, 2011).   

 

Dependability 

To enhance the trustworthiness of the study, the researchers ensured a thorough review 

of dependability (Bryman, 2011). For this study, the interviews were conducted online, 

allowing for complete recordings that encompassed both visual and audio aspects. 

Additionally, transcripts of the interviews and personal notes were kept. In situations 

where there was any uncertainty regarding the context or precise expression, the authors 

had the ability to refer to their notes and transcripts or even review the entire interview 

segment if necessary. We kept complete records of all phases of the research process to 

allow a possible external audit of our research. Also, we shared our process openly with 

our supervisor.  

 

Transferability 

Transferability, in this context, focuses on how detailed and comprehensive the data are 

presented. While the results of our study may not be directly applicable to other 

companies in the startup, transitioning, or scaleup phases, given that it is a single case 

study on a specific company in a particular area and country, our primary focus has been 

on developing a deeper understanding rather than attempting broad generalizations. The 

company studied has its distinctive history. It has, for example, adapted its remote-

working practices because of the Covid-19 pandemic.  The unique context of the findings 

must be considered.   However, since leadership is such a big part of each company, the 

lessons learned from this study can to some extent be transferable to many companies in 

many different industries. We should still consider that the findings are transferrable to 

other companies in various industries such as new Startups or established and mature 

companies. 

 

Confirmability 

Confirmability concerns ensuring that the researcher's personal values do not 

intentionally influence the research outcomes (Bryman, 2011). Objectivity is crucial, and 

the researcher must refrain from allowing personal values or theoretical bias to impact 

the conclusions drawn.  In our study, we acknowledge the potential influence of our own 

values due to the qualitative research approach employed.  However, we tried to be as 

transparent as possible to show that our personal values did not interfere with the study.  

We explicitly described our pre-understandings, previous experiences and that one of the 

authors is working at the company during the time of the writing of the thesis in Chapter 

3, acknowledging how they may impact the study. Throughout the research, we made a 

conscious effort to distance ourselves from personal values and opinions, maintaining 

objectivity in our analysis. 

 

 

Credibility 

Credibility encompasses a comprehensive evaluation of all aspects of the study (Bryman, 

2011). In our research, we placed a strong emphasis on transparently documenting the 



69 

 

 

decisions made throughout the study, which enhances the credibility of our work.   

Furthermore, to strengthen this, during the writing of this thesis, we collected feedback 

from our supervisors and people not familiar with the topic. Their input provided valuable 

insights and ensured that our essay was accessible to readers without prior expertise in 

the subject matter. 
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Appendices 
Questions to the CFO 

 

Please tell us about your background and experience before starting at LeanIX. 

What experience did you have led a team when you started at the company? 

Please tell us about your experience and tenure with LeanIX. Can you describe the Finance 

Department? 

Can you describe the company when you joined?   

How would you describe the leadership team when you joined? And how has it changed 

since? 

Has there been any problem managing a team like that? 

What leadership qualities did you bring to the team when you joined? How have those 

qualities helped the company?  

What did the leadership team miss when you joined the company? 

Can you describe your leadership style? How has it evolved over the course of your career 

and the course of LeanIX's growth? 

How has your leadership style it evolved over the course of your career and the course of 

LeanIX's growth? 

What are your top priorities for the finance team? And how do you, with your leadership, 

support them with that?  

Why would you hire someone? Which qualities do you look for in a candidate? And what 

would make you fire a team member? 

How have you built trust with your employees since you started? 

How would you describe success in your team? 

How do you balance the needs of individual employees with the needs of the organization 

as a whole? 

Can you describe how you develop and mentor future leaders within the company? 

Would you say that your department today is very specialized? 

How do you ensure that the finance team is collaborating effectively with other 

departments within the company to support its growth? How important is this for you?  

Can you discuss any specific initiatives or projects you led or managed during your first 

time with the company that was particularly critical to the company's success? What made 

those initiatives successful? 

How have you adapted your leadership style to the growth of the company? Has it changed 

since you started until now? If so - how? 

How do you ensure that the company's financial decision-making processes are transparent 

and effective, and what role does leadership play in this process? Is this important, and if 

yes - Why? 

How was your integration into the C-Executive team when you joined the company?  

How do you work with your executive team to get the most out of the finance function? 

Has this changed since you started?  

What do you think are the most important qualities of a leader in a rapidly growing 

company? 

Can you describe a time when your department experienced failure, and how did you 

approach that situation as a leader? 

What do you consider the biggest opportunities as CFO these days?  

What do you consider the biggest challenges as CFO these days?  

What key skills or traits are essential for a CFO's success in a growing company? 

Can you discuss any specific financial initiatives you have led since you joined the 

company, such as expanding into new markets or launching new products, and what impact 

those initiatives had on the company's scaleup trajectory? 
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Questions for the CEO 
Please tell us about your experience and tenure with LeanIX as a leader 

What experience did you have led a team when you started the company? 

Can you discuss the early team formation  

What were some important things for the team in the beginning? 

How were those 2 connected? You changed the architecture, but you also had to change your 

management practices. Do you think it was an engineering problem or a management problem in 

your opinion? 

What were your responsibilities when you started the company? 

How do you manage a team and when does it become too big?  

How do you view your leadership style in the transitioning phase compared to now? 

Can you discuss any significant company strategy shifts during the transition from startup to scale-

up? What made you make those changes? 

What were some of the leadership qualities you were looking for when recruiting for leadership 

positions? How has that changed from the start to now?  

now we know what you would hire them, so why would you fire them? 

What was the reason for those changes? And how did you come to the realization that the change 

was needed?  

Can you share a particular leadership challenge you faced while transitioning to becoming a scale-

up? How did you address it? 

Did you see a difference in your leadership style from when the company had 10 employees to 50-

100 employees? What was the most significant change? 

Can you describe a time when the company experienced failure, and how did you approach that 

situation as a leader? 

Can you describe a particular instance where you had to make a tough decision for the company 

and how you arrived at that decision?  

What do you think are the most important qualities of a leader in a rapidly growing company? 

How would you describe the leadership style that has helped you take the company from a startup 

to a scale-up and now a soonicorn? How much has it changed along the way?  

You mentioned before that transparency is very important for you. Why is it important for you to 

be transparent with the company? 

How has the company culture changed as the company has grown? What's the most noticeable 

difference, say, from when the company had 30-50 employees to now 500? 

How have you maintained the company culture and values as the company has grown? What has 

been important for you to keep from the start of the company till today? 

What do you see as the biggest challenges and opportunities for you as the CEO in the next few 

years, and how do you plan to address them? 

 

Questions for the CMO 

 
Questions 

Please tell us about your background and experience before starting at LeanIX. 

What experience did you have led a team when you started the company? 

Please tell us about your experience and tenure with LeanIX. 

How was the culture in the company when you started? 

What leadership qualities did you bring to the team when you joined? How have those qualities 

helped the company?  

What did the marketing leadership team miss when you joined the company? 

How do you act when you fire someone?  

In your opinion, what were the biggest challenges in terms of leadership when you joined? 
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How have you approached building a high-performing marketing team capable of supporting the 

company's growth objectives? What is particularly important? 

What are your top priorities for the marketing team? And how do you, with your leadership, support 

them with that?  

How have you built trust with your employees since you started? 

How do you motivate and inspire your team in a fast-paced and ever-changing environment? 

How do you balance the needs of individual employees with the needs of the organization as a whole? 

Can you describe how you develop and mentor future leaders within the company? And how do you 

identify who might become a leader?  

And how do you identify who might become a leader?  

What are some qualities you think a CMO need to have 

How do you ensure the company has the right talent and skill sets to meet its goals and objectives? 

How would you say that you are prioritizing and managing your time? How you delegate? What do 

you put on top of your prioritizing list? 

Coming back to what you were talking about before to... like, tell the story of 'Why". Why is this 

important? Why are we doing this? And how is this helping?  

Can you discuss any specific initiatives or projects you led or managed since you started that were 

particularly critical to the company's success? How did you approach that? 

what do you see as the biggest opportunity for the marketing team the coming years, and how do you 

help plan on helping them reaching these opportunities? And what do you want to achieve with the 

team that you built now? 

How do you approach decision-making as a leader, and what factors do you consider when making 

tough calls? How do you communicate tough decisions to the team? 

Can you describe a particular instance where you had to make a tough decision for the company and 

how you arrived at that decision? How did you communicate that to the team? 

What challenges have you faced in the marketing department since you started? How did you handle 

those? 

Please discuss any lessons you've learned as a CMO since you started in your career 

What advice would you give to CMOs who are transitioning from a startup to a scale-up? 

 

Questions for the VP of People  

 
 

Questions 

Please tell us about your background and experience before starting at LeanIX. 

What experience did you have led a team when you started the company? 

Can you describe the company when you joined?  

How was the culture in the company when you started? 

What are your current responsibilities at LeanIX? How have they changed since you started? 

How big is the people’s team right now?  

How did the Peoples team look when you joined? 

What are some differences between a startup and a scaleup  

And how does that rebuild... going from the founder’s mindset where everyone does everything to 

now specialization, how's that journey? 

Can you talk a little more about the phases the company had  

Can you describe your leadership style? How has it evolved over the course of your career? 

it sounds like this was very important to have everyone onboard. And can you tell us a bit why it was 

important for you? 

Can you describe a specific project you had as a leader since joining LeanIX? How did you approach 

that challenge? 

How is the company culture now? 

How do you motivate and inspire your team in a fast-paced and ever-changing environment? 

How does a goal-setting process look like for the company? 

Can you describe a time when you had to lead a major change initiative within the company? What 

were the key steps you took to ensure its success? 

that's a big challenge to take on, on your second week. Could you talk a little more like. How did you 

approach that challenge? 
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What is crucial for maintaining the culture and structure when scaling a company from say 500 to 

1000 employees? 

So, when you arrived, the measures that you took were more like reactive, right? And now you are 

more planning for the future. Is it correct? Do you think that the next growth phase is for the next 

200 employees, or are you like... aiming at even more? 

What are your top priorities for the people's team? And how do you, with your leadership, support 

them with that?  

And what do you more specifically do to support them?  To make this successful? 

Can you describe a specific moment when you had to build or rebuild trust with your team? How did 

you go about doing so? 

would you say that the team today is quiet, I mean like it's quite trusting each other and trusting you? 

how would you describe your relationship with your employees? Are you on a very personal level, 

or more professional, or to have like a mix in there... 

How do you maintain the company's values and culture as it grows and evolves? Is that important? 

Is there a plan for that? 

Can you describe how you develop and mentor future leaders within the company? And how do you 

identify those leaders? 

How do you balance the needs of individual employees with the needs of the organization as a whole? 

 

Questions to the VP of Revenue 

 
Please tell us about your background and experience before starting at LeanIX. 

Can you describe the company when you joined?  

What are your current responsibilities at LeanIX? How have they changed since you started 

What do you consider to be the most important qualities for a leader in a rapidly growing company? 

What have you learned as a leader from being in charge of different teams?  

How has your leadership style evolved over the years, and what lessons have you learned along the 

way? 

How has your hiring process changed?  

How do you empower your team members to take ownership and initiative in their work? Is this 

important for you? If so, why?  

And on a personal level, how do you interact with them? Can you like be friend with them? Are you 

like close to your team? Or is there a distance? 

How did the company's overall leadership change during the transition from a startup to a scale-up? 

What has been the most noticeable change in your eyes? 

Can you describe any specific initiatives or programs you implemented to help your team adapt to 

new roles or responsibilities during the transition? 

Scale-up Phase: 

How has the culture changed in the company changed from when you started until today? What is 

the biggest difference, and what do you think is the reason for that? 

how do you help and support the future leaders of the company? And how do you recognize them? 

Can you describe a time when your department experienced failure, and how did you approach that 

situation as a leader? 

which kind of culture do you want to build in relation with failure? 

What are the current processes and structure of learning?  how you learn and how you transfer 

knowledge, for example. 

So, you feel that your team is quite open to the rest of the company and also to other companies, 

right? 

So, staying humble and transparent and just learning from each other, seems to be a good approach? 

What do you think took LeanIX from 5 to 500 employees...  What are some key things that you feel 

were crucial for the success 

If you look at the future... What is the next stage, and what is the next goal?  And how do you think 

the company will change in terms of groups, teams, leadership, and culture? 

Being transparent, it's important for the company and for everyone. Why would you say transparency 

is important for you. And what value does it bring to the company? 
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