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Management Summary  
This study followed a design science methodology in order to learn more about the 
characteristics of SMEs in the transition from high-growth to sustained growth and to 
develop an approach to assist these firms in their transition. High-growth is a phase where the 
scale and scope of a firm’s activities and the company size expands rapidly (Nicholls-Nixon, 
2005), with an average sales growth (or employment growth) exceeding 20% per annum for a 
2 - year window (Lee, 2014). Sustained growth is a phase of a firm that achieved predictable 
growth by means of implementing the right processes, systems, structures and policies 
(Mckeown, 2010).  
 
In the Netherlands, only a small group of high-growth SMEs are accountable for a large part 
of the 70% employment SMEs bring about (“Staat van MKB”, 2016). Unfortunately, high 
growth is usually short-lived. Because it causes a SME to become more complex and faced 
with several challenges (Hambrick and Crozier, 1985). Only one in ten companies are 
capable to overcome these challenges and will achieve sustained growth, while others grew 
on average or even declined (“Staat van MKB”, 2016; Zook and Allen, 2016). This phase is 
called “Whitewater” (Mckeown, 2010). It is a phase where a SME is faced with fluctuation in 
growth due to the difficulty of coping with these challenges (Hambrick and Crozier, 1985). It 
is unknown why only a small subset of SMEs is successful in overcoming whitewater and 
achieving sustained growth (Parker, Storey, & Van Witteloostuijn, 2010). In addition, 
Chematronics, the company were this study is conducted, indicated that there is not much 
support for high-growth B2B SMEs to overcome whitewater. Therefore, they asked me to 
develop an approach.  
 
Literature review  
High growth can be achieved if the type of strategy, the determinants of an organization, and 
the determinants of entrepreneurs are combined appropriately (Storey, 2016). As a result, the 
scale and scope of a firm’s activities are enlarged and the size of a company is boosted 
(Nicholls-Nixon, 2005). The growing complexity of high-growth causes that SMEs enter the 
“Whitewater” phase (Mckeown, 2010). To overcome the complexity and achieve sustained 
growth, organizational changes are required (Slevin & Covin, 1997). Making a strategic 
decision about these changes is quickly done but implementing them is incredibly difficult 
(Hambrick and Crozier, 1985). This is due to the fact that these changes involve changing the 
deep structure of an organization (Nicholls-Nixon, 2005).  
 
In the literature, there is a lack of data about the characteristics of SMEs regarding the phases 
“High-growth”, “Whitewater” and “Sustained Growth”. It is unknown whether the 
management style, the role of the entrepreneur, particular firm strategies, and so on, are 
important to achieve sustained growth (Coad, Daunfeldt, Hölzl, Johansson, & Nightingale, 
2014a). Based on these literature findings and input of Chematronics an initial problem 
statement is composed; “There is too little current knowledge about the characteristics of 
B2B SMEs during the transition to sustained growth to develop an approach.”   
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Design process approach  
A design process approach based on Van Aken, Berends, & Van der Bij (2012) was taken to 
investigate the initial problem statement (Figure 4). An empirical analysis was conducted by 
means of multiple case studies, which was the basis for designing a solution. By means of 
logical reasoning and literature the context for designing a solution was selected. Thereafter, 
the concept solution was designed by means of several iteration process loops. The concept 
solution was tested in a session with a small focus group consisting of an entrepreneur of a 
B2B SME in whitewater and an entrepreneur of Chematronics.  
 
Analysis  
The empirical analysis shows differences in characteristics regarding leadership, strategy, 
culture, structure, systems, and management practices between the phases “High-growth”, 
“Whitewater” and “Sustained growth”. Based on logical reasoning and literature the context 
for designing a solution is on the changing role of entrepreneurs and the changing 
management structure. As a result, the final problem statement is composed as; “Changes in 
the role of the entrepreneur and the management structure are required for a SME to achieve 
Sustained growth but they are insufficiently stimulated.” 
 
Design & Test 
Based on this final problem statement, the ScaleUp Execution Heroes approach has been 
designed. The ScaleUp Execution Heroes approach is a cyclic approach consisting of four 
phases; “Insights”, “Reflect”, “Options”, and “Explore” (Figure 9). The approach assists an 
innovative B2B SME to get insights into the current situations of a SME. Followed by a 
reflection of an individual or a team to create awareness and see the available options to 
improve a company’s situation. Thereafter the effectiveness of the implementation of one or 
more options is explored.  Appraisal of the design has been conducted by means of evaluating 
its usefulness with two B2B SMEs. One of who’s core business it is to help other SMEs to 
achieve sustained growth and the other for whom the approach is intended. The overall test 
turned out to be positive.  
 
Conclusions  
A B2B SME increases its’ chances to achieve sustained growth if it changes the role of 
entrepreneurs, develops a management team, keeps a flat organizational structure and culture, 
changes several strategies, develops company-specific systems and processes and provides 
employees with the possibilities to develop themselves. This process should start on the basis 
of the ScaleUp Execution Heroes approach.  
 
Theoretical contributions 
This study contributes to existing literature in three ways; by providing an overview of the 
characteristics of high-growth, whitewater, and sustained growth based on a literature review 
and empirical analysis; by reflecting on characteristics that play an important role in the 
transition to sustained growth; and by developing an approach to assists B2B SMEs in their 
transition to sustained growth. In addition, this study also connects the model of Burke-
Litwin (1992) to the transition to sustained growth. 
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Managerial implications 
The ScaleUp Execution Heroes approach provides the blueprint to evaluate the changing 
situation periodically. It has the aim to achieve a more continuous state of reflection for a 
company that is facing challenges of high-growth. However, the execution of the approach 
can be challenging and time consuming. Therefore, a specialist should be considered, such as 
Chematronics. Chematronics could utilize the ScaleUp Execution Heroes approach to 
strengthen their core product. They could be the moderator to create awareness and provide 
assistance to develop a plan of action with core members of a B2B SMEs in whitewater. 
Similar companies like Chematronics can also offer their expertise with this approach. In the 
end, a company should be able to continue the cycle after a period of assistance due to the 
repetitious nature of the approach. The approach might also find its way to different sectors 
where one of the main problems is to tackle the fleeting and complex nature of high-growth.  
  
Limitations and further research  
For this study, several limitations and further research topics are indicated. First, literature 
findings cannot always be perfectly generalized due to a considerable amount of literature 
that was heterogeneous (e.g. definition of high-growth) in the context of high-growth SMEs. 
Second, empirical findings were meant for further defining and characterizing the phases and 
challenges of SMEs from high-growth to sustained growth.  The transitional nature of a high-
growth SME going for sustained growth makes it difficult to define, but this study 
accomplished to do so. However, further research should investigate how generalizable the 
characteristics are. Third, the solution design has only been on the main organisational factors 
(leadership, strategy, culture, structure, systems, and management practices) whereas the 
organizational performance is also determined by other organizational factors (individual 
factors or business unit factors) and external influences (customers). Further research could 
investigate how much influence external factors might have on reaching sustained growth. 
Fourth, the entrepreneur and the core employees are at the heart of this approach. However, 
only entrepreneurs were interviewed. Further research should also include the experiences 
and ideas of core employees. Finally, the concept solution has not been tested to the extent it 
should have been to make a proper assumption about its’ effectiveness. A longitudinal study 
among high-growth SMEs and SMEs in Whitewater could provide data about how effective 
the approach really is to achieve sustained growth.  
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Chapter 1 - Introduction  
A number of firms that are of particular interest to policymakers, practitioners, and 
researchers are Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) with high growth (Daunfeldt, 
Elert, & Johansson, 2015). These high-growth SMEs are often defined based on the definition 
of OECD1 as “a firm with an average employment growth (or sales growth) exceeding 20% 
per annum for a period of 3-years (Audretsch, 2012). They strongly stimulate growth of 
employment, they spread innovation in different markets, and create economic changes in 
their local areas (Coad, Daunfeldt, Johansson, & Wennberg, 2014b). While moderate 
growing firms only have a limited impact on their economy (Daunfeldt, Elert, & Johansson, 
2015). This is also the case in the Netherlands (“Staat van MKB”, 2016).  
 
According to Staat van MKB (2016) a small group of high-growth SMEs provides a 
significant contribution to the employment growth and Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in the 
Netherlands. In the Netherlands, 99.8% of the companies are SMEs according to the 
European definition of SMEs; “Companies with a maximum of 250 employees with a 
turnover less than €50 million or a total balance sheet of less than €43 million” (“The 
commission of the European Communities”, 2003). These SMEs are accountable for 70% of 
the employment of which a large part is due to high-growth SMEs (“Staat van MKB”, 2016). 
While only about five percent of the SMEs in the Netherlands are high-growth SMEs based 
the definition of OECD. 
 
Despite the fact that SMEs with high growth are major contributors to an economy, only one 
in ten companies are able to sustain high, predictable growth. Other companies grow on 
average or even decline (Staat van MKB, 2016; Zook & Allen, 2016). High growth produces 
the scale and scope of firm’s activities and the company size to expand rapidly Nicholls-
Nixon, 2005). As a result, SMEs often become more complex and are faced with several 
developmental challenges (Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). These SMEs have arrived in the 
phase between “High-growth” and "Sustained growth”, called “Whitewater” (Mckeown, 
2010).  
 
The few companies that are able to overcome these challenges do so by implementing 
appropriate processes, policies, and systems (Mckeown, 2010). As a consequence, these firms 
make the transition to a predictable growth phase, which is called sustained growth 
(Mckeown, 2010; Zook & Allen, 2016). More companies should achieve sustained growth 
but changing the deep structure of an organization is difficult (Weick & Quinn, 1999).  
 
Although many scholars have established the importance of high-growth SMEs (e.g. Delmar, 
Davidsson, & Gartner, 2003; Acs & Mueller, 2008; Henrekson & Johansson, 2010; Bos & 
Stam, 2013), research on managing high-growth SMEs is fragmented and without 
consistency (Demir, Wennberg, & McKelvie, 2017). High-growth research is fragmented due 
to several reasons; an inconsistency in definitions, the difficulty of sampling high-growth 

                                                
1 Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) - an intergovernmental economic 
organisation consisting of 35 member countries (“About the OECD”, 2017) 
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firms, and the increasing complexity that high-growth SMEs experience. Studies mention an 
inconsistency in definitions because studies concerning high-growth SMEs use a variety of 
methods and measurements (e.g. Henrekson & Johansson, 2010). Empirical tracking and 
sampling high-growth SMEs is a challenge because the nature of high-growth is often 
fleeting because it is transitional (Daunfeldt & Halvarsson, 2015). Studies also mentioned 
that high-growth is fleeting due to the significant challenges that high-growth SMEs face, 
such as the high need for new qualified employees due to the increased firm’s activities (e.g. 
Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). However, there is a lack of research addressing these challenges 
(Coad et al., 2014a).  
 
As a result, these reasons cause research on managing high-growth SMEs to be fragmented 
and with limited cumulative knowledge building. Consequently, there is a lack of a solid base 
for generating new knowledge (Coad et al., 2014a). Demir et al. (2017) mention that there is 
no robust and consistent approach (e.g. definitions, concepts, and methods) to build new 
knowledge upon. They note that the findings of the extant research are constrained to 
relatively isolated streams of research (Demir et al., 2017).  
 
Consequently, not much is known in the literature about characteristics of high-growth and 
the transition to sustained growth (Parker, Storey, & Van Witteloostuijn, 2010; Coad et al., 
2014a). Parker et al. (2010) finished their research with the following query research; “What 
explains our findings that only a small subset of high-growth SMEs is successful in jumping 
over the barriers to sustained growth, while so many other promising high-growth firms 
returned to normal or moderate growth rate?” Coad et al. (2014a) even mentioned that; ‘We 
do not know much about whether the role of entrepreneur, organizational innovation during 
high growth, management styles, firm strategies, and so on, are important for sustained 
growth.” These quotes support the scientific goal of this study to learn  more about the 
characteristics of SMEs in the transition from high-growth to sustained growth.  
 
A company that wants to support high-growth SMEs in their transition to sustained growth is 
Chematronics. Chematronics is a Business-to-Business (B2B) company that assists other 
B2B SMEs in their projects, business developments, and strategies. The entrepreneur 
(owner/founder) of Chematronics experienced challenges after a period of high-growth and 
noticed the same at other B2B SMEs. They noted that they want to assist these companies by 
means of an approach (T. Smetsers, personal communication, June 11, 2017). Therefore, the 
practical goal of this study is to develop an approach that Chematronics can use to assist B2B 
SMEs to overcome whitewater and achieve sustained growth. 
 
To realize the goals of this study, the general research question of this thesis project is:  
How can high-growth B2B SMEs be organized to achieve sustained growth? 
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In order to realize the goals of this research, a number of sub-questions have been formulated:  
❖ In the literature, what is known about high-growth SMEs, whitewater, and the 

transition to sustained growth? 
❖ In practice, which characteristics play an important role in the organization of B2B 

SMEs in the transition from high-growth to sustained growth in the Netherlands?  
❖ How can high-growth B2B SMEs be organized to achieve sustained growth? 

 
This thesis project follows a design science methodology. The design science methodology is 
useful because this study is driven by a field problem and is solution oriented (Van Aken, 
Berends, and Van der Bij, 2012). A field problem is often theory informed (Van Aken, 
Berends, and Van der Bij, 2012). Therefore, a literature review is conducted to conceptualize; 
high-growth SMEs, whitewater, and the transition to sustained growth. For the solution, the 
perspectives of the actor that wants to deal with the field problem is used (Van Aken, 
Berends, and Van der Bij, 2012). In this case the actor is Chematronics, the company where 
this study is conducted. Based on the literature findings and input of Chematronics, the initial 
problem statement is composed. Thereafter, the design process approach is followed to 
develop the concept solution and test the design.  
 
As a result, the report structure is as follows. In chapter 2 the literature review is elaborated. 
Chematronics can be found in chapter 3. Chapter 4 presents the design process approach, 
including the multiple case study design, iteration process of designing a solution, and the 
explanation of how the concept solution is tested.  The analysis by means of the multiple case 
studies is shown in chapter 5. Chapter 6 shows the concept solution with the design 
requirements, design parameters, and the summary of the test of the solution.  The remaining 
chapter 7 covers the conclusions, contributions, managerial implications, limitations and 
further research.  
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Chapter 2 - Literature review 
A systematic literature review was conducted to identify what is known in the literature about 
high-growth SMEs, whitewater, and transition to sustained growth (see Appendix A). Due to 
the fact that there are no robust and consistent approaches in regard to the phases high-
growth, whitewater and sustained growth, the purpose of the systematic literature reviews is 
to synthesize the findings and concepts of the fragmented literature. First, a section in regard 
to high-growth SME that shows the characteristics of SMEs in the high-growth phase. The 
second section shows the whitewater phase that a SME experiences due to increased 
complexity. The section indicates the challenges that SMEs are facing during the whitewater 
phase, e.g. the managerial challenges, organizational challenges and the challenge of finding 
additional financial resources. At the end of this section the challenges are shown in a cause-
and-effect diagram (Figure 1). A third section shows literature in regard to the transition to 
sustained growth. There is a lack of knowledge regarding this transition. While organizational 
change seems to be required it is difficult (Hambrick and Crozier, 1985). Many internal and 
external factors are influencing these changes. The model of Burke-Litwin (1992) present 
these factors. Because the challenges of high-growth and several factors of the Burke-Litwin 
model (1992) match, in the fourth section they will be linked. These factors are used to create 
an overview of the characteristics known in the literature (Table 1) and they are also used to 
systematically analyse empirical data later on.  
 
2.1 High-growth SMEs 
Generally, SMEs can be characterized as firms with an independent management, capital is 
supplied, and the ownership is held by an individual (founder) or a small group of 
entrepreneurs (co-founders / co-owners). Often, the managers are also the owners (Scott & 
Bruce, 1987). Entrepreneurs are the foundation of SMEs by means of their experience, skills, 
knowledge and goal orientation. The role played by entrepreneurs is one of the major 
determinants of SME competitiveness due to the high level of decision making authority 
(Hansen & Hamilton, 2011). SMEs mainly have one central location but operates at several 
markets which do not have to be local (Scott & Bruce, 1987).  
 
Most SMEs grow slowly or not at all, while the small number of high-growth SMEs are 
major drivers of economic growth, e.g. job creators (Hölzl, 2014). High growth indicates that 
a firm is capable of increasing the scale and scope of its’ activities (Nicholls-Nixon, 2005). 
High-growth SMEs have many synonyms, e.g. Gazelles, high-growth firms or rapid-growth 
firms (Henrekson & Johansson, 2010).  
 
There is no generally accepted manner to define high-growth due to the variety of ways it 
occurs (Wiklund, Patzelt, & Shepherd, 2009). Studies often define high-growth SMEs as 
firms with an average sales growth (or employment growth) of 20% in a 3-year window (e.g. 
Hölzl, 2014). They also use thresholds for defining high-growth firms, such as the 1 or 10% 
fastest growing firms in an investigated population (e.g. Stangler, 2010).  
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Due to the inconsistency and often fleeting nature of high-growth, studies differ in the 
window for defining high-growth. Lee (2014) defines high-growth firms by means of a 2-
year window because of data limitations. Lee (2014) mentions that the use of a 2-year 
window does not cause major changes in results relative to a 3-year window normally used. 
Due to the inconsistency in defining high growth and its’ often fleeting nature, this report 
defines SMEs in the high growth phase as; a firm where the scale and scope of firm’s 
activities and the company size expands rapidly, with an average sales growth (or 
employment growth) exceeding 20% per annum for a 2 - year window. This definition fits 
with previous research and should not lead to major changes (Lee, 2014).  
 
High-growth SMEs exist in all kind of industries, vary in size but tend to be younger than the 
average firm in an industry (Henrekson & Johansson, 2010). They can be distinguished from 
other growing SMEs based on three components; the determinants of an entrepreneur, the 
determinants of the organization, and the type of strategy associated with growth. High 
growth is achieved when all three components are combined appropriately (Storey, 2016). In 
the following sections these components are elaborated upon.  
 
The determinants of an entrepreneur  
The behavioural traits, prior industry experience, and skills of an entrepreneur are important 
to manage high-growth (Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). An entrepreneur needs to be intrinsic 
motivated, hardworking and committed to growth (Smallbone, Leig & North, 1995). After 
all, they are the trademark for investors and create the organization’s atmosphere and image 
(Scott & Bruce, 1987). Entrepreneurs with relevant industry experience have a better 
established professional network and more management expertise than others without these 
experiences. Due to the professional network, they might have access to additional resources, 
such as human capital or financial resources (Willard, Krueger, & Feeser, 1992). 
Entrepreneurs with entrepreneurial experience are better accustomed to the entrepreneurial 
process and are more likely to avoid costly mistakes (Barringer, Jones, & Neubaum, 2005). A 
lack of management experience and skills can hamper high growth substantially (Lee, 2014).  
 
The determinants of an organization  
SMEs can better be started by a team of entrepreneurs than an individual (Feeser & Willard, 
1990). SMEs that are started by a team of entrepreneurs have a broader diversity of 
viewpoints, more risk-bearing ability, greater access to resources and a broader array of ideas 
(Feeser & Willard, 1990). In addition, the ability to recruit managers and employees with 
skills and capable experience increases the probability to achieve and maintain high-growth 
(Barringer et al., 2005). In accordance, employees should be selected based on their ability to 
handle the pace of firm growth rather than their talent. They should work hard, have a 
flexible mindset, and adapt quickly (Fischer, Reuber, Hababou, Johansson, & Lee, 1997). 
Nonetheless, providing sufficient training for employees is important (Barbero, Casillas & 
Feldman, 2011). Training employees and managers across several levels of a firm proves to 
be beneficial (Barbero et al., 2011). They work harder if they have a stock in the firm or get a 
big financial bonus with a moderate salary (Parker et al., 2010).  
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Types of strategy associated with growth 
Not one kind of strategy is universal for all high growth SMEs, but literature shows several 
widely occurring factors these SMEs have in common. SMEs with high growth are capable 
of making strategic decisions (Fombrun & Wally, 1989). They successfully innovate, develop 
business plans, create a unique value for customers, they sell high-quality products, and 
utilize new advanced technologies (Barringer et al., 2005). Innovation boosts sales by means 
of new patentable technology or scalable business models (Siegel, Siegel, & Macmillan, 
1993). SMEs diversify their products or services in order to sustain competitive advantage, 
although they hardly ever move far from their field of expertise (Fombrun & Wally, 1989). 
Innovation plays a significant role in the diversification of their products (O’Regan, 
Ghobadian, & Gallear, 2006). Planning and strategic decision making is done with future 
growth in mind. A SME creates a unique value by satisfying a customer need that was not yet 
satisfied. It uses new advanced technologies to develop proprietary high-quality products 
(Siegel et al., 1993). Due to sales of high-quality products or high-quality services, a high-
growth SME differentiates themselves from competitors and customers are adopting them 
repeatedly (Rogers, 2010).  
 
In other words, achieving high-growth depends on many factors. While achieving high-
growth is difficult, it is even more difficult to maintain (Barringer et al., 2005). The 
expansion of the firm’s activities and company size causes that decision making becomes 
complex (Nicholls-Nixon, 2005). As a result, a SME has arrived in the next phase called 
“Whitewater” (Mckeown, 2010).  
 
2.2 Whitewater  
“Whitewater” is a phase where a firm is faced with several challenges that are difficult to 
cope due to the increased complexity (Nicholls-Nixon, 2005). As a result, SMEs experience a 
fluctuation in growth or even go bankrupt in the worse case (Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). 
Therefore, understanding these challenges is key to reach the transition to sustained growth.  
 
SMEs can face challenges such as managerial challenges, organizational challenges, and the 
challenge to find additional financial resources (Hambrick & Crozier, 1985; Nicholls-Nixon, 
2005; Lee, 2014). In the following sections these challenges are presented.  
 
Managerial Challenges 
Research has shown that entrepreneurs find it difficult to extract themselves from the day-to-
day operational functions (Smallbone et al., 1995). They are often blindly committed to a 
chosen course of action and do not see the need for change at first (Hambrick & Crozier, 
1985). Because it was incorporated within a strategy and organizational behaviour that has 
resulted in high-growth of their SME (Fischer & Reuber, 2003). Consequently, entrepreneurs 
often find it difficult to determine what kind of organizational changes are required because 
they face greater managerial complexity than average growing or more slowly growing SMEs 
(Slevin & Covin, 1997). However, they are often unwilling to bring in outside help (Fischer 
& Reuber 2003). Therefore, the role of entrepreneurs also can be challenging. Entrepreneurs 
who are suited for the development of start-ups often lack the skills required for each 
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subsequent development phases (Lee, 2014). They were committed and motivated during the 
high-growth phase but it is not known in particular how they behave in the whitewater phase 
(Coad et al., 2014a).   
 
Another managerial challenge is that the increased activities of SMEs influence the strategic 
decision making process and hamper further growth, e.g. the product quality reduces 
(Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). Management of SMEs in whitewater should concentrate on 
product development and organizational change instead of everyday operations. However, the 
demands of growth on the management resource base of SMEs seems to make it difficult to 
extract themselves from day-to-day operational functions (Smallbone et al., 1995). Other 
skills and experience seem to be needed to facilitate and manage further growth (Lee, 2014).  
 
While it is a challenge to recruit managers that have the required skills and experience, it may 
even be harder to integrate new managers into a team. Because new managers do not know 
where their responsibilities stop and other manager's responsibility starts (Brush, Ceru, & 
Blackburn, 2009). It takes time and training to understand the functions and responsibility of 
each other. As a result, the decision making process becomes even more difficult and friction 
might arise between old and new manager (Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). Friction between old 
and new managers can be challenging as well.  
 
Organizational Challenges  
An organizational challenge is that SMEs with high-growth have a high need for new 
employees and may be susceptible to shortages of employees (Brush et al., 2009). In 
particular, there is a high need of specialists with required skills and experience in the 
activities of a SME (Lee, 2014).   
 
It is not only growth in sheer numbers during the high-growth phase. Working hours also 
tend to increase for the involved and committed managers and employees. They work very 
hard and can work up to 80-hours a week. The staff might even have several extra functions 
because there is no money to develop management structures (Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). 
 
Another organizational challenge is that new employees can affect the current business 
atmosphere (Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). New employees can change the working spirit of 
teams because members do not know each others’ competencies, values, and feelings. It 
might result in an inefficient collaboration and inadequate results (Brush et al., 2009).  
 
New employees are also unknown with the company standards and values. They might 
influence the company's sense of family atmosphere that older employees loved. These older 
employees may have joined a small enterprise due to the informality and self-accountability. 
They may prefer to be part of a cohesive intimate team and have broad job responsibility 
(Hambrick & Crozier, 1985).  
 
Due to the increased company size, employees might lose their loyalty to the entrepreneur.  
Because they see him or her far less and may no longer follow the same mission as the 
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entrepreneur (Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). In order words, employee retention is another 
major challenge for SMEs in whitewater.  
 
Communication between employees and entrepreneurs is another challenge. Due to the 
increased size, face-to-face contact become more difficult and systems will be required 
(Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). This might prove to be another financial burden.  
 
The need of additional financial resources 
The cash flow of SMEs in whitewater is often negative because funds are needed for 
equipment and working capital to keep up with demand (Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). 
However, finances are not easily available due to the fluctuation and instability of growth 
(Fischer & Reuber, 2003). As a result, entrepreneurs of SMEs in whitewater try to cost 
control their companies and find a way to become profitable (Zook & Allen, 2016). 
 
In summary  
Due to dramatic changes in the scale and scope of the firm’s activities and the increased 
company size, SMEs in whitewater are faced with several managerial challenges, 
organizational challenges, and financial challenges. The entrepreneurs of SMEs in whitewater 
are often disoriented by the pace at which changes are required (Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). 
They find it difficult to determine and make decision about what kind of organizational 
changes are required (Slevin & Covin, 1997). As a result, the decision making process is 
struggling. The cause and effect of this phenomenon is presented in Figure 1.  
 

 
Figure 1 - Cause-and-Effect diagram of the “Whitewater” phase 

 
2.3 The transition to sustained growth 
Sustained growth is a phase of a SME where growth has become predictable due to the 
implementation of for instance appropriate processes, policies, structure, and systems 
(Mckeown, 2010). Often, a balanced management team is developed with skills and 
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experience that complement each other and a flat organizational structure is conserved 
(Hambrick & Crozier, 1985; Kor, 2003).  
 
Making a strategic decision about these changes is quickly done but implementing them is 
incredibly difficult (Hambrick and Crozier, 1985). Because these organizational changes also 
require a change in the deep structure of an organization (Nicholls-Nixon, 2005). An 
organization’s deep structure refers to a simple set of shared rules that define the firm’s 
business logic, reason for being, and its basic principles of organization (Gersick, 1991). It is 
really difficult to change the deep structure of an organization because it regards to the 
culture, mission, strategy, and leadership of an organization (Burke, 2017).  
 
In the literature, there is a lack of data about the characteristics of organizational change in 
deep structure or other changes in the transition to a sustained growth  (Parker et al., 2010; 
Coad et al., 2014a; Bianchini et al., 2017)  It is unknown whether the management style, the 
role of the entrepreneur or particular firm strategies are important to achieve sustained growth 
(Coad et al., 2014a) There is also no theoretical framework explicitly targeting sustained 
growth (Bianchini et al.,  2017).  
 
In order to determine the appropriate organizational changes regarding the transition to 
sustained growth it is useful to introduce the organizational change and organization 
performance model of Burke-Litwin (1992).  This model is preferred over other 
organizational models (e.g. Mintzberg’s (1989) structuring organizational approaches) 
because it is one of the few models that include organizational change and not only focuses 
on organizational functioning. It is also preferable over business growth models (e.g. Greiner, 
1972; Churchill & Lewis, 1983; and Scott & Bruce, 1987) because these models distinguish 
five growth phases that occur in a particular order. However, high-growth SMEs are not 
developed according to pre-set sequence of phases (Delmar et al., 2003; Phelps, Adam, & 
Bessant, 2007, Wiklund et al., 2009). Delmar et al. (2003) and Phelps et al. (2007) mention 
that the growth patterns of high-growth SMEs are highly heterogeneous and appear to evolve 
through their own phases of stability and instability related to managerial challenges.  
 
The model of Burke- Litwin (1992)  
The model of Burke-Litwin (1992) shows the complexity of organizational change by means 
of dividing organizational change into 12 factors (these factors are the boxes in Figure 2). 
Figure 2 demonstrates that a change in one (or more) “box(es)” will eventually have an 
impact on the others. This open-system principle is depicted by means of showing arrows in 
both directions. This model has been originally developed by Litwin and refined by Burke. 
But their work has been based on previous thinkers. It incorporates the Weisbord’s model 
(1976), the Nadler and Tushman model (1980) and the seven S’s of the Mckinsey model 
(Peters & Waterman, 1982). The model embodies input (show as external environment), 
output (shown as performance), factors on an individual level (e.g. motivation, skills/abilities, 
individual needs) and factors at a total system level like mission and strategy, leadership, 
structure, culture, systems and management practices also called organisational factors 
(Burke & Litwin, 1992).  
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Figure 2 - The Burke-Litwin model of organizational performance and change (Burke & Litwin, 1992)  
 
Some factors weigh more than others in regard to change. Changes in areas like mission, 
strategy, leadership, and culture are challenging on the grounds of they are deep structured 
into an organization. But because they have a profound influence on the total system these 
changes hold more weight than changes in individual areas. System wide change rarely 
occurs without a discontinuous jolt to an already existing system. On account of this the 
changes that are needed are called discontinuous changes (Burke & Litwin, 1992). A 
discontinuous change is the result of a growing misalignment between an inert deep structure 
and observed environmental requirement, such as a technological innovation or 
competitiveness (Weick & Quinn, 1999). They need to be planned and aligned with each 
other. Therefore, they weigh more than continuous changes. Continuous changes concern the 
more ongoing day-to-day operations and transactions (Weick & Quinn, 1999), such as the 
structure, systems, and management practices in the model of Burke-Litwin (1992). 
Continuous change can be seen as an evolutionary occurrence, whereas discontinuous change 
has a more revolutionary nature (Burke & Litwin, 1992).   
 
2.4 Linking high-growth with the transition to sustained growth  
In the model of Burke-Litwin (1992) the organizational performance portrays results, 
achievements and effort. Subject to a high growth SME the performance illustrates a growth 
of at least 20% in sales (or employment growth). While when the model is applied to a SME 
enduring all the whitewater challenges the organisational performance is more fluctuating. 
The aim is to achieve sustained growth as the organisational performance.  
 
The expanded firm’s activities and the subsequent increase in company size causes the need 
for organisational change. When aiming for change on a total system level it would be wise 
to divert the energy, time and resources to those factors with sufficient weight and influence 
in the organisation. These organizational factors have been mentioned above; leadership, 
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strategy, culture, structure, systems and management practices. In the following sections, 
these are explained in regard to the phases high-growth and whitewater.  
 
Leadership 
Burke and Litwin (1992) mentions leadership as the executives that provide direction and 
serve as behavioural role model for all employees. In high-growth SMEs, the leaders are an 
individual or a small group of entrepreneurs. They are role models with specific behavioural 
traits (Scott & Bruce, 1987). The motivation, prior industry experience, and skills of these 
entrepreneurs led them to achieve high-growth (Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). However, the 
expanding firm’s activities and increasing company size make entrepreneurs one of the 
possible challenges. They often do not have the skills and experience required for each 
subsequent development phase (Fischer & Reuber, 2003). In order words, the increased 
activities of a SME have the effect that the role of leadership might change from being a 
catalyst to becoming a challenge.  
 
Strategy  
An organizational strategy is the sum of the actions a company intends to take to achieve 
long-term goals (Burke & Litwin, 1992). The increased complexity of a growing SME causes 
it to be difficult to make strategic decisions (Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). High-growth SMEs 
often diversify their products or services in order to sustain competitive advantage, although, 
they hardly ever move far from their field of expertise (Fombrun & Wally, 1989). Innovation 
plays a significant role in the diversification of their products (O’Regan et al., 2006). Due to 
the high-growth, SMEs are faced with difficulties in deciding proactive strategies, such as 
decision about production (Smallbone et al., 1995). In conclusion, the increased activities 
might have an effect on the strategy of a high-growth SME.  
 
Mission is excluded due to the fact that high-growth SME exists in all kind of industries, vary 
in size but tend to be younger than the average firm in an industry (Henrekson & Johansson, 
2010). In order words, they are highly heterogeneous which made it difficult to compare the 
missions of these companies.  
  
Culture 
According to Burke and Litwin (1992), culture is about the way things are done in a 
company. Due to the recruitment of employees and managers, the business atmosphere might 
become affected. Because new employees and managers often do not know the company 
values. In addition, they do not know the responsibility of other employees and managers 
(Brush et al., 2009). In order words, the increased size might have an effect on the culture.  
 
Management practices  
Burke and Litwin (1992) mention that management practices are the manner in which 
managers utilize the human and material resources at their disposal. Management practices 
represent a pattern of specific behaviour, applied to carry out the organization's strategy. Due 
to the lack of skills and experience leaders need to find a way to train employees and 
managers (Barbero et al., 2011). In addition, new employees and managers need to be trained 
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to understand the standards, values and their responsibilities within their new company 
(Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). But while management practices applied in the past have 
proven to be successful, these are not guaranteed to work under the new circumstances 
(Barbero et al., 2011). Additionally, major changes in systems and structures are required in 
order to cope with the increased complexity that accompanies high-growth (Nicholls-Nixon, 
2005).  
 
In summary, the cause-and-effect-diagram (Figure 1, section 2.3 the Whitewater phase) can 
be rearranged to a cause-and effect-diagram based on the organizational factors of Burke and 
Litwin (1992), see Figure 3.  Using these factors for analysis, SMEs can be systematically 
analysed to find characteristics that are important for the transition to sustained growth. 
  

 
Figure 3 - Cause-and-Effect diagram of Whitewater based on the model of Burke-Litwin (1992) 

 
2.5 Conclusion  
In the literature, not much is known about the characteristics regarding the factors leadership, 
strategy, culture, structure, systems, and management practices in the phases “High-growth”, 
“Whitewater” and “Sustained growth”. High growth can be achieved if all three components 
(type of strategy, the determinants of an organization, and the determinants of entrepreneurs) 
are combined appropriately. As a result, the scale and scope of a firm’s activities increase 
(due to external environment) and a company increases in size due to many new recruited 
employees and managers. It causes that a SME is faced with several developmental 
challenges. However, it is unexplored how entrepreneurs do behave in this kind of situation 
(Coad et al., 2014a). To overcome the complexity and achieve sustained growth, 
organizational changes are required. Decision making about organizational changes is 
quickly done but implementing them is difficult due to the fact that an organizational change 
has influence on an entire evolving system (Burke & Litwin, 1992). In addition, it is unclear 
whether the management style, the role of the entrepreneur or particular firm strategies are 
important to achieve sustained growth (Coad et al., 2014a).  
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Based on the previous literature sections (section 2.1 - 2.3), it can be evaluated that there is a 
lack of knowledge regarding the many characteristics influencing the transition to sustained 
growth. Evaluation of the literature findings led to the development of table 1. This table 
takes into account the main determinants of achieving sustained growth.  Table 1 shows that 
there are many gaps in literature regarding the characteristics of the phases. Therefore, a 
focus of this study is to learn more about the characteristics of leadership, strategy, culture, 
structure, systems, and management practices in regard to achieving sustained growth. 
Because a solution cannot be presented without defining the key elements of the problem.   

 
Table 1 - An overview of current knowledge and gaps regarding characteristics of different phases 

concerning achieving sustained growth 

 High-growth Whitewater Sustained growth 

Organizational 
performance 

Sales growth (or 
employment growth): 

 > 20% for 2-year window 
Fluctuating  Predictable growth 

Challenges ... Organizational, managerial 
or financial ... 

Leadership  
(behavioural traits) 

Motivated and committed  ... ... 

Strategy Sales Transition (achieving profit, 
cost control) Profit 

Culture Informal ... ... 

Structure 
Flat structure &  

Management are often the   
entrepreneurs 

... 
Flat Structure &  

Management are often 
consisting of a team 

Systems ... ... Implemented  

Management practices ... ... ... 
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Chapter 3 - Chematronics  
This research is conducted at Chematronics. Chematronics is a Business-to-Business (B2B) 
company that assists innovative B2B SMEs in their projects, business development, and 
strategies. These innovative B2B SMEs are the top growing companies in the Netherlands. 
Chematronics is an appropriate company for this research because they have experience in 
assisting B2B SMEs to achieve sustained growth. They are well known with the struggles 
and problems such an endeavour brings to bear. But despite their experience they are still 
searching for the most effective way to tackle this problem. Chematronics even mentioned 
that they are experiencing several challenges themselves, after a period of high-growth. So 
now they are searching for a way to make the transition to sustained growth themselves. They 
have tried to organize their company but it is difficult to change the deep structure of an 
organization. 
 
The entrepreneur (founder/owner) of Chematronics mentioned in an interview: “We assist a 
lot of B2B SMEs in their projects, business development, and strategies. We noticed that B2B 
SMEs, after a period of high-growth, become more complex and experience a lot of 
challenges. They often do not have a management structure and they find it difficult to 
implement a working system. As a consequence, their decision making is suffering. As 
Chematronics, we are also in Whitewater because our orders exceed our workforce. We try 
to recruit employees with the required skills and experience, but they are difficult to find. We 
also try to organize our organization but it is easy to make a decision but difficult to 
implement them (T. Smetsers, personal communication, June 11, 2017).  
 
The respondent also mentioned that there is far less support for high-growth B2B SMEs than 
for start-ups in the Netherlands (T. Smetsers, personal communication, June 11, 2017). Based 
on a desk research analysis, many methods, venture capitals, funds, and tools were found for 
start-ups. In contrast, only a little support by means of funds and tools for high-growth SMEs 
was found. But non specific to B2B SMEs during Whitewater.  
 
Therefore, Chematronics wants to develop an approach to assist B2B SMEs in the transition 
to sustained growth. But in accordance with the literature review, Chematronics does not 
know much about the vital characteristics that play a role in the transition to sustained growth 
due to the complexity and many factors that can influence it (T. Smetsers, personal 
communication, June 11, 2017). In order words, the initial problem statement of this study is: 
“There is too little current knowledge about the characteristics of B2B SMEs during the 
transition to sustained growth to develop an approach.”   
 
Accordingly, the aim of this study is to investigate the characteristics and develop an 
approach that Chematronics can use to assist B2B SMEs to overcome whitewater and achieve 
sustained growth.  
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Chapter 4 - Design process approach  
To analyse the initial problem statement and to develop an approach for Chematronics, this 
study followed a design process approach based on Van Aken, Berends, and Van der Bij 
(2012), see Figure 4.  

 
Figure 4 - The design process model based on Van Aken et al. (2012).  

 
Table 1 is used to systematically analyse empirical data. It has been used to learn more about 
the mentioned characteristics by means of multiple case studies. Thereafter, the empirical 
findings are combined with the literature review to set course for the final problem statement. 
Followed by the design of the concept solution after completion of several iteration 
processes. At the end, a concept solution is presented and tested. In the following sections are 
explained; the multiple case study design, the iteration process, and the explanation of how 
the concept solution is tested.  
 
4.1 A multiple case study design  
The multiple case study research strategy was selected to obtain and analyse empirical data of 
B2B SMEs in high-growth, whitewater, and sustained growth. Evidence created from a 
multiple case study is measured strong and reliable because it allows researchers to 
understand the differences between the cases (Baxter & Jack, 2008). A multiple case study is 
one of the best ways of bridging rich qualitative evidence to mainstream deductive research 
(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). In addition, case studies are the preferred strategies when; 
“how” or “why” questions being posed, an investigator has little/no possibility to control the 
events, and the focus is on is on a phenomenon in a real-life context (Yin, 2013). The main 
goal of this study is to figure out “how” high-growth B2B SMEs need to be organized to 
achieve sustained growth. Additionally, the investigator had no control over the events 
because it was difficult to estimate whether a B2B SME satisfied one of the phases in 
advance. Therefore, this study fits the criteria for this strategy.  
  
Unit of analysis  
The unit of analysis is the type of object that is the focus of interest. It is strongly related to 
the problem or the research question of a study (Yin, 2013). Several types of objects can be 
the unit of analysis, such as units of production, organizational units or process units (Van 
Aken et al., 2012).  In this study, the units of analysis are the challenges and characteristics of 
B2B SMEs in the phases high-growth, whitewater, and sustained growth. Particularly, the 
characteristics of these firms in regard to leadership, strategy, culture, structure, systems, and 
management practices.   
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Data collection  
Data is collected by means of semi-structured interviews with entrepreneurs of B2B SMEs in 
one of the three phases. Table 1 and presented definitions were used as selection criteria 
while selecting cases for each phase. Based on the selection criteria, cases were selected in 
close cooperation with Chematronics. Chematronics only had presumptions about B2B SMEs 
that could possibly fit the selection criteria but was not sure. Therefore, a list was developed 
with B2B SMEs that would possibly fit the criteria (The list is not included in this report due 
to confidential information). After the list was evaluated by means of the selection criteria 
with the entrepreneur of Chematronics, 12 cases were selected. Four cases for each phase 
were selected. For each case, an interview with an entrepreneur of a B2B SME was 
performed and recorded. The selected cases have in common that they are SMEs that provide 
B2B services or products but are different in age, size, industry, and location. During the 
interviews, notes were made. After an interview was performed, these notes were 
immediately compared with the criteria of the phases. The selected cases fitted the criteria of 
their respective phases. This has also been reviewed and approved by Chematronics. 
However, the cases have been completely transcribed and coded first before they were 
divided over the phases on paper. A total of 12 interviews are performed with an average 
duration of 40 minutes. 
 
Semi-structured interviews 
A semi-structured interview is a way for obtaining data by means of a verbal interchange 
with a person based on a predetermined list of questions. The conversation is open and an 
interviewer may stray from the guide when an interviewer feels a participant might provide 
useful information that was not predetermined (Longhurst, 2003). The structured part of this 
interview was developed based on the organizational factors of the model of Burke-Litwin 
(1992) and challenges as shown in Table 1. High-value data can be obtained from 
respondents due to the open part of this interview strategy. Because respondents provide 
additional information than that found in the literature (King, Cassel, & Symon, 1994). In 
addition, semi-structured interviews are used when it is difficult to know in advance how 
much information a respondent has. Therefore, this interview strategy is especially applicable 
in our presented case.  
 
An interview protocol was developed to make sure that all the needed information for this 
study was collected (Jacob & Furgerson, 2012). The protocol includes a general introduction, 
questions about general company information, organizational performance, strategy, 
structure, culture, systems, challenges, and leadership. Every interview was finalized with a 
deliberation about what the entrepreneur would prioritize if he would get a do over in his or 
her company. These questions were not asked in the same manner as presented in the 
protocol but asked when appropriate during an interview. Trial interviews with Chematronics 
and a related company were conducted to improve the protocol. The interview protocol can 
be found in Appendix B.   
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Data Analysis  
The obtained data from the interviews was systematically analysed by means of a template 
approach. A template approach enables a researcher to code qualitative data on the basis of 
factors derived from existing theories and concepts. The coded data can be organized 
systematically in a table to enable further analysis (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014). In 
the following sections is shown the coding of the transcribed interviews and the cross-case 
analysis. 
 
Coding  
In this study, a coding scheme was established with the factors organization performance, 
challenges, leadership, strategy, culture, structure, systems, management practices, and 
challenges (as mentioned in Table 1). The purpose of this scheme was to analyse the 
characteristics of these factors in the different phases. First, all the transcribed interviews 
were coded based on these factors. Thereafter, a second coding was conducted within the 
factors for the development of subcategories for similar statements (Waring & Wainwright, 
2008). As a result, a template matrix was developed which is an upgraded version of table 1. 
The coding scheme, codebook and the template matrix can be found in Appendix C.   
 
Cross-case analysis  
A cross-case analysis was conducted to find within-group similarities coupled with 
intergroup differences at several dimensions (Eisenhardt, 1989).  The dimensions of this 
study are the phases high-growth, whitewater, and sustained growth. How the cases were 
divided within each phase can be found in Appendix D.  For each phase, four cases were 
compared based on a factor to identify within-group similarities in such a factor. The results 
are displayed in chapter 5 - Analysis- table 2.  The findings in table 2 are displayed in such a 
way that an “eyeballing” technique is sufficient enough to identify intergroup differences 
(Yin, 2013).  The most noteworthy findings are indicated with quotes from the respondents.  
 
Quality criteria   
To increase the quality of this study, it is useful to evaluate the quality criteria reliability and 
validity (Van Aken et al., 2012). Yin (2013) defines four tests for a study's quality 
assessments; construct validity, internal validity, external validity, and reliability.  Construct 
validity concerns the correct operational measure for concepts (Yin, 2013). The construct 
validity of this study is increased due data triangulation by means of collecting data of 
multiple cases for each phase. In addition, this study is conducted in close cooperation with 
Chematronics. They checked the process in several stages. First, when the notes and criteria 
of the phases were evaluated. Second, when the first part of the cross-case analysis was 
performed. Finally, when the final part of the cross-case analysis was performed.  
 
They also acted as an extra data source for the verification of the identified characteristics of 
the organization factors and challenges in the different phases. This also increased the 
construct validity.  
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Internal validity is not explicated in this study due to the fact it only concerns causal or 
explanatory studies and the purpose of this study is to explore characteristics.  The external 
validity of a field problem is less important due to the focus on one specific problem (Van 
Aken et al., 2012). However, this study investigated multiple objects related to the problem 
by means of a template approach. According to Van Aken et al. (2012) external validity can 
be increased by increasing the number of objects studied based on theoretical grounds. 
Therefore, this study increased the external validity.  
 
Reliability refers to the repeatability of the findings of the multiple case study (Yin, 2013). 
The reliability of this study is increased due to the development of an interview protocol. The 
interviews are recorded and fully transcribed. Thereafter, a coding scheme is developed that 
is theoretically underpinned by means of the use of a template approach. Finally, an 
independent coder assigned codes to a subset of the statements of interviews. This coder had 
no knowledge of the cases in advance. If a difference was found, it was discussed and the 
different perspectives were analysed. In the end, consensus about a subcategory was reached. 
Thereafter, this coder also checked the distribution of the cases between the phases. As a 
result, the researcher’s reliability was increased. 
 
4.2 The iteration process  
After the design topic "entrepreneurs" was selected based on a cross-case analysis, the 
concept was developed by means of several iteration process loops, see Figure 5 Loop A. The 
first step is to develop design requirements with the client. Design requirements are the 
requirements that the realized solution should meet (Van Aken et al., 2012). Thereafter, ideas 
are designed based on drawings and texts in the synthesis step. These designs need to be 
elaborated in a way that people can follow the idea. Followed by a performance evaluation of 
the designs in regard to the design requirements, such as assessing drawings and logical 
reasoning. If the client is not satisfied with a design, a new or adapted synthesis is conducted 
and then re-evaluated. If the iteration process repeatedly produces non satisfactory designs, 
loop B is started and the design requirements are re-evaluated. New design requirements are 
adapted in consultation with the client in the second type of Loop; requirement-design 
iterations (Loop B in Figure 5). Thereafter, a new design process starts until a satisfactory 
solution is designed (Van Aken et al., 2012). In this study, the synthesis-evaluation iteration 
process is conducted in cooperation with Chematronics.  
 

 
Figure 5 - The synthesis - evaluation iterations process based on Van Aken et al. (2012) 
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4.3 Testing the concept solution  
A small validation study is conducted to test the final approach. Due to time constraints, only 
one session is planned with an entrepreneur in whitewater (the potential end user) and an 
entrepreneur of Chematronics. It was an open session where they evaluated the approach 
without a protocol and provided their opinions. The purpose of the session was that the 
entrepreneur in whitewater understood the approach and sees the possibility to conduct the 
approach with assistants of Chematronics. With as final goal that the entrepreneur can 
eventually transcends whitewater. 
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Chapter 5 - Analysis 
In this chapter, the initial problem statement is investigated and presented by means of cross-
case analysis of multiple case studies. followed by an evaluation on the findings to identify 
the context for designing a solution. At the end, the final problem statement of this study is 
composed.  
 
5.1 Empirical analysis  
The empirical findings of the multiple case studies are presented in order to answer the sub-
question; “Which characteristics play an important role in the organization of B2B SMEs in 
the transition to sustained growth in the Netherlands?” Table 2 shows an overview of the 
characteristics and the most noticeable challenges of B2B SMEs based on the first part of the 
cross-case analysis (within-group similarities). Thereafter, the most noteworthy findings of 
the second part of the cross-case analysis (intergroup) are indicated.  
 
Table 2 - Overview of the characteristics of B2B SMEs in high-growth, Whitewater, and sustained growth 

 High-growth Whitewater Sustained growth 

Organization 
Performance 

Sales 
Growth 

 (2 years) 
Above 20% Fluctuating  On average 15%  

Number of 
Employees 

On average 10 employees.  
Excluding many vacancies. 

Between 12 to 24 employees. 
Sporadic employment growth. 

> 24 employees.  
Steady employment growth. 

Challenges 

Recruiting qualified employees 
It is difficult to find qualified 
employees, however, the need is 
high. 
 
The need for financial resources 
Need more resources to innovate 
and to  recruit employees. 

Difficulties in decision making  
E.g. too many custom-made products 
and increasing employees.  
 
Recruiting qualified employees 
 
Recruiting managers  
Entrepreneurs doubt their skills and 
level of experience.  Their skillset no 
longer seems to meet the demands of 
the company.  
 
The need for financial resources 
E.g. Recruiting experienced 
managers is expensive.  
 
Retention of employees 
Employees might leave due to the 
work pressure  
 
The need for systems 
E.g. Meetings become more difficult, 
Excel sheets do no longer suffice, 
performance appraisals.  

Recruiting qualified employees 
 
Conservation of intimate 
atmosphere 
 
 

 
Leadership 

(behavioural traits) 

Work practical  
 
No daily routine and hard work    
 
Within comfort zone  
 
Goal minded  
 
Difficulty delegating functions 

Difficulty delegating functions 
 
No daily routine and hard work  
 
Outside of comfort zone  
 
Self Doubt - Their original skill set 
no longer suffices  

Self-awareness - Previous met 
limitations forced self reflection. 
Entrepreneurs moves back to their 
core skills and preferences.  
 
More flexible daily routine  
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Strategy 

Financial 
focus 

Sales to achieve break-even Transition to profit to avoid future 
crisis by means of cost control and 
innovation 

Profits used to develop new 
business models 

Product 
portfolio 

Broad - take every order to boost 
sales 

Evaluate their product portfolio  Specific - orders of preference  

Product or 
Service  

In-house Development  In-house Development  Bigger share outsourced  

Innovation Incremental  Radical (in second private company) Incremental (with lead customers) 

Distribution 
and 

Development 

Central location, usually with  
international clients. 

Different locations within a 
restricted area, with international 
clients. 

Signs of global expands 

Culture 

Informal business atmosphere 
E.g. a family-like atmosphere, 
regular activities, no 8 to 5 
mentality.  
 

Informal business atmosphere 
New employees might endanger 
existing business atmosphere.  
 

Informal business atmosphere 
E.g. Conservation of coffee break or 
lunch with all employees.  
 
Enduring growth strains Informal 
atmosphere  

Structure 

Organization 
Structure 

Flat organizational structure: 
- Short lines of communication 
- Responsibility divided between 
employees   

Flat organizational structure: 
- Communication difficulties with 
growing numbers  
- Responsibility is changing, job 
descriptions become more specific  

Flat organizational structure: 
- Preference for informal 
communication atmosphere. 
- Implementation of new systems 

Decision 
making  

Management, some input from 
employees. 

Management, some input employees  Management and teams that are 
allowed to make decisions within 
their disciplines 

Management 
An individual or small group of 
entrepreneurs.   

Old management with newly 
recruited managers   

Final responsibility diffuses to 
several managers.  Old management 
keeps true to their skill set.  

Employees 

Have multiple functions, 
following  orders from the 
management  

Have multiple functions, following. 
In the process of developing teams 
that should be responsible for their 
disciplines. More input in decision 
management 

Teams are developed, they have 
high responsibility in their 
discipline 

Systems 
Primitive 
Excel sheet, informal delegation, 
face-to-face meetings.  

Under construction 
Difficulties with acquisition, 
implementation, adjustment period  

Company-specific  
Systems are usually custom made  

Management practices 

Employees have freedom to 
experiment and make mistakes 
 
Ownership & responsibility for 
employees   
 
Open door policy  
 

Employees have freedom to 
experiment and make mistakes 
 
Ownership & responsibility for 
employees   
 
Discharging employees  
With changing structure other skills 
set might be needed  
 
 

Employees have freedom to 
experiment and make mistakes 
 
Ownership & responsibility for 
employees   
 
Open door policy  
 
Providing options for personal 
development  

 
The changing role of entrepreneurs in the transition to sustained growth  
All four entrepreneurs of high-growth SMEs (cases A, B, C and D) mentioned that they are 
the decision makers of their organizations. They determine everything by themselves or with 
a small group of entrepreneurs. They indicated to make decisions about; functions, people, 
strategy, organizational structure, and product or service development. All four entrepreneurs 
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also noted that they play a key role in receiving and sharing the crucial data of their 
organization, e.g. by means of face-to-face contact. They argued that they are important for 
closing deals with customers. The entrepreneur of case A, a B2B SME in the solar power 
industry, mentioned that they as leaders; “Walk around to monitor and control everything”. 
Three of the 4 entrepreneurs (cases B, C and D) acknowledged that they work hard, practical, 
and have no daily routine. These entrepreneurs (cases B, C and D) mentioned that they are 
goal minded and find it difficult to delegate functions because their companies are doing 
well. The entrepreneur of case B, a B2B SME that develops certain measurement instruments 
for several industries, noted; "I find it hard to delegate functions because they need to be 
done well".   
 
Two of the 4 entrepreneurs of SMEs in whitewater (cases F and G) mentioned that they are 
experiencing difficulties in establishing face-to-face contact with every employee or to 
organize plenary meetings. In addition, these entrepreneurs noted that they have too many 
functions, no daily routine and work too hard. The entrepreneur of case F, a B2B in the 
robotic industry, acknowledged; “I had too many functions, I was confused and did not know 
where to start.” Three of the 4 entrepreneurs (cases F, G and H) noticed that they started to 
doubt their skills and experience. The entrepreneur of case G, a B2B SME in whitewater that 
develops specific electronic modules, argued; "One of the important things I've learned is to 
evaluate my core skills and to do the things I like."  
 
Three of the 4 entrepreneurs of sustained growth SMEs (cases I, K and L) acknowledged to 
have self-awareness. These entrepreneurs know their core skills, including what they want to 
do and what not. They indicated to be able to develop a more flexible daily routine. The 
entrepreneurs of the cases I and L even acknowledged that they are preferring not to be a 
general manager and changed functions, e.g. technical manager or sales manager. They 
recruited managers for that function. Three of the 4 entrepreneurs (cases I, J and L) also 
disclosed that they provide opportunities for employees to develop themselves. The 
entrepreneur of case I, a B2B process and packaging SME in the food industry, mentioned 
that; “As an employer, I want to give employees as much power as possible, to do the things 
they like and to develop themselves. Because this I would want for myself as well.” 
 
In-house developed while resources and qualified employees were scarce 
It is remarkable that two of the 4 entrepreneurs of high-growth SMEs (cases C and D) and all 
four entrepreneurs of SMEs in whitewater (cases E, F, G and H) mentioned that they develop 
their product or services in-house while there is a high need for resources and qualified 
employees. In particular, the entrepreneurs of the cases C, D, E, and F indicated that for a 
product development they do everything by themselves, e.g. the design, manufacturing, 
assembling, and selling the product or service to their customers.  However, the entrepreneurs 
of case E, a B2B SME in the sensor and power electronics business, noted that; “We are 
limited due to the number of qualified employees. We are experiencing that the orders exceed 
the workforce. Recently, we had to reject orders which is one of the worst things as a small 
company”. 
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Two of the 4 entrepreneurs of sustained growth SMEs (cases J and L) noted that they 
reconsidered their strategies. These companies outsource their manufacturing and assembling 
processes instead of doing everything in-house. The entrepreneur of case L, a sustained 
growth B2B SME that is developing switch mode power technology, mentioned; “We have 
chosen to concentrate on the design and core development of products and outsource the 
manufacturing and assembly of these products. Because we don’t have the knowledge, 
experience, and resources. Many resources are needed if we want to do it by ourselves and 
our partners are specialized in those areas.” 
 
Radical innovation while entrepreneurs tried to cost control their organization  
Three of the 4 entrepreneurs of SMEs in whitewater (cases E, F, and G) also acknowledged 
that they try to cost control their organization and searched for new business models. The 
entrepreneur of case G noted; “We have to stay ahead of our competition, therefore, we have 
to think of new innovations and services.” It is noticeable that these innovations were radical 
and developed in a second private company. While there was a lack of resources and 
qualified employees. The entrepreneur of case E argued; “The employees of my current 
company are also working in my second private company.” The entrepreneur of case E 
surprisingly also mentioned; “There is a complete lack of market knowledge and product 
marketing in my current company.” 
 
Innovation in cooperation with lead customers 
Two of the 4 entrepreneurs of SMEs in whitewater (cases G and H) and two of the 4 
entrepreneurs of sustained growth SMEs (cases J and L) emphasized the importance of lead 
customers for innovation. The entrepreneur of case H, a B2B SME in whitewater that 
develops software solutions for medical companies, acknowledged; “We underestimated the 
adoption of our product. We started our innovation and thought that we would solve many 
problems because our product is much better than other products. However, it turned out that 
the market is not that easy to change because companies in the medical world have their own 
procedures and systems. Therefore, I try to find lead customers in the medical industry that 
want to help us to improve our product and market our product.” The entrepreneur of case G 
noted; “Make sure that you always involve lead customers when you develop a new product. 
It is a mistake that I made, because they will help you to improve your product to the needs of 
the customers.” The entrepreneur of case L, a B2B SME with sustained growth, mentioned; 
“You have to find lead customers who want to pay for your product and you help develop it, 
because these lead customers generate money and can help you innovate more quickly. This 
is the key to our success We were not continuously developing one specific product but were 
producing products quickly with the support of lead customers. We generated money, and 
financed new innovations with that money.” 
 
Conservation of informal culture and flat structure  
Regardless the size of the SME, entrepreneurs of the cases A, C, F, G, H, I, J, K, and L 
indicated that they want to conserve an informal culture and prefer a flat structure of their 
companies. In particular, the entrepreneurs of sustained growth SMEs (cases I, J, K and L) 
acknowledged that their employees would like to preserve the informal culture. The 
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entrepreneur of case I, a sustained growth SME, noted; “Employees are very careful that they 
can maintain the current atmosphere. They find it very important. Whether it is a trip or a 
Friday afternoon drink, they want to keep the tradition and make it possible.”  
 
Systems become a priority 
Two of the 4 entrepreneurs of high-growth SMEs (cases B and D) noted that they have 
primitive systems because they gather most data by means of face-to-face contact or 
meetings. The entrepreneur of case D, a B2B SME in the recycling industry, mentioned that; 
“I don’t use any systems, it is all in my head.”  
 
Two of the 4 entrepreneurs of SMEs in whitewater (cases F and G) indicated that systems 
have become a priority due to the fact they were not able anymore to gather and share data by 
means of face-to-face contact or plenary meetings. The entrepreneur of case F, : ‘In the early 
days, I just called someone to sell a product. However, these times are over and the need for 
a well-organized system is high. Because I don’t have any data at the moment. I have no idea 
how many customers I need to call before I can close one deal.”  
 
Noticeable is that two of the 4 SMEs with sustained growth (cases J and L) developed their 
own systems. The entrepreneurs of the cases J and L mentioned that standard systems such as 
Salesforce did not fit the structure and culture of their companies. The entrepreneur of case J, 
a B2B SME in the retail clothing industry, mentioned that; “It is difficult to share 
information and have an overview of data due to our structure, culture and size of the 
company, therefore, we are developing our own system.”  
 
Entrepreneurs need to listen more to the needs of their employees  
Two of the 4 entrepreneurs of SMEs in whitewater (Cases F and G) noted that they want to 
make clear that their employees are highly responsible for their multiple functions. In 
addition, they also noted that employees have the freedom to experiment. However, the needs 
of employees are often neglected by entrepreneurs of SMEs in whitewater. The entrepreneur 
of case F, a B2B SME in whitewater, mentioned; “It turns out that I need to listen more to 
my employees to identify their needs and make decisions together. I always thought I had to 
do it myself.” Entrepreneurs of sustained growth B2B SMEs (cases I, J, and L) mentioned 
that they developed teams consisting of employees and or managers. The teams are highly 
responsible for their own sub-segments or leading the organization instead of the 
entrepreneurs. The entrepreneurs of the cases I, J, and L also indicated that they developed 
personal development plans for employees and provided them with training and courses, 
including the freedom to experiment.  
 
In summary   
This section presented the empirical findings based on multiple case studies. As shown in 
table 2, the characteristics of the organizational factors differ between the phases. How these 
differences are related to our solution design is presented in the next section.  
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5.2 Evaluation on the findings to identify the context for designing a 
solution  
The empirical findings show differences in the characteristics of the factors leadership, 
strategy, structure, systems, and management practices between the phases. The factor that 
tends to be most consistent is atmosphere (culture). All factors influence each other but some 
factors weigh more than others in regard to organizational transition (Burke & Litwin, 1992).  
As mentioned in the literature review, the changes in systems, management practices, and 
structure are often continuous changes and weigh less than the discontinuous changes in 
leadership, strategy, and culture. For discontinuous changes, changes are required in the deep 
structure of an organization. They are needed to be planned and aligned with each other 
(Burke & Litwin, 1992; Weick & Quinn, 1999). In concordance, entrepreneurs mentioned 
that changes in the behavioural traits of leaders and changes in strategy resulted in the 
changes in structure, systems and management practices. So when setting up a context for the 
solution design, leadership and strategy would seem to be the most obvious factors of 
interest. Because changes in these factors tend to influence the deep structure of a company. 
“Culture” is dismissed because the empirical findings did not show any noteworthy 
differences between phases. Due to the fact that high-growth SMEs vary in industry type, 
company size, and age (Henrekson & Johansson, 2012), they tend to differ greatly in strategy. 
The focus for designing a solution will be upon the most consistent and influential factor, this 
is leadership.  
 
As shown in table 2, the behavioural traits of the entrepreneurs seem to vary for each phase. 
The empirical findings give the impression that the level of comfort and control is changing 
throughout the process of growth. During high-growth most entrepreneurs are within their 
comfort zones, which does not seem surprising because being in control is almost obligatory 
to achieve high-growth (Storey, 2016). As shown in the empirical findings, the increased 
complexity tempers with this level of comfort. Notably, most entrepreneurs from the 
sustained growth cases (I, K, and L) mentioned to regain confidence and control after re-
evaluating their functions and core skills. While the organizational structure of each phase is 
still flat, the decision making authority seems to shift in concordance with the re-evaluation 
of functions. In the high-growth phase the decision making authority tends to be mainly 
individual based. While at the end of a successful endeavour it tends to be a team of 
managers and core employees.   
 
It seems that changes in strategic decision making is important for a SME to overcome 
whitewater. However, it is often not possible if the role and behavioural traits of the 
entrepreneurs are not changed. Because entrepreneurs are the foundation of SMEs by means 
of their experience, skills, knowledge and goal orientation (Scott & Bruce, 1987). Therefore, 
the focus for designing a solution is on the changing role of entrepreneurs. As mentioned 
above the changing role of the entrepreneur seems to have such a profound influence on 
management structure that this is included in the focus for designing a solution.  
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5.3 Design context: the changing management structure of growing 
SMEs  
In this section, an overview is provided of the changing role of entrepreneurs in the transition 
from high-growth to sustained growth. Because of this the changing management structure is 
further evaluated below. It is based on literature findings, empirical findings, and input of 
Chematronics. First, the management structure of most high-growth SMEs is given. 
Thereafter, the management structures of SMEs in whitewater and sustained growth is 
elaborated upon.  
 
Management structure of high-growth SMEs   
Entrepreneurs of high-growth SMEs are one of the core determinant of their organization 
(Storey, 2016). They often make the decisions about functions, people, strategy, product 
development, and service development (cases A, B, C and D). As mentioned in the literature 
the behavioural traits, prior industry experience, and skills of an entrepreneur are important to 
manage high-growth (Willard et al., 1992).  
 
Entrepreneurs often recruit some core employees who are in charge of a particular unit of the 
company. These core employees are in close relation with an entrepreneur, work hard, and 
delegate the decisions made by an entrepreneur to other employees (T. Smetsers, personal 
communication, September 27, 2017). Entrepreneurs gather and share data by means of face-
to-face contacts with core employees (e.g. case A). Due to 
the complexity of the SME core employees are often 
provided with a high responsibility for their unit and they 
are getting the freedom to experiment and make decisions 
(case B and D).   
 
Figure 6 displays the management structure of most high-
growth SMEs, where an entrepreneur (E) has the final 
decision making authority. The employees execute the 
decisions and core employees (CE) pay attention to if they 
will be executed appropriately (T. Smetsers, personal 
communication, September 27, 2017). 
 
Management structure of SMEs in whitewater  
The challenges of high-growth cause that entrepreneurs are experiencing issues in gathering 
and sharing data as well as making decisions (cases F and G). As a result, the product quality 
is reduced (Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). Surprisingly our empirical findings show that 
entrepreneurs try to resolve the situation by means of reducing the responsibilities of core 
employees (cases F, G, and H).  
 
Entrepreneurs encounter a whole new set of challenges. They start to doubt if they will be 
capable to overcome the challenges of high-growth with their skills and experience (cases F 
and G). The attention of the entrepreneur is increasingly focused on controlling the company 

Figure 6 - Management structure of a high-
growth SME 
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instead of tackling the challenge (T. Smetsers, personal communication, September 27, 
2017). 
 
Entrepreneurs are searching for options, e.g. a manager with skills and experience in 
whitewater (cases F and G). Core employees often do not 
have the skills and experience to overcome Whitewater. As a 
consequence, their functions might change. They even could 
be fired (Hambrick & Crozier, 1985).  
 
It seems that entrepreneurs want to conserve the decision 
making authority. However, because of the lack of confidence 
that they have in their new situation they are more likely to 
ask for support (case F; T. Smetsers, personal communication, 
September 27, 2017). This is illustrated in Figure 7 (M = 
Manager).  
 
Management structure of sustained growth SMEs  
Entrepreneurs of the cases I, K, and L indicated the 
importance of constant re-evaluation. This re-
evaluation has led to several changes within their 
companies. Their responsibility diminished. They 
choose functions that correspond to their own 
skills and desires. The general functions and final 
decisions are reassigned to a team consisting of 
core employees or managers. Entrepreneurs often 
want to be updated frequently by the team by 
means of short lines of communication (case I; T. 
Smetsers, personal communication, September 27, 
2017). The management structure of sustained 
growth SMEs is illustrated in Figure 8.  
 
In summary  
In order to achieve sustained growth, entrepreneurs and core employees need to become self-
aware of their role, skills, and expertise. Entrepreneurs need to transfer their daily functions 
to a team capable of making their own decisions.  
 

  

Figure 8 - Management structure of a sustained growth 
SME 

Figure 7 - Management structure of a SME 
in Whitewater 
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5.4 Conclusion 
The empirical findings show great differences between phase characteristics. On the basis of 
evaluating the empirical findings, the changing role of the entrepreneur and changing 
management structure are chosen as the context for designing a solution by means of logical 
reasoning and literature findings. Section 5.3 showed that creating awareness and developing 
a decision making team are important to achieve sustained growth. Based on the findings a 
final version of the problem statement was composed.  The final problem statement is:  
 
“Changes in the role of the entrepreneur and the management structure are required for a 
SME to achieve sustained growth but they are insufficiently stimulated.” 
 
This problem statement is approved by Chematronics. In the next chapter, a concept solution 
is designed by means of several synthesis-evaluation loops to solve this problem.  
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Chapter 6 - The design of an approach for 
Chematronics 
In this chapter is shown how the concept solution is developed based on several synthesis-
evaluation loops. The process is presented by means of the following sections; design 
requirements, design parameters, and the concept solution.  
 
6.1 Design requirements   
The design solution should meet four types of requirements; design restrictions, boundary 
conditions, functional requirements, and user requirements (Van Aken et al, 2012). A set of 
requirements and criteria for all four types are developed based on the final problem 
statement, literature findings, empirical findings, and by sessions with entrepreneurs of 
Chematronics. These requirements are explained below and contribute to the judgement of 
the concept solution.  
 
Design restrictions  
Design restrictions are the solution space preferred by the principal (Van Aken et al., 2012):  
❖ The solution space preferred by Chematronics is an approach that they can use to 

assist an SME to overcome Whitewater.  
 
Boundary conditions  
Boundary conditions are the conditions that the design unconditionally need to meet (Van 
Aken et al., 2012):  
❖ Chematronics said that the solution should be aimed at innovative SMEs. 

 
Functional requirements  
Functional requirements constitute the core of the requirements for the solution, in the form 
of performance demands on the object to be designed (Van Aken et al., 2012). The functional 
requirements are:  
❖ The stakeholder that will be considered in this case is an SME in the “Whitewater” 

phase. Particularly entrepreneur(s), managers, and core employees. 
❖ The solution should assist a SME to evolve from an organization totally dependent on 

an entrepreneur (founder/owner) to a self-sustaining organization. 
 
User requirements  
User requirements are the specific requirements from the viewpoint of the user. In this case, 
the requirements of Chematronics. They mention that an approach should meet the following 
requirements;   
❖ It should support entrepreneurs to become more self-aware of the effectiveness of 

their behaviour and the changing roles that are needed to successfully overcome 
Whitewater. 

❖ It should create insights into that what has to be done is actually happening.  
❖ It should support core employees to become more self-aware of their potential and 
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duty, including the associated responsibility to make decisions.  
❖ It should create peer-to-peer communication between teams and entrepreneurs in a 

way that they have the freedom to experiment and could implement systems, 
structure, and processes when needed.  

 
6.2 Design parameters  
Design parameters are determined in order to design a solution. Design parameters are the 
attributes of a design that limit the cognitive space in which a design is formed (Baldwin & 
Clark, 1999). Baldwin and Clark (1999) mention that design parameters are the building 
blocks for designing a solution. In other words, it is about making an inventory of the key 
design decisions (Van Aken et al., 2012). To design a concept solution, design parameters are 
determined on the basis of literature, empirical findings, and input from Chematronics. 
 
Due to the fact that Chematronics prefers to devise a universal approach the design decisions 
that need to be considered are the type of approach, for whom it is made, type of guidance, 
and who involved need to be considered. In an interview, Chematronics mentions that the 
type of the approach can be a tool, a checklist, a guide or a roadmap (T. Smetsers, personal 
communication, June 11, 2017). Based on the literature, the approach should be related to 
high-growth SMEs and SMEs in the “Whitewater” phase, due to the fact that high-growth 
causes dramatic changes in the scale and scope of firm’s activities and company size 
(Nicholls-Nixon, 2005). However, entrepreneurs of sustained growth SMEs also mention that 
they are experiencing challenges in the conservation of an intimate atmosphere and 
implementing company specific systems (Case I, J, and L). Therefore, sustained growth 
SMEs also need to be considered as a topic for the approach. It should be evaluated to what 
extent an SME wants guidance with the approach; maybe not at all, just once, or as a 
continuous process (T. Smetsers, personal communication, June 11, 2017). In addition, the 
focus of the approach is to support changes in the management structure. As mentioned in 
section 6.1, particularly involved in this changing management structure are the 
entrepreneur(s), manager(s), or core employee(s).  
 
To achieve sustained growth, the empirical findings show that awareness is important, for 
entrepreneurs in particular. However, core employees and managers should also create self-
awareness (T. Smetsers, personal communication, September 27, 2017). 
 
Based on the empirical findings, information sharing becomes more difficult in the transition 
to sustained growth. In a high-growth SMEs, information can still be shared by means of 
face-to-face contract or plenary meetings (e.g. cases A and C). However, the increased firm’s 
activities and company size requires a different approach, such as core meetings (of a 
decision making team or teams within a particular unit of a firm) and information systems are 
required (e.g. cases K and L).  
 
It is also useful to consider the participants of a decision making team and how to implement 
decisions. As mentioned in section 6.1, decision making teams can consist of core employees 
or recruited managers.  
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In the literature findings was mentioned that making a decision about an organizational 
change seems easy but implementing decisions and making them stay is incredibly difficult 
(Mckeown, 2010). Therefore, it is useful to consider implementing decisions by means of 
trial and error or experiments. Table 3 summarizes the design parameters with the values that 
need to be considered.  
 

Table 3 - The design parameters for designing the concept solution 

Design parameters Values 

1. Type of approach A tool A checklist  A guide A roadmap 

2. Type of phase High-growth SMEs SMEs in Whitewater Sustained growth SMEs  

3. Type of guidance None Once Continuous process  

4. Involvement  Entrepreneur(s) Manager(s) Core Employee(s)  

5. Creating Awareness Self-reflection Self-assessments  Team session Consultant 

6. Gathering information Face-to-Face Plenary meetings Core meetings Information 
Systems 

7. Decision making Team  People internally of 
a SME 

People outside a 
SME 

Combination  

8. Implementing an option Immediately  Experiment  Trial and error  

 
6.3 The concept solution: The ScaleUp Execution Heroes approach    
In the context of the final problem statement, Chematronics aims to assist B2B SMEs in the 
transition to sustained growth by means of an approach. The goal and design parameters were 
taken into account in the iteration process of designing the concept solution. After the 
completion of the iteration processes a final approach has been designed. This design is 
called the ScaleUp Execution Heroes approach.   
 
In the current situation B2B SMEs are confronted with the challenges of high-growth (T. 
Smetsers, personal communication, June 11, 2017).  Entrepreneurs are usually used to 
dealing with problems and challenges. However, the scale and scope of firm’s activities 
present the entrepreneur which challenges from a whole new level (Nicholls-Nixon, 2005). In 
addition, the fleeting and complex nature of high-growth makes ordinary problem solving 
strategies insufficient. Constant evaluation and reassessment is needed (mentioned by 3 of 4 
entrepreneurs in sustained growth). The ScaleUp Execution Heroes approach is a tool to 
assist innovative B2B SMEs in the process in becoming more organized (Design parameter: 
1. Type of approach), see Figure 9.  Eventually this improvement in organization should 
increase the chances to overcome whitewater (Design parameter: 2. Type of phase).  
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Figure 9 - The ScaleUp Execution Heroes approach  

 
It is a useful approach when the decision making process of an innovative B2B SMEs is 
struggling. The outcome of both discontinuous and continuous changes is all but certain and 
this might strain the decision making process. The approach has been devised to stimulate 
continuous assessment because this fits the transitional and fleeting nature of a high-growth 
SME the best. The main focus of the approach are entrepreneurs, core employees, and 
managers (Design parameter: 4. Involvement).  They are chosen to be the main focus because 
they are at the heart of an organization. Changing their behaviour and output will result in 
system-wide changes. The goal of this approach is to effectively stimulate changes in the role 
of the entrepreneur and changes in the management structure.  
 
The ScaleUp Execution Heroes approach is based on the Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) cycle 
of Deming and the experiential learning cycle of Kolb. The PDCA cycle is developed by 
Deming in 1950 and is an iterative, four-stage approach for continually improving processes, 
services, products and resolving problems of an organization. Possibilities are systematically 
tested, results assessed and implemented when they work. The PDCA cycle starts with “Plan” 
in which the problem is identified and analysed. Followed by “Do” where a solution is 
developed and tested. Thereafter the results are checked if they had the devoted goals 
(“Check” phase) and action is taken based on what you learned in the study (“Act” phase) 
(Johnson, 2002). The experiential learning cycle of Kolb is about the learning process of an 
individual or a team and how effective this learning process proves to be (Kolb, 2014). The 
cycle of Kolb starts with a “Concrete experience”. Followed by a “Reflective observation” of 
this experience by means of reviewing what has been done. Thereafter, an “Abstract 
conceptualization” where is evaluated what has happened and involves interpretation of the 
experience and understanding the relationship between them. The final phase is “Active 
experimentation” where the learner considered how they put into practice the obtained 
knowledge from the experience (Kolb, 2014). The ScaleUp Execution Heroes approach 
combines these models with some adjustments. 
 
The ScaleUp Execution Heroes approach is a cyclic approach consisting of four stages; 
“Insights”, “Reflect”, “Options”, and “Explore” (see Figure 9). The first step of this approach 
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will always be to create insights (phase 1). “Insights” is all about gathering information. 
Gathering information the right way and from the right source is key, e.g. anonymous 
validated questionnaires, face-to-face contact, and meetings (Design parameter: 6. Gathering 
Information). The information gathered in the first phase will be used to evaluate both the 
possibilities and responsibilities of the individual at hand and the concerning team. The 
reflection phase is all about creating awareness (Design parameter 5. Creating Awareness). 
Self-awareness when it concerns an individual. Self-awareness is about reflecting your core 
skills, expertise, and experience by means of tools such as the 360-degree feedback (Bracken 
& Rose, 2011). Group awareness is about evaluating the system-wide constraints, e.g. 
sufficient information systems and communication. The next phase is “Options”. “Options” is 
about evaluating the possibilities within your company after creating awareness. When an 
individual is finished analysing its skills, flaws and preferences, decisions have to be made. 
But before decisions are made it should be made clear what options there are to choose from. 
For example, make a core employee responsible for a specific function. When this phase 
concerns the team, it is not much different. It is all about making possibilities clear. After all 
the options have been clarified, one should be chosen and explored. The “Explore” phase is 
about implementing an option and see how it develops, e.g. it can be a personal change as an 
entrepreneur, the delegation of a function to a core employee or the implementation a system 
(Design parameter: 8. Implementing an option). When using the ScaleUp Execution Heroes 
approach applied continuous and discontinuous changes are evaluated continuously. During 
this process options are re-evaluated, redefined and sometimes even dismissed. But when 
used appropriately the cycle should create improvements that benefit the entire team. This 
will largely improve chances to overcome whitewater. The impact model of the ScaleUp 
Execution Heroes approach can be found in Figure 10.  
 

 
Figure 10 - Impact model of the ScaleUp Execution Heroes Approach  

 
Evaluation of the design 
Discontinuous changes are usually required during a transition of this magnitude. But as 
mentioned before, these are changes hardest to implement (e.g. Weick & Quinn, 1999). So an 
approach is needed that takes in consideration the needs of employees at different levels. 
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There also is an apparent need to redistribute responsibilities and functions and there is a 
need to take into account the fleeting nature of high-growth.  The presented approach seems 
to facilitates all these requirements mentioned above. The implementation of this approach 
might even lead to the redistribution of responsibility, in a way that might be beneficial to 
other employees. While a continuous reflecting and exploring might be favourable for the 
SME, it is also a very time consuming endeavour. Time might not be the only price a SME 
pays for this endeavour. The process is usually so complex that an external party needs to be 
hired. And even the recruitment of an extern specialist does not give guarantees. A decision 
still needs to be implemented. The availability of options might be to excessive to choose 
easily and to explore too many options is too time consuming. So while the approach might 
be beneficial for SME, it is not without its flaws. Another point of interest is that the 
approach tends to look only internally. While the rate of success is also largely susceptible for 
external factors.    
 
A summary is shown in Table 4 including the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 
threats (SWOT) that the ScaleUp Execution Heroes approach possesses (Hill and Westbrook, 
1997).  
 
Table 4 - SWOT Analysis of the ScaleUp Execution Heroes approach 

Strengths 
❖ Creating Awareness  
❖ Satisfying company needs  
❖ The repetition of the cycle matches with the 

fleeting nature 

Weaknesses 
❖ Time consuming  
❖ External consultant usually needed 
❖ Does not take into account the external 

environment 

Opportunities 
❖ New functions might become available  
❖ Contribute to the implementation  of 

company-specific systems and processes 

Threats 
❖ Too many options  
❖ Excessive exploration might inhibit progress  
❖ It takes motivated employees 

 
6.4 Testing the ScaleUp Execution Heroes approach  
The ScaleUp Execution Heroes approach is tested by means of one session with an 
entrepreneur of Chematronics and the entrepreneur of case F. These participants were chosen 
because they have the experience to reflect on the value of the approach. Chematronics is a 
company that is already assisting other SMEs to overcome whitewater and the approach is 
meant to further optimize this service. Case F is a company that is struggling to transcend 
whitewater, but has enough experience with these struggles to reflect on what might be 
beneficial to their cause. During this session, a presentation of the empirical findings was 
presented and the ScaleUp Execution Heroes approach was explained. Thereafter a 
discussion took place concerning the strengths and weaknesses of the approach. 
Chematronics and the entrepreneur of case F were very positive regarding the approach. The 
manner of testing encourages a more detailed documentation which is presented below.  
 
A positive element and a point of interest during the critical appraisal of the topic at hand was 
the manner in which the approach stimulates reflection. The entrepreneur mentions to 



 

 35 

encounter several changes during whitewater that has increased the need for re-evaluation. 
Something that is currently done insufficiently. Another change is the increasing self-doubt 
the entrepreneur mentions to have because of the increased complexity. We were in 
agreement that the approach could tackle this problem.  
 
Another problem that might be solved with the approach is the increased difficulty in 
decision making. The entrepreneur mentions that he is no longer able to follow his gut 
feeling, because the company has grown to big for him to receive the appropriate input to 
develop a trustworthy gut feeling. The approach not only stimulates continuous reflection. It 
also stimulates the entrepreneur to no longer be at the root of all major decisions. When a 
specific set of responsibilities is delegated to certain core employees, they are better equipped 
to focus on their segment of responsibilities.   
 
Another element that was discussed during the appraisal was the manner in which the 
approach stimulates the interaction between entrepreneurs and core employees. The 
entrepreneur from case F acknowledged that in his current situation a new phenomenon is 
developing. The phenomenon of employees getting such an increase in expertise and 
responsibility that they dispute and debate topics far more often. Something that he 
acknowledges to be very healthy. The approach could possibly assist to make this new kind 
of interaction more professional and favourable.   
 
The major matter of concern was the orginazability of it all. The entrepreneur mentioned that 
he was already experiencing difficulty scheduling sufficient meetings and make the 
appropriate preparations for these meetings. Therefor the feasibility of the approach, if not 
done by an external party, was questioned.    
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Chapter 7 - Conclusions, contributions, implications, 
and limitations & further research 
This final chapter presents the conclusions that can be derived from this study. Followed by 
the sections theoretical contributions and managerial implications. In the final section, some 
of the main limitations of this study are acknowledged and directions for further research 
provided.  
 
7.1 Conclusions 

This study attempted to learn more about the characteristics of SMEs in the transition from 
high-growth to sustained growth, as well as to understand how high-growth B2B SMEs can 
be organized to achieve sustained growth.  
 
A systematic literature review showed that not much was known about the characteristics 
concerning the factors leadership, strategy, culture, structure, systems, and management 
practices in transition to sustained growth. Therefore, new insight are developed by means of 
an empirical analysis in regard to these characteristics. Based on the findings, a B2B SME 
should be able to achieve sustained growth if it realizes: 
❖ Changes to the role of entrepreneurs by means of self-awareness. They are often no 

longer the general managers. 
❖ The development of a management team consisting of managers or core employees 

with decision making authority instead of entrepreneurs. 
❖ Maintaining a flat organizational structure 
❖ Conservation of pre-existing culture. 
❖ The development of teams of (core) employees that are highly responsible for their 

unit of a firm.  
❖ Changing strategies such as to create a specific product portfolio instead of a broad 

product portfolio, outsource a share of the product or service development, change the 
financial focus to profits, and innovate incrementally based on this profits.  

❖ The development of company-specific systems and processes based on input from 
employees.  

❖ Providing employees with the possibility to experiment and make mistakes, offering 
employees personal development plans, and conserving open door policy.  

 
B2B SMEs should start the transition process to sustained growth on the basis of the ScaleUp 
Execution Heroes Approach (Figure 9). This thesis takes a next step in designing the 
approach that Chematronics can use to assist B2B SMEs to overcome whitewater. The 
approach is tested by means of a session with an B2B SME in the “Whitewater” phase and 
Chematronics.  
 
The ScaleUp Execution Heroes approach is a cyclic approach that has the purpose to increase 
the chances to achieve sustained growth. It is a useful tool to assist innovative B2B SMEs in 
high-growth and whitewater to become more organized. The approach is based on a process 
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where an individual and a team pass four crucial stages; “Insights”, “Reflect”, “Options”, and 
“Explore”.  “Insights” is all about gathering information. The reflection phase is all about 
creating awareness and evaluating the system-wide constraints. “Options” is about evaluating 
the possibilities within your company after creating awareness. The “Explore” phase is about 
implementing an option and see how it develops. The repetition of this process creates an 
situation of continuous evaluation. This ensures that a SME is continuously adapting to the 
changing situation.  
 
It can be concluded that the transition to sustained growth remains a difficult process. This 
approach supports a B2B SME to evolve from an organization totally dependent on an 
entrepreneur (founder/owner) to a self-sustaining organization with a decision making team. 
However, entrepreneurs, managers and core employees should believe in the value of 
creating awareness.  
 
7.2 Theoretical contributions  
In this study, an overview is provided of the characteristics regarding the phase “High-
growth”, “Whitewater” and “Sustained growth”. High-growth SMEs are major contributors 
to economic growth. However, high-growth is often short-lived due to the increased 
complexity. Only a few SMEs are able to achieve sustained growth. Existing literature is 
fragmented and not much is known about the transition to sustained growth. In particular, not 
much is known about the characteristics of high-growth and sustained growth. Therefore, this 
study contributes to existing literature in three ways;  
❖ By providing an overview of the characteristics of high-growth, whitewater, and 

sustained growth based on a literature review and empirical analysis, 
❖ By reflecting on characteristics that play an important role in the transition to 

sustained growth,  
❖ By developing an approach to assists B2B SMEs in their transition to sustained 

growth.  
 
This study also connected the model of Burke-Litwin (1992) to the transition to sustained 
growth. This model shows the complexity of organizational change and organizational 
performance. Existing literature only analysed parts of this model in regard to high-growth 
and whitewater. This study showed the changes in leadership, strategy, culture, structure, 
systems, and management practices concerning the transition from high-growth to sustained 
growth. 
 
 7.3 Managerial implications  
SMEs should evaluate their changing situation periodically. The ScaleUp Execution Heroes 
approach provides the blueprint to execute this need. This approach aims to achieve a more 
continuous state of reflection for a company that is facing challenges of high-growth. The 
approach might seem quite accessible. But the execution might prove to be far more 
challenging and time consuming. Because of this a specialist should be considered. 
Chematronics is such a specialist. This approach has been designed with and for 
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Chematronics and can be utilized to strengthen their core product. Chematronics could 
provide this approach as a new service in addition to the existing services. They not only 
support SMEs to innovate and define a strategy but can also assist to organize SMEs 
internally. They could be the moderator to create awareness by means of providing training 
and sessions. Chematronics could also assist to create insights and to develop a plan of action 
with core members of a B2B SMEs in whitewater. Similar companies like Chematronics can 
also offer their expertise with this approach.  
 
The challenge might be that the approach should be adapted endlessly. Challenges and 
changes are sure to occur throughout a corporate life cycle. Even when Chematronics or a 
similar firm is out of the picture. Because of the repetitious nature of the approach companies 
should be able to continue the cycle after a period of assistance.  
 
This approach might be applicable in different ways than intended originally. It can be used 
for all kinds of transitional business because one of the main problems that is tackled is the 
fleeting and complex nature of high-growth SME. But these are conditions observed in many 
kind of businesses, e.g. the information and communication technology sector. One could 
imagine that the approach might find its way to these sectors.  
 
7.4 Limitations and further research  
This study's’ main objective was the device an approach for increasing the probability to 
achieve sustained growth. But several limitations can be formulated when analysing the 
research and method that were used.  
 
Defining the characteristics and challenges of SMEs during different phases is the very 
foundation of the concept solution, but this is were several limitations arise. This study 
provides an overview from existing literature of the characteristics of SMEs in different 
phases, but literature was fragmented and extracted from a wide variety of sources and 
research. There was a considerable amount of heterogeneity (e.g. Definition of high-growth) 
and research done was not always specific for one type of high-growth firm. Because of this, 
literature findings cannot always be perfectly generalized to the context of high-growth 
SMEs.  
  
The empirical findings from the interviews were meant for further defining and 
characterizing the phases and challenges of SMEs. Although this study delivers a noteworthy 
contribution to the already existing literature, a bigger number of interviewed SMEs could 
provide a more final and generalizable definition of each phase and its’ challenges. The 
transitional nature of a high-growth SME going for sustained growth makes it difficult to 
define, but this study accomplished to do so. However, further research should investigate 
how generalizable the characteristics are.  
 
The solution design has been based on the main organisational factors, whereas the 
organizational performance is also determined by other organizational factors and external 
influences. Future research could investigate how much influence external factors eventually 
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has on reaching sustained growth and whether an approach should be adapted to certain 
conditions. 
 
The entrepreneur was chosen to be the focus for this studies, based on previous mentioned 
arguments. With the empirical findings from the interviews an approach was devised with the 
entrepreneur and the core employees at the heart of this approach. Nonetheless, only 
interviewing the entrepreneurs does produce another limitation. The experiences and ideas 
from core employees have not been utilized to the extend they should have. Though this 
might be a time consuming endeavour, it could provide a better alignment between the needs 
of the entrepreneurs and that of their employees.     
 
The concept solution has not been tested to the extent it should have been to make a proper 
assumption about its’ effectiveness. Because of time constraints there has not been a follow-
up study. A longitudinal study among high-growth SMEs and SMEs in whitewater could 
provide data about how effective the approach really is to achieve sustained growth.     
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Appendix A: Systematic literature review  
The systematic literature review was performed using the databases of Google Scholar and 
Web of Science. Search terms were used regarding SMEs (search terms; small business; 
small firm; small and medium-sized enterprise, SME, and Gazelle), high-growth (search 
terms: high-growth, high impact, rapid growth), Whitewater (search terms: barriers of high-
growth, challenges of high-growth), sustained growth (search terms: sustained growth, 
predictable growth), and organizational transition (search terms: organizational transition, 
organizational change). Articles were found by means of using the search terms both 
independently and in combination with each other. Relevant articles were selected based on 
reading the titles and abstracts. Articles were also obtained by means of eyeballing the 
references to relevant articles.  
 
Articles were only selected when their journals were ranked “highly regarded” or higher in 
the Journal Guide 2015 of Association of Business Schools (Cremer, Laing, Galliers, and 
Kiem, 2015). The Association of Business Schools classified journals based on a journal 
rating that combines peer review, statistical information related to citation and editorial 
judgments of journals (Cremer et al., 2015), see Table A. 
 
Non-academic sources, called grey literature, were included because of the fragmented 
literature and lack of data. Due to the fact that grey literature is at the bottom of academically 
acceptable sources (Jesson, Matheson, and Lacey, 2011), it was only being used as anecdotic 
evidence when no other data was available.  
 
Table A - The journal rating of ABS (Cremer et al., 2015)  

Rating Meaning of Quality Rating 

  4* Journals of Distinction. Journals are rated 4* when they are rated in the highest category by at least three out of 
the five non-university based listings - Financial Times 45, Dallas List, VHB, Australian Deans’ List, CNRS. 
In addition, journals from core social sciences disciplines that do not appear in those listings may also be rated 
4* on the grounds that they are clearly of the finest quality and of undisputed relevance to business and 
management. In the Guide of 2015, this applies to three journals from the field of sociology and psychology.  

4 All journals rated 4, whether included in the Journal of Distinction category or not, publish the most original 
and best-executed research. As top journals in their field, these journals typically have high submission and 
low acceptance rates. Papers are heavily refereed. Top journals generally have the highest citation impact 
factors within their field.  

3 3 rated journals publish original and well executed research papers and are highly regarded. These journals 
typically have good submission rates and are very selective in what they publish. Papers are heavily refereed. 
Highly regarded journals generally have good to excellent journal metrics relative to others in their field, 
although at present not all journals in this category carry a citation impact factor.  

2 Journals in this category publish original research of an acceptable standard. A well regarded journal in its 
field, papers are fully refereed according to accepted standards and conventions. Citation impact factors are 
somewhat more modest in certain cases. Many excellent practitioner-oriented articles are published in 2-rated 
journals.  

1 These journals, in general, publish research of a recognised, but more modest standard in their field. Papers are 
in many instances refereed relatively lightly according to accepted conventions. Few journals in this category 
carry a citation impact factor.  
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Appendix B: Interview protocol  
 
Interview Protocol - Research regarding SMEs in the transition to sustained growth  
 
Date:  
Location:  
Respondent: 
Interviewer:  
Time: 
 
Introduction (1)  
❖ Ask for permission to record the interview for transcribing purpose  
❖ Output: an approach and master thesis report 
❖ Scope and purpose of research: 

 
This research is performed as a thesis project for TU Eindhoven and the company 
Chematronics (explain company when respondent does not know it). I am researching SMEs 
in the transition from high-growth to sustained growth. High-growth SMEs become complex 
and are facing challenges due to their increased size and scale and scope of their firm’s 
activities. As a result, these SMEs are experiencing Whitewater. Only a small subset are able 
to overcome these challenges and achieve sustained growth. Not much is known about the 
characteristics of high-growth SMEs and sustained growth SMEs. Therefore, I want to learn 
more about these characteristics by means of this interview. Based on empirical findings, I 
want to develop an approach in cooperation with Chematronics to assist high-growth SMEs 
in their transition to sustained growth. There is still little support for SMEs in these growth 
phases.  
 
- High-growth phase defined as; a phase where a firm’s scale and scope of activities and the 
company size expands rapidly, with an average sales growth (or employment growth) of 20% 
in a 2 - year window.  
 
- Whitewater phase defined as; a phase where a firm is experiencing barriers of growth. In 
this phase, a SME is facing several challenges that are difficult to cope due to the increased 
complexity of strategic decision making. It causes the growth to fluctuate. 
 
- Sustained Growth as; a SME with predictable growth due to the implementation of for 
instance appropriated processes, policies, structure, and systems.  
 
General company information (2)  
❖ Can you tell something about your organization?  

➢ How many employees do you employ?   
➢ From how many locations do you operate? 
➢ What has changed since the start of your organization? (Then vs Now) 
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■ Is your role as entrepreneur changed? (only asked if something has 
changed) 

■ How did you experience this process? (only asked if something has 
changed) 

 
Organizational performance (3) 
❖ Did you hire employees in the past year? (2017 vs. 2016) 

➢ How much a year before? (2016 vs. 2015)  
❖ How much have the sales increased compared to last year? (2017 vs. 2016)  

➢ How much a year before? (2016 vs. 2015) 
❖ What kind of sales do you expect within two years?  
❖ What kinds of opportunities do you envision for further growth? 

➢ What else? (2x times - in-depth searching) 
➢ Why?  
➢ What is your motivation?  

 
Strategy (4) 
❖ What kind of activities does your company practice? 

➢ Do you innovate?  
➢ What is your product portfolio?  

❖ How do you develop / design your product(s) or service(s)?  
 
Organizational structure (6)  
❖ What kind of organizational structure does your firm follow?  

➢ How are the functions divided and what is your functions?  
➢ Why was this structure chosen? 

❖ How is your company managed? 
❖ How is the responsibility within your organization regulated? (respondent / 

employees)  
➢ What do you think about the regulated responsibility?  

 
Organization Culture (6) 
❖ How will you describe your business atmosphere?  
❖ How do you keep your employees motivated?  

 
Systems (7)  
❖ How do you monitor your organization? 
❖ Why do you monitor your organization in this manner?  

 
Challenges (8)  
❖ What kinds of challenges does your organization experience? (External / Internal)  

➢ What are the factors why your company is faced with challenges? (Only asked 
when it is experiencing challenges) 
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➢ How do you experience these challenges? (Only asked when is experiencing 
challenges) 

 
Challenge approach - Only asked when it is experiencing challenges (9) 
❖ In what kinds of manners did you overcome the challenge(s)?   

➢ How did your organization come to this approach? 
➢ Why did you approach challenge(s) in such a manner?  
➢ How did you react?  
➢ How involved were (core) employees or managers in the process?  

 
Leadership (10) 
❖ What is your daily job?  

➢  How does your daily format look like? 
➢ What is your particular function and why?  

❖ What is your knowledge and education?  
❖ If you had to do it again, what kinds of priorities did you have to set in the beginning 

to achieve quicker to the current position of your organization?  
➢ Which priorities even more?  
➢ Why do you believe this?  

❖ Knowing your current position, what kind of advice would you give yourself in terms 
of priorities? 

 
Conclusion (11)  
❖ Are there things that come to mind?  
❖ Do you know companies that may apply for this research? 
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Appendix C: Coding scheme, codebook and template 
matrix 
A coding scheme was developed on the basis of the factors from the literature findings and as 
mentioned in Table 1 (see Table C1). After a second coding, a codebook (Table C2) was 
developed based on a second coding within factors to find subcategories for the empirical 
data. Indicators of the coding scheme were also used as subcategories when much empirical 
data was found for that topic. As a result, a template matrix was developed which is a 
upgraded version of table 1. This matrix contains factors and subcategories of the codebook 
to analyse the data in an organized systematic way, see Table C3.  
 
Table C1 - Coding scheme used for coding the interviews of this study  

Coding scheme 

Factors Definition Indicators 

Organizational 
Performance 

"Outcome and result as well the indicator of 
effort and achievement" (Burke-Litwin, 1992) 

* High-growth definition 
* Whitewater definition  
* Sustained growth definition 

Challenges 

"Something that a company is experiencing due 
to high-growth which causes it to become 
complex" (Hambrick and Crozier, 1985; 
Nicholls-Nixon, 2005) 

* Competition (Hambrick and Crozier, 
1985) 
* Changing markets (Hambrick and 
Crozier, 1985) 
* Lack of Skills and Experience (Nicholls - 
Nixon, 2005; Chan et al., 2006; Lee, 2014) 
* Change of sense of family (Disaffected 
business atmosphere) 
* New employees 
* The need for systems (Hambrick and 
Crozier, 1985; Mckeown, 2010) 
* The need for financial resources 
(Nicholls-Nixon, 2005; Lee, 2014) 

Leadership 
"Executives providing overall organizational 
direction and serving as behavioural role models 
for all employees" (Burke-Litwin, 1992) 

behavioural traits (e.g. motivation, work 
routine, commitment, attitude (Storey, 
2016) 

Strategy 
"An organizational strategy is the sum of the 
actions a company intends to take to achieve 
long-term goals" (Burke-Litwin, 1992) 

* Financial (Nicholls-Nixon, 2005; Lee, 
2014) 
* Development of Product / service (Storey, 
2016) 
* Market (Henrekson and Johansson, 2010) 
* Innovation (Siegel, Siegel, and 
Macmillan, 1993) 
* Location (Scott and Bruce, 1983) 

Organization 
Culture 

"The way things are done in a company. It is a 
collection of overt and covert rules, values, and 
principles that are enduring and guide 
organizational behaviour " (Burke-Litwin, 1992) 

* History of organization (Burke-Litwin, 
1992) 
* Norm and values (Burke-Litwin, 1992) 
* Overt and covert rules (Burke-litwin, 
1992) 
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Structure 

"The arrangement of function and people into 
specific areas and levels of responsibility, 
decision making authority, communication, 
relationship to ensure effective implementation 
of the organization's  mission and strategy" 
(Burke-Litwin, 1992) 

* Management (Hambrick and Crozier, 
1985) 
* Decision making authority (Burke and 
Litwin, 1992) 
* Responsibility (Burke and Litwin, 1992), 
* Communication (Burke and Litwin, 1992) 
*Employees (Fischer, Reuber, Hababou, 
Johansson, and Lee, 1997) 

Systems 

"Standardized policies and mechanisms that 
facilitate work, primarily, manifested in the 
organization (management) information systems 
and control systems" (Burke-Litwin, 1992) 

* Information Systems (e.g. ERP systems, 
CRM systems) (Burke and Litwin, 1992) 
* Control Systems ( e.g. Performance 
appraisal talks, performance talks, reviews, 
feedback) (Burke and Litwin, 1992) 

Management 
Practices 

What managers do in the normal course of 
events to use human and material resources at 
their disposal to carry out the organization's 
strategy, such as a particular set of specific 
behaviours (Burke-Litwin, 1992) 

* Empowerment (Mckeown, 2010) 
* Training and development (Barbero et al., 
2011) 
* Responsibility (Mckeown, 2010) 
* Autonomy (Mckeown, 2010) 

 
Table C2 - Codebook with factors and subcategories obtained from second coding  

Organizational performance  
❖ Sales growth (2 years) 
❖ Number of employees  

 
Challenges  
 
Leadership (behavioural traits)  
 
Strategy  
❖ Financial focus  
❖ Product portfolio  
❖ Product or service development  
❖ Innovation  
❖ Distribution and development  

 
Culture  
 
Structure 
❖ Organizational structure  
❖ Decision making  
❖ Management  
❖ Employees  

 
Systems  
 
Management practices  
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Table C3 - The template matrix with factors and subcategories of the codebook (Table C2)  
 High-Growth Whitewater Sustained Growth 

Organization 
Performance 

Sales Growth 
 (2 years)    

Number of 
Employees 

   

Challenges    

Leadership 
(behavioural traits) 

   

Strategy 

Financial 
focus 

   

Product 
portfolio 

   

Product or 
Service  

   

Innovation    

Distribution 
and 

Development 

   

Culture    

Structure 

Organization 
Structure 

   

Decision 
making  

   

Management    

Employees    

Systems    

Management practices    
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Appendix D: Cases division between phases  
This appendix present cases division between the phases high-growth, whitewater, and 
sustained. For each case, a table is developed with several factors and value. In addition, a 
short description with the firm’s activities, culture, system and challenges.  
 
High-growth SMEs  
The Tables D1, D2, D3, and D4 present the information about the cases A to D of SMEs in 
the “High-growth” phase.  
 
Table D1 - Information about Case A  

Category  Value Case A is an innovative B2B SME in the solar 
power industry. They just turned break-even. The 
company is searching for new business 
opportunities.  
 
The company has an informal business 
atmosphere that includes freedom for employees 
to experiment. It is a family-like atmosphere with 
regular activities. Employees are highly 
responsible for their functions.  
 
The company has an Enterprise Resource 
planning (ERP) system but it is only used when a 
deal is closed. The role of the entrepreneurs is 
important for closing these deals.  
 
The SME is experiencing the challenges of 
finding qualified employees and the need for 
financial resources. It also is facing the challenge 
of the lack of a well-organized system. The 
current ERP system is only partly used and is not 
ready for the growth they experience nowadays. 

Co-Founder / Co-Owner  Yes / Yes 

Role Entrepreneur  Financial manager 

Sales growth 
2016 vs 2015 - 30% 
2017 vs 2016 - 40%  

Employment growth  Hiring a lot employees 

Number of Employees 11 

Challenges  Recruiting employees  

Financial focus Sales 

Management  Entrepreneurs  

Organizational structure Flat  

Systems Primitive 

 
Table D2 - Information about Case B  

Category  Value Case B is an innovative B2B SME that develops 
certain flow measurements instruments for 
several industries. The company is outsourcing 
many functions (e.g. manufacturing and 
assembling) to specialists. They have the goal to 
develop a big network of agents to sale their 
products. 

Co-Founder / Co-Owner  Yes / Yes 

Role Entrepreneur  General manager & 
Financial Manager 
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Sales growth 
2016 vs 2015 - 20% 
2017 vs 2016 - 30%  

 
The company has an informal business 
atmosphere with short line communication.   
 
The company is experiencing challenges in 
extending its’ product portfolio and the 
recruitment of qualified employees.   

Employment growth  2016 vs 2015: ?? 
2017 vs 2016: 37.5% 

Number of Employees 8 

Challenges  Recruiting employees  

Financial focus Sales 

Management  Entrepreneurs  

Organizational structure Flat  

Systems None 

 
Table D3 - Information about Case C 

Category  Value Case C is an innovative B2B SME in the medical 
sector that is developing medical implants. The 
company is a contract manufacturer; it develops 
the implants for other companies. The demand 
for their product is increasing exponentially.  
 
The company has an informal business 
atmosphere with regular activities.  
 
Due to the experience of the entrepreneurs, the 
company already developed a Company-Specific 
system and implemented performance appraisals 
with employees.  
 
The company is experiencing challenges in the 
recruitment of qualified employees.  
 

Co-Founder / Co-Owner  Yes / Yes 

Role Entrepreneur  General manager & 
Business Developer 

Sales growth 
Within 2 years, a 
sales revenue of 1 
million 

Employment growth  2016 vs 2015 - 33 % 
2017 vs 2016 - 43 % 

Number of Employees 10 

Challenges  Recruiting employees  

Financial focus Sales 

Management  Entrepreneurs  

Organizational structure Flat  

Systems Company-Specific 
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Table D4 - Information about Case D 

Category  Value Case D is an innovative B2B SME in the 
recycling business. It developed a new type of 
recycling process. The demand for their product 
is increasing exponentially. 
 
The company has an informal business 
atmosphere with regular activities.  
 
The company is experiencing challenges in 
finding qualified employees for particular 
functions and optimizing recycling process.   

Co-Founder / Co-Owner  Yes / Yes 

Role Entrepreneur  General manager  

Sales growth 
Within 2 years, a 
sales revenue of 1.5 
million 

Employment growth  2016 vs 2015 - 100% 
2017 vs 2016 - ?? 

Number of Employees 10 

Challenges  Recruiting employees  

Financial focus Sales 

Management  Entrepreneurs  

Organizational structure Flat  

Systems None 

 
SMEs in Whitewater  
The Tables D5, D6, D7, and D8 present the information about the case E to H of SMEs in the 
“Whitewater” phase.  
 
Table D5 - Information about Case E 

Category  Value Case E is an innovative B2B SME in the sensor 
and power electronics business. The company 
just developed a second private company for a 
new business model.  
 
The company has an informal business 
atmosphere with an open door policy.  
 
The company experience difficulties in the 
development of the second private company due 
to the lack of qualified employees. It is also 
experience difficulties in gathering and sharing 
information. The company is working with 
primitive systems, e.g. Excel and other Microsoft 
tools.  

Co-Founder / Co-Owner  Yes / Yes 

Role Entrepreneur  General manager  

Sales growth 
Within 2 years, a 
sales revenue of 1.5 
million 

Employment growth  2016 vs 2015 - 100% 
2017 vs 2016 - ?? 

Number of Employees 10 
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Challenges  Recruiting employees  

Financial focus Sales 

Management  Entrepreneurs  

Organizational structure Flat  

Systems None 

 
Table D6 - Information about Case F  

Category  Value Case F is an innovative B2B SME in the robotic 
industry. The company consists of two private 
companies with different business models. They 
are developing everything by themselves.  
 
The company has an informal business 
atmosphere.  
 
The company is experiencing challenges partly 
due to the entrepreneur. The entrepreneur finds it 
difficult to structure and to organize his 
organization. The SME have tried several things 
to overcome Whitewater. In addition, they have a 
ERP system but it is not well-organized.  

Co-Founder / Co-Owner  Yes / Yes 

Role Entrepreneur  General manager  & 
Commercial Manager 

Sales growth 
2016 vs 2015 - 40% 
2017 vs 2016 - 40%  

Employment growth  2016 vs 2015: 0% 
2017 vs 2016: 20% 

Number of Employees 23 

Challenges  No structure. No system. 
Lack in skills and 
experience 

Financial focus Transition 

Management  Entrepreneur  

Organizational structure Flat  

Systems Under construction 

 

Table D7 - Information about Case G 

Category  Value Case G is an innovative B2B SME that develops 
specific electronic modules for other companies. 
It also provides services. It developed a second 
company to develop the electronic modules.  Co-Founder / Co-Owner  Yes / Yes 
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Role Entrepreneur  General manager  & 
Commercial Manager 

 
The company has developed teams that are 
highly responsible for their functions but the 
management makes the final decisions.  
 
The company has an informal business 
atmosphere. They also provide personal 
development plans for employees.  
 
The company is experiencing several 
organizational challenges and managerial 
challenges.  

Sales growth 
2016 vs 2015 - 20% 
2017 vs 2016 - 50 %  

Employment growth  2016 vs 2015 - 5% 
2017 vs 2016 - 20% 

Number of Employees 23 

Challenges  New innovation and 
service, difficult to 
recruit qualified 
employees, evaluating   
structure, search for a 
qualified management 
member 

Financial focus Transition 

Management  Team of managers 

Organizational structure Flat  

Systems Under construction 

 

Table D8 - Information about Case H  

Category  Value Case H is an innovative B2B SME that develops 
software solutions for medical companies in 
several industries. The company has a broad 
product portfolio.   
 
The company has an informal business 
atmosphere. Everybody is equivalent as a person.  
 
The company uses several systems to get 
insights, e.g. Salesforce  
 
The company is experiencing the challenge of 
product adoption (external factor) and several 
organizational challenges. 

Co-Founder / Co-Owner  Yes / Yes 

Role Entrepreneur  Technical manager 

Sales growth 
2016 vs 2015 - 50% 
2017 vs 2016 - 0%  

Employment growth  ... 

Number of Employees 15 

Challenges  Retention of employees, 
adoption of products 
(broad product portfolio) 

Financial focus Transition 
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Management  Entrepreneurs  

Organizational structure Flat  

Systems Primitive 

 
Sustained growth SMEs 
The Tables D9, D10, D11, and D12 present the information about the cases I to L of SMEs in 
the “Sustained growth” phase.  
 
Table D9 - Information about Case I 

Category  Value Case I is an innovative B2B process and 
packaging SME in the food sector.  
 
The company is simple organized and employees 
want to conserve an informal business 
atmosphere, e.g. open door policy or company 
lunch.   
 
The company has several systems that provide 
insights.  
 
The company is experiencing the challenge to 
gather and share information with the whole 
organization.  

Co-Founder / Co-Owner  Yes / Yes 

Role Entrepreneur  Technical manager 

Sales growth 
2016 vs 2015 - 10% 
2017 vs 2016 - 10%   

Employment growth  2016 vs 2015: 15 % 
2017 vs 2016: 15 % 

Number of Employees 53 

Challenges  Gathering and sharing 
information 

Financial focus Profit  

Management  Operational manager 

Organizational structure Flat  

Systems Advanced 

 

Table D10 - Information about Case J 

Category  Value Case J  is an innovative B2B SME in the clothing 
business. The company is developing a new 
business model. They outsource activities such as 
manufacturing and assembling to specialists.  
 
The company has an informal business 

Co-Founder / Co-Owner  No / Yes 

Role Entrepreneur  General manager 
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Sales growth 
2016 vs 2015 - 10% 
2017 vs 2016 - 10%   

atmosphere. They prefer short lines of 
communication and have regular company 
activities. The employees want to conserve the 
informal culture.   
 
The company is implementing a company-specific 
system due to the specific need of their customers 
and employees. In addition, they are experiencing 
a challenge to share information at the same time 
to the people who needed it.  

Employment growth  2016 vs 2015 - 13% 
2017 vs 2016 - 13% 

Number of Employees 60 

Challenges  Gathering and sharing 
information 

Financial focus Profit  

Management  Team of managers 

Organizational structure Flat  

Systems Company-Specific 

 

Table D11 - Information about Case K  

Category  Value Case K is an B2B SME that develops products for 
the medical businesses and process industry.  
 
There is an informal business atmosphere. They 
have a general coffee break every day.   
 
The company developed a buddy system, two or 
more employees are responsible for a function 
together.  
 
They are experiencing difficulties in recruiting 
qualified employee and working with too many 
systems.  

Co-Founder / Co-Owner  No / Yes 

Role Entrepreneur  Commercial manager 

Sales growth 
2016 vs 2015 - 6% 

2017 vs 2016 - 15% 

Employment growth  ... 

Number of Employees 17 

Challenges  ... 

Financial focus Profit  

Management  Team of managers 

Organizational structure Flat  

Systems Advanced 
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Table D12 - Information about Case L 

Category  Value Case L is an innovative B2B SME which develops 
switch mode power technology. They innovate 
with lead customers and outsource manufacturing 
and assembling to specialists. They developed a 
team of managers which has the final decision 
making authority. In addition, the company also 
created teams of employees that are highly 
responsibilities within their business unit. 
 
The company has an informal business culture and 
they are providing personal development plans for 
employees, and freedom to experiment. 
 
The company is developing a company-specific 
system due to growing diversity of products and 
company size.  
 
One of the main challenges is to keep it organized.  

Co-Founder / Co-Owner  Yes / Yes 

Role Entrepreneur  Business Developer & 
Sales manager 

Sales growth 
2016 vs 2015 - 30% 
2017 vs 2016 - 30% 

Employment growth  2016 vs 2015 - 18% 
2017 vs 2016 - 13% 

Number of Employees 45 

Challenges  ... 

Financial focus Profit  

Management  Team of managers 

Organizational structure Flat  

Systems Company-Specific 
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In Summary 
Table 13 shows a summary of the cases divided per phase, including a the sequence of the 
conducted interviews.  
 
Table D13 - A summary overview of the cases per phase  

High-Growth phase Whitewater phase Sustainable growth phase 

Category Value Category Value Category Value 

Growth > 20% for two years Growth Fluctuating Growth Steady each year (> 10%) 

Employees Around 10 Employees Between 10 - 25 Employees > 25 employees 

Financial focus Sales Financial focus Transition Financial focus Profit 

Systems None / Primitive Systems Under construction Systems 
Advanced / Company 
Specific 

Challenges None / A Few Challenges 

Many; structure, 
systems, can 
not longer meet needs, 
lack in skills and 
experience 

Challenges None / A Few 

Case A Interview 3 Case E Interview 1 Case I Interview 5 

Case B Interview 4 Case F Interview 2 Case J Interview 7 

Case C Interview 9 Case G Interview 6 Case K Interview 11 

Case D Interview 10 Case H Interview 8 Case L Interview 12 

 

 

  


