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Abstract

Times are changing. The food industry is expected to experience a total revolution of the
current status through the emergence of new business models, new value chains and food
products, putting emphasis on sustainability and health. Due to the large negative
environmental impacts caused by the current food system, the global food industry is pressured
to change. New solutions are needed, which cannot be found within large, established
companies. In fact, entrepreneurship has proven to be an important driver for innovation and
sustainable development of the society, the economy and the food industry. Therefore, it is of
interest to examine startups within the fast growing next-gen food and beverage industry.

The aim of this research is to investigate how the success factors in each entrepreneurial
element of the integrated framework outlined by Song et al. (2008), are reflected in next-gen
food and beverage startups on the Swedish market. This was achieved through examining
successful startups within this specific industry. This thesis employs a qualitative approach by
a multiple case study of four Swedish startups within the next-gen food and beverage industry,
as well as two interviews with industry experts. The data has been collected through semi-
structured interviews with management representatives from each company.

This study concludes that the entrepreneurial elements in the integrated framework, created by
Song et al. (2008), are all relevant for the Swedish next-gen food and drink startups. Under
each element, the factors suggested by Song et al. (2008) have been adapted to reflect startups
within the next-gen context. As such, this thesis provides an adapted framework with relevant
factors linked to each element. The framework highlights factors that are suggested to have an
influence on the success of these startups. Some factors that were identified as extra relevant
for the next-gen food and beverage industry include; 1) Entrepreneurial Team: Academic
Background, 2) Entrepreneurial Opportunity: Market entry timing and Change in consumer
demands, 3) Entrepreneurial Resources: Access to funding and resources, The right fit of
resources and investors and Policies, and lastly, 4) Organizational and Strategic Fit:
Sustainable Entrepreneurship, Competitive strategy, Product innovation & quality, and
Lifestyle brands.

Keywords: food tech, next-gen food and beverage, new venture success, entrepreneurial
success factors, survival, growth, plant-based alternatives
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Key Definitions

Food tech: The intersection between food and technology: the application and use of
technology to create efficiency and sustainability, to improve supply chains, agriculture and
food production, marketing, as well as distribution channels and business models, and
ultimately consumption of food.

Next-gen food and drink industry: New types of food and drinks that are created based on
science and technology. Next-gen food and drink products include plant-based alternatives to
protein. In this study, the focus is on plant-based alternatives, and throughout the text, the next-
gen food and drink industry can be referred to as “next-gen”, “next-gen food”, “next-gen food
tech”, “next-gen food and beverage”.

Success: In this study, young innovative new ventures in the next-gen food tech industry are
examined. As such, success is defined as survival, growth and buzz, rather than having a
financial performance definition. See section 1.5.1 Defining performance as success / growth
for an elaboration on what success is in this study.
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1. Introduction

This section introduces the reader to the background of this study to get an overview of the
research area as well as an overview of the field of research. With the background, the problem
discussion will lead into the purpose of the research, as well as the presentation of the research
questions.

1.1 Background

Food is essential for our survival. Besides it being a necessity, it furthermore has the power to
spread happiness, enjoyment as well as a way of expression and culture. During the last
decades, the global dynamics in food production and consumption has evolved rapidly
(Santeramo et al. 2018). The food industry is the last major sector set to be fundamentally
transformed by technology, the internet, and the digital transformation (Sweden Foodtech,
2021). This industry is still rather conservative and traditional, with a low rate of radical
innovation (Woodruff, 2022). However, times are changing, and the industry is expected to
experience a total revolution of the current status through the emergence of new business
models, new value chains and food products, putting emphasis on sustainability and health
(Sweden Foodtech, 2021). The global food industry is pressured to change, as the production
and consumption of food highly is affecting the environment negatively, especially the meat
and dairy industry (Beverland, 2014; Lynde, 2020; Ranganathan, Waite, Searchinger &
Hanson, 2018; Ritchie & Roser, 2020). In addition, as the world population is expected to grow
t0 9.7 billion by 2050, compared to 7.7 billion in 2019 (United Nations (UN), 2019), the current
food production system and its environmental effects, provides major challenges for
sustainably feeding the world population (EIT Food, 2019; Ranganathan, et al., 2018; World
Resources Institute (WRI), 2019). On the other hand, consumers are becoming increasingly
aware of the health and environmental effects of food production and consumption, and are
looking for healthy and sustainable alternatives (Kreiter, 2022). As such, the ongoing change
of the food industry is creating opportunities for new business creation as entrepreneurs are
exploiting and addressing the increasing demands (De Bernardi & Azucar, 2019).

In fact, entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial activities within an economy has the potential to
stabilize a market when times are changing (Holcombe, 2003). Entrepreneurs are crucial when
it comes to innovation and opportunity creation in dynamic environments (Aparicio, Urbano
& Audretsch, 2016), strongly indicating the importance of entrepreneurship. According to the
Food System 6 Impact Report (2021), impact-driven entrepreneurs are crucial to build more
equitable and more resilient alternatives to the current industrial food system. Through
introducing innovative services, products, solutions and organizational structures,
entrepreneurs and ventures are creating new markets, as well as forming existing ones, to be
more sustainable. Entrepreneurs and innovative ventures are de facto often the main drivers of
innovation and sustainable development (Schaltegger, 2002; Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011),
with startups being the key drivers when it comes to introducing innovations (Bergset &
Fichter, 2015). Furthermore, entrepreneurship is considered an important actor for growth
within the food industry (De Bernardi & Azucar, 2019). While some existing companies are
adjusting their production and services to become more sustainable, entrepreneurs and new
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firms implementing business models focusing on sustainability at their core are emerging as a
response to the social and environmental demands and challenges (Jolink & Niesten, 2015).
These entrepreneurs identify business opportunities by focusing on both profit and planet
(Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011).

1.2 The Food Industry and its Environmental Impact

The current industrial food system has created an array of significant challenges. Global food
production systems are negatively affecting the environment by pollution, emission of
greenhouse gasses (GHG), loss of biodiversity and land degradation, amongst others
(Beverland, 2014; Lynde, 2020; Ranganathan, et al., 2018). Globally, food production is
accountable for 25 % of the total greenhouse gas emissions (Ritchie & Roser, 2020).
Furthermore, animal-based food, such as dairy and meat, is more resource-intensive and has a
higher impact on the environment than other protein sources, such as plant-based food
(Beverland, 2014; Ranganathan, et al., 2018; Ritchie & Roser, 2022). In fact, land use changes
and farming needed for animal-based products are responsible for 80 % of the total emissions
for food production. A new and better food system is needed (Lynde, 2020), both for the sake
of the environment and peoples' health (EIT Food, 2019; Ranganathan, et al., 2018; Ritchie &
Roser, 2020; Sweden Foodtech, 2021; WRI, 2019). The emphasis within the food industry lies
both on what is produced and how production is made (De Bernardi & Azucar, 2019).

1.2.1 The Growing Market of Plant-based Alternatives

As a response to challenges within the food industry, there has been a growing trend in recent
years of entrepreneurs and companies offering plant-based alternatives. Such influx of
entrepreneurship and innovation into the current food system signals that change is afoot
(Lynde, 2020). Consumer demand for plant-based and alternative protein is growing at a
remarkable rate, with no end in sight. Alternative proteins are being hailed as a vital solution
to the challenges within the food industry, providing the industry with the potential to disrupt
conventional proteins. Although still a nascent market at only 1-2% of the total proteins,
alternative proteins sales are predicted to reach over $1.1 trillion by 2040, eating up around 60
% of the total meat market (True Investor, 2022). Bloomberg (2021) predicts that the plant-
based alternatives to meat and dairy will surpass the sales of traditional products by 2030.

That said, entrepreneurship and new ventures within the alternative market are growing fast.
Entrepreneurship and innovation play a vital role in driving market change, introducing
innovative solutions and driving sustainable development (Schaltegger, 2002; Schaltegger &
Wagner, 2011). Entrepreneurs can enter the market as innovative disruptors, initiating a change
that eventually can lead to changing the existing industry (Rajagopal & Moya Davila, 2020).
When it comes to creating a new food system and transforming the food industry, ambitious
entrepreneurs, who are exploiting game-changing technologies and exciting new ingredients
while focusing on categories that are ready for innovation, are driving the change in this space
(True Investor, 2022). The increase of incubators, accelerators and competitions, and other
support structures, are all demonstrating that the market is shifting (Lynde, 2020).
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1.3 The Food Tech Taxonomy - Next-gen Food and Beverage

One emerging area within the food industry that in many ways can be considered at the
forefront of transforming the industry is food tech. Food tech is the intersection between food
and technology: the application and use of technology to create efficiency and sustainability,
to improve supply chains, agriculture and food production, distribution channels, as well as
marketing and business models, and ultimately consumption (Forward Fooding, 2022; Sweden
Foodtech, 2021). The food tech industry is furthermore divided into several areas, including;
food safety, surplus and waste, ag-tech, food processing, consumer apps and services, food
delivery, smart appliance and kitchen, and lastly next-gen food and drinks (Forward Fooding,
2022). Food tech research and development (R&D) projects are often connected with
innovative startups, to provide solutions and improvements to existing sustainability
challenges, e.g., climate change, food waste, and food security (Iberdrola, 2022). Food tech
startups are challenging the incumbents, offering the next generation of food and beverage,
including plant-based alternatives to protein, created based on science and technology. Within
the next-gen food and drink sector, first movers such as Beyond Meat, Oatly, Impossible Foods
and Eat Just have paved a path, by identifying business opportunities through innovation in
combining food and technology and offering alternatives to animal-based products, driving the
next-gen market and experiencing incredible growth (Bloomberg, 2021; Kreiter, 2022; Wiley,
2021). New food tech startups are rapidly emerging and major investments are being made.
Over the past two years, European startups offering protein alternatives have raised $1.3 billion
in capital (Bahr, 2022).

1.4 Problem Discussion

Indeed, entrepreneurship and new venture creation have proven to be important factors for
economic growth, job creation, sustainable development and innovation (Bergset & Fichter,
2015; Lynde, 2020; Schaltegger, 2002; Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011; Song, Song & Parry,
2010). At the same time, the failure rates for new ventures are high (Song, Podoynitsyna, Van
Der Bij & Halman, 2008; Song, Song & Parry, 2010). As such, several scholars have studied
the entrepreneurial factors enabling success and failure for new ventures (e.g. Klotz, Hmieleski,
Bradley & Busenitz, 2014; Song et al., 2008; Soto-Simeone, Sirén & Antretter, 2020). Indeed,
founding and developing new ventures are often associated with a great variety of challenges
deriving mainly from business and technological uncertainty. Existing literature and empirical
studies on the subject reflect an array of influences on entrepreneurial success. However,
despite the magnitude of such research on new ventures and startups, still, it is difficult to
explain the reasons for growth of firms adequately (Lechler, 2001).

The challenges created by our global food system are in need of new solutions that cannot be
found within established companies and large organizations (De Bernardi & Azucar, 2019).
Efforts to transform the food system will require cooperation between stakeholders, and both
radical and incremental innovation across the whole value chain. Often, such innovations have
the tendency to emerge in a ‘bottom-up’ way from small and medium-sized enterprises (SMES)
and emerging startups (ibid.). Startups that de facto survive and succeed, overcoming the
common challenges faced by new ventures, may in turn have large economic and systemic
impacts. In the food industry context, companies that successfully create products that surpass
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the animal-based originals, especially companies focusing on massive scaling potential - with
prices equal or lower than the animal-based products, will be the true winner of the future food
race (Future of Protein Report, 2022). However, in both literature and practice, directions for
identifying entrepreneurial factors or recommendations supporting food tech business ventures
are still sparse (De Bernardi & Azucar, 2019). As such, investigating the various factors
contributing to the success of food tech ventures is an important piece for researchers and
academics who wish to help drive sustainability in the food system through innovation and
entrepreneurship. Such insights will equip food industry professionals, and in particular
entrepreneurs, entering the plant-based food industry, with relevant strategies for ensuring that
their brand reaches mainstream consumers and to overcome common pitfalls.

The food industry is about to experience a shift toward more sustainable, healthier food systems
and innovative food products. As a result, new innovative startups are emerging, challenging
the traditional low-tech food industry by offering healthy and sustainable alternatives. Given
the strong and fast growth of disruptive food tech startups and their potential impact on the
food system, it is of interest to examine potential factors leading to the success of startups trying
to enter and influence the traditional food sector. This, in combination with the anticipated
growth of the plant-based alternative market, make the food tech startup scene, and in particular
next-gen food and drinks, an interesting and novel area to research. The market is expected to
grow rapidly within the upcoming years, opening up the possibility for new entrants to emerge.

Sweden is the Nordic epicenter of tech innovation and progressive sustainable values, and in
combination with the expanding food tech startup scene, Sweden strives to be the international
playground for the next generation food system (Sweden Foodtech, 2021). As a hub of
entrepreneurial activity, and highly respected in tech circles, Stockholm is ranked second
behind Silicon Valley in producing unicorns - billion-dollar, venture-capital backed companies
- per capita (ibid.). For this reason, Sweden is a relevant context in which to investigate next-
gen food and drink startups. This study contributes to existing literature by shedding light on
important success factors enabling food tech and next-gen food and drink startups to emerge
and grow in a novel and dynamic industry.

1.5 Purpose of Research

The purpose of this research is to investigate how entrepreneurial success factors are reflected
in next-gen food and beverage startups on the Swedish market, by examining each element of
the integrated framework outlined by Song et al. (2008). It is furthermore of interest to
investigate additional factors or elements that may be important in this industry, and potentially
adding them to the framework.

1.6 Research Questions

The research questions aim to act as a catalyst for this study and provide focus in order to
uncover important aspects of the identified gap. In order to reach the purpose of this research,
the following research questions are formulated:

RQ1: How are the entrepreneurial success factors from the integrated framework reflected in
the Swedish next-gen food and beverage industry?

RQ2: Are some factors more influential than others in this specific industry?
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1.7 Delimitations

The food tech industry stretches throughout an extensive array of food products, technologies
and processes. As such, due to limited resources and time, investigating startups within the
whole industry would be impossible. For that reason, this study has chosen to focus on one area
that evidently is growing rapidly, (Bloomberg, 2021; True Investor, 2022), which is the next-
gen food and beverage industry. This area includes plant-based alternatives to meat and dairy
products, i.e., new types of food and drinks that are created based on science and technology.

There is a substantial amount of research investigating success within startups, and what factors
contribute to new venture performance and growth. As such, several relevant theories exist that
could be used for this thesis. Many frameworks and theories, however, are limited to either
internal or external factors. One framework evaluated for this study was Klotz et al. (2014). In
their framework, Klotz et al. (2014) explain new venture success by studying new venture
teams. Although the team indeed has proven to be an influential factor when it comes to new
venture success, Klotz et al.'s (2014) framework focuses mainly on internal factors. Despite
this framework being relevant in many aspects, it lacks to include external factors. Due to the
transformational shift the food industry is currently experiencing, driven by innovation and
entrepreneurship (Lynde, 2020), it is relevant to include external influential factors in this
study, such as networks, market and institutional characteristics; all of which are mentioned in
the integrated framework created by Song et al. (2008), further including the entrepreneurial
team. Furthermore, the framework by Song et al. (2008) is focused on technological ventures,
which is appropriate for this study as it aims at investigating startups within the food tech
industry. For that reason, Song et al.'s (2008) framework was considered relevant for this study.

1.5.1 Defining performance as growth/success

In the integrated framework, Song et al. (2008) explain how the driving elements of the
framework are affecting the performance of the new venture. In this study, a more appropriate
term is success. Success is defined as the survival and growth of the firm, as mentioned by
Zhao, Seibert and Lumpkin (2010). Having a financial performance measurement for success
is not appropriate in this study, as new innovative ventures rarely generate profit instantly after
launching (Majumdar, 2010), and the market being rather new. Instead, the profitability tends
to be negative in the early stages of developing the firm (Séderblom, Samuelsson, Wiklund &
Sandberg, 2015). Further, growth is of importance as investors are looking for new innovative
ventures that have the potential to grow (Majumdar, 2010), and in turn, attract larger markets
(Davis & Olson, 2008; Fuentes & Fuentes, 2017). Additionally, new firms focusing on impact
rather than generating profit is what is needed to change the current food system, according to
De Bernardi and Azucar (2019).

Moreover, since the startups participating in this study are young firms, this study has taken
into account the ‘buzz’ around the startups. Rosen (2000) defined buzz as the word of mouth
of a brand and Feinleib (2011) as a company being visible and receiving attention. Companies
that can create positive buzz for their brand can boost their success (Goldsmith, 2003). Building
on this, in this study, buzz is conceptualized as attention, through receiving publicity and
investments. Publicity e.g., includes being mentioned in Forward Fooding's annual list
Foodtech 500, presenting the global entrepreneurial talent at the intersection between food,
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technology and sustainability or Sweden Foodtech’s Foodtech Guide 2021, introducing fast
growing and innovative startups on the Swedish food tech market. In addition, publicity
includes attention and publications in the media, such as one respondent receiving attention for
being an active player in the food transformation from animal-based products to plant-based
(Hultman, 2020) and another one being featured in Forbes for its fast growth, and the received
attention for the product (Mainwaring, 2021). Additionally, investors and business angels have
made large investments into these firms. For example, two of the case companies in this study
have received the largest pre-series A and Series A investments in the Nordic and European
food tech startups scene (Bederoff, 2022; Mycorena, 2021), further indicating the buzz and
interest in these startups.

1.8 Disposition of the Study
The disposition of this thesis is as follows:

Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for this study is presented in Chapter 2, where relevant academic
literature and theories about new venture success, teams, entrepreneurial opportunity, resources
and organizational and strategic fit are presented and described. Additionally, the integrated
framework by Song et al. (2008) is presented.

Chapter 3: Methodology

In this chapter the methodological approach, method and design is presented and explained. In
addition, the section explains the selection of participants and interview technique, as well as
ethical considerations and criteria of quality.

Chapter 4: Results
In Chapter 4, the empirical results from the data collection are compiled, presenting the
empirics from the responding companies and industry experts.

Chapter 5: Analysis
The empirical findings demonstrated in Chapter 4 are analyzed and discussed in this section.

Chapter 6: Conclusion

The study finishes with Chapter 6, where the conclusions of the study are presented.
Subsequently, implications of the research as well as suggestions for further research are
presented.



2. Theoretical Framework

In this section, the theoretical framework of this study is presented. It is based upon previous
entrepreneurship research and theories about success, survival and growth for new ventures,
as well as the integrated framework created by Song et al. (2008) and literature connected to
the elements of the framework. Following, section 2.1.5 highlights previous research within
the food industry, where applicable to the elements in the framework by Song et al. (2008). The
theoretical framework is created to enable the analysis as well as interpretation of the
empirical data collected.

2.1 The Integrated Framework of New Entrepreneurial Firm Performance

Based on a meta-analysis of 11,259 New Technology Ventures (NTV), Song et al. (2008)
identify an array of universal success factors for NTVs and merge them into a summary of
significant and non-significant factors. The summary reveals universal success factors. The
factors were distributed under three categories: market and opportunity, entrepreneurial team
and resources. Based on their findings, the authors suggest an integrated framework
influencing firms' performance and success within the technology sector, see Figure 1. The
four elements included in the new framework are: entrepreneurial teams, entrepreneurial
opportunities, entrepreneurial resources, and strategic and organizational fit (Song et al.,
2008). Further, in this study, performance is defined as success, see section 1.5.1 Defining
performance as growth/success.

The four elements in the integrated framework consist of both internal and external factors,
which are created to stimulate and direct future research for new venture success. In this study,
the integrated framework of new entrepreneurial firm performance created by Song et al.
(2008) is used as a basis for the theoretical framework. Furthermore, the framework is suitable
in the context of food tech startups as it focuses on new tech ventures, thereby a good fit for
this study.
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Figure 1. The integrated framework created by Song et al. (2008).




2.1.1 Entrepreneurial Team

One of the elements presented in the integrated framework by Song et al. (2008) is the role of
the entrepreneurial team in the success of startups. The entrepreneurial team is considered a
core element of the entrepreneurship phenomenon. Song et al. (2008) identify four factors
within the element of the entrepreneurial teams, including: members' characteristics,
experience, knowledge and skills, values and beliefs, and lastly, behaviors and leadership
styles. This study will emphasize experience, knowledge and skills, as well as values and
beliefs. The remaining factors highlight behaviors and thinking styles, as well as personal
attributes, which align more with behavioral studies, and therefore they will not be included in
this study.

Despite entrepreneurship scholars attempting to determine the essential components for
building effective new venture teams, there seems to be no single set of features that ensure
effective teams across all startups and industries (Hmieleski & Ensley, 2007). In Song et al.'s
(2008) suggested framework, the knowledge and skills of the team is, however, highlighted as
an essential factor for new ventures. Many researchers within the field have focused on the
knowledge and skills of the entrepreneurial team and the effect they have on the firm's success
(Gottschalk, Greene, Hower & Muller, 2014; Oghuvwu & Okuwhere, 2018; Park, Park & Kim,
2017). Hashai and Zahra (2021) imply that founders' knowledge provides the foundation for
the growth of startups. In technology-based ventures, it is especially imperative to acquire
knowledgeable employees for the successful development and commercialization of products
and services, compared to other types of firms (Zane & DeCarolis, 2021). For this study,
experience, knowledge and skills will be discussed in terms of prior startup experience, industry
experience, and academic background, which are all factors commonly found throughout
entrepreneurship literature, as presented below.

2.1.1.1 Prior Startup Experience

In Song et al.'s (2008) meta-analysis, the authors conclude that prior startup experience of the
team is a non-significant factor, and that the role of prior startup experience may, in fact, be
overestimated. However, more recent studies suggest that prior experience indeed does play an
essential role for the success of new ventures (Gottschalk et al., 2014; Pugliese, Bortoluzzi &
Balzano, 2021; Sarasvathy, Menon, & Kuechle, 2013). Rojas and Huergo (2017) argue that
success is positively influenced by people with management experience or previous startup
experience. Similarly, Gottschalk et al. (2014) investigated the connection between prior
startup experience and the success of the firm, using success stories of entrepreneurs. Their
findings reveal that prior experience is a significant determinant of firm performance. It gives
the entrepreneur an array of functional abilities and understandings that allows them to exploit
opportunities (ibid.).

Compared to new ventures, established firms typically have large knowledge reserves coming
from experiential learning, which they can deploy to pursue expansion. In contrast, startups are
often limited to their own knowledge bases and have limited experiential knowledge (Hashai
& Zahra, 2021). As such, the founding teams' pre-entry knowledge typically becomes the
primary source of knowledge. Imprinting theory suggests that founders' resources, including
past experiences, are among the most significant factors that shape startups' decisions in the
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early formative years (Simsek, Fox, & Heavey, 2015), which in turn affect their growth and
future developing trajectory (Bayus & Agarwal, 2007). Moreover, when a founding team has
previous joint experience working for the same firm, the individuals are likely to share that
firm's specific knowledge and, furthermore, share similar experiences (Clarysse, Wright & Van
de Velde, 2011; Zheng, Devaughn, & Zellmer-Bruhn, 2016). Additionally, a team with
collective experience is more likely to develop a “transactive memory system”, allowing the
team to transfer knowledge gained from the prior experience into the new firm (Zheng, 2012).
Individuals who have previously worked together become more familiar with how the other
group members process information and make decisions, creating the possibility of developing
the memory system. In summary, founders who share former experience in working together
are likely to be more capable of smoothly coordinating required tasks for steering their startup
to growth (Hashai & Zahra, 2021). Such coordination is facilitated by high levels of trust and
team communication frequency among the founders. These effects are likely to be strengthened
if the founders also have prior experience working in the same industry in which their startups
operate (ibid.). Following this argumentation, Song et al. (2008) claim that industry experience
plays an influential role in a new venture's success, as presented below.

2.1.1.2 Industry Experience

Research on founders having experience from the same industry as the one the new venture
operates is considered a significant factor contributing to a startup's success and growth
(Gilbert, McDougall & Audretsch, 2006; Hashai & Zahra, 2021; Song et al., 2008). The same
industry work experience gives the founders meaningful market knowledge that is contextually
aligned to the specific knowledge their startup needs (Dokko, Wilk, & Rothbard, 2009).
Essentially, a founding team having experience from the same industry as the new venture
operates in is likely to give the founders knowledge on existing products, customer demands,
and managerial practices that is specific to the knowledge needed for the startups (Mathias,
Williams & Smith, 2015; Snihur & Zott, 2020). Presumably, an entrepreneur with related
industry experience makes better decisions than an entrepreneur who lacks similar experience.
In the same manner, past connections with suppliers, investors, competitors, or other relevant
stakeholders within the new venture's industry, are likely to make a startup more efficient
(Hashai & Zahra, 2021; Snihur & Zott, 2020) and easier access to funding (Dencker & Gruber,
2015). This will be further discussed in chapter 2.1.3 Entrepreneurial Resources.

2.1.1.3 Academic Background

Academic or educational background is an entrepreneurial characteristic that is often included
in contemporary literature on new venture success (Gilbert, McDougall & Audretsch, 2006;
Klotz et al., 2014; Oghuvwu & Okuwhere, 2018; Pugliese, Bortoluzzi & Balzano, 2021), and
is frequently discussed as a relevant contributor to the performance of a venture. Research
suggests that an entrepreneur's demographics, including educational background, enhance
entrepreneurial competencies (Piperopoulos & Dimov, 2015; Malach & Kristova, 2017,
Subrahmanya, 2018), enabling a successful venture. Oghuvwu and Okuwhere (2018) studied
the effect of entrepreneurial characteristics on firm performance, and found that entrepreneurs
lacking educational backgrounds may face inadequacies of running a startup. Their study
suggests that academic competencies may positively influence the success of a new venture
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since educated entrepreneurs are more likely to be equipped with sufficient expertise and
competencies needed to perform, obtain and use resources effectively (ibid.).

Entrepreneurial skills are often not enough to fully assess the presence of opportunities and to
exploit an idea. Universities are therefore often seen as crucial elements to provide further
practical education, including education for business creation, providing access to various
networks and viable markets, as well as access to R&D, in order to boost opportunity
recognition capacities for aspiring entrepreneurs (De Bernardi & Azucar, 2019). Comparative
studies between academic spin-offs and other young innovative firms are a common field of
study, frequently focusing on three dimensions: innovativeness, performance and financing
(Francois & Belarouci, 2022). A common definition of academic spin-offs is a firm “(1)
founded by a faculty member, staff member or student who left the university to create the firm
or started it while still affiliated with the university and/or (2) a core technology or idea that
is transferred from the parent organization” (ibid., p. 3).

2.1.1.4 Values and Beliefs

A vital factor highlighted in Song et al.'s (2008) framework is the role of values and beliefs.
Indeed, different individual variables, such as passion, have been found to have a positive
relationship with entrepreneurial behavior like new venture creation and venture success
(Rauch & Frese, 2007). Passion is one main characteristic suggested to influence entrepreneurs.
It is proposed to influence various entrepreneurial behaviors, including firm performance
(Mueller, Wolfe & Syed, 2017). Entrepreneurial passion has been described as the “fire of
desire” that motivates entrepreneurs to overcome hardship and persist in the face of difficulties
and setbacks (Cardon, Wincent, Singh & Drnovsek, 2009). Over the many years it takes to
build a business, entrepreneurs commonly face not just momentary difficulties but continuous
struggles (Mueller, Wolfe & Syed, 2017). Scholars have proposed that, beyond other types of
motivation such as the need for achievement (Collins, Hanges & Locke, 2004) or a desire for
independence, entrepreneurial passion is a powerful and often central motivation fueling
entrepreneurial efforts (Chen, Yao & Kotha, 2009; Mueller, Wolfe & Syed, 2017).

While research has begun to shed light on if, and to what degree, passion influences
entrepreneurial behavior, there are still empirical gaps that limit the understanding of the
pathways through which passion influences and impacts entrepreneurial behavior and,
ultimately, firm-level outcomes (Murnieks, Mosakowski & Cardon, 2014). Despite the gaps in
understanding the pathways through which passion influences the performance of a startup, it
is arguable that passion plays a vital role for a venture's success (ibid.). In addition to passion,
there is extensive literature on entrepreneurial motivation, where scholars tend to explain the
antecedent causes for different entrepreneurship types separately (Douglas, Shepherd &
Venugopal, 2021; Murnieks, Mosakowski & Cardon, 2014). Douglas, Shepherd and
Venugopal (2021) present a nuanced general model theorizing the different types of
entrepreneurs and their intention based on three core primary outcomes of entrepreneurial
behavior - namely profit, social impact, and innovation. Out of the three, innovation has long
been recognized as an instrumental motivation for entrepreneurs to achieve their venture’s,
personal or social outcomes (Nambisan, Wright & Feldman, 2019; Schumpeter, 1934) and
additionally, directly influences the entrepreneurial motivation for those seeking to be
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technology or market pioneers (Douglas & Prentice, 2019; Lasso, Mainardes & Motoki, 2018;
Yi & Duval-Couetil, 2018).

2.1.2 Entrepreneurial Opportunity

Furthermore, Song et al. (2008) highlight entrepreneurial opportunity to be one of the core
elements for the success of a new venture. As suggested by the authors, the opportunity element
consists of three main factors that can affect the formation of opportunities: opportunity
dimension, environmental characteristics and market characteristics.

2.1.2.1 Opportunity Dimension

Indeed, to start a business, the entrepreneur must initially realize the opportunity and decide to
exploit it (Shane & Venkataraman, 2000), connected to the opportunity dimension. Holcombe
(2003) argues that entrepreneurial opportunities mainly originate from three sources: 1) market
disequilibrium, where the possibility for new opportunities are created when, e.g., preferences,
technologies as well as resource availability change in the economy, pushing it out of
equilibrium; 2) production improvements, where technological solutions boost production, and
3) as a result of entrepreneurial activities. Holcombe (2003) suggests that entrepreneurship
leads to the existence of more entrepreneurial opportunities, which in turn leads to more
entrepreneurial activity within the economy.

2.1.2.2 Market and Environmental Characteristics

Further, the characteristics of both the market and the environment in which the venture is
active influence the potential success of the business (Gilbert, McDougall & Audretsch, 2006;
Miettinen & Littunen, 2013; Schlichte, Junge & Mammen, 2019; Song et al., 2008). Patti,
Mudambi, Navarra and Baglieri (2016) even suggest that entrepreneurship research needs to
put greater emphasis on the impact the external business environment has on new ventures. On
the other hand, more recent research by Pugliese, Bortoluzzi and Balzano (2021) indicates that
the industry and market context only have limited effects on the new venture's success.
However, according to Schlichte, Junge and Mammen (2019), entrepreneurship literature
covering these factors is rather limited.

Market and environmental characteristics can refer to external factors such as the growth rate
of the market, market attractiveness and potential, competition, market dynamism and
heterogeneity, maturity of the market, product innovation, as well as market scope (Pugliese,
Bortoluzzi & Balzano, 2021; Song et al., 2008). Additionally, social and political factors,
changes in technologies as well as cultural values within society can be considered (De
Bernardi & Azucar, 2019).

Building on this, Schlichte, Junge and Mammen (2019) conclude market entry timing to be a
highly important factor for new venture success, arguing that entering a market too early or too
late might lead to the failure of a new business (Bayus & Agarwal, 2007; Miettinen & Littunen,
2013; Schlichte, Junge & Mammen, 2019). A very early market entrance might lead to a
“legitimacy vacuum”, where stakeholders hesitate to invest as the venture is an early mover
without proven success (Dobrev & Gotsopoulos, 2010; Schlichte, Junge & Mammen, 2019),
lacking significant demand for the product (Bayus & Agarwal, 2007; Miettinen & Littunen,
2013), and creating liability of newness (Dobrev & Gotsopoulos, 2010; Patti et al., 2016).
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Instead, businesses that are founded during the peak of a technology/trend wave are more likely
to be successful (Schlichte, Junge & Mammen, 2019), as information and acceptance have
spread amongst stakeholders, resulting in a reduced legitimacy vacuum (Dobrev &
Gotsopoulos, 2010) as well as creating the potential for market demand (Miettinen & Littunen,
2013). Further, Bayus and Agarwal (2007) concluded that already existing companies entering
a new market might have a higher probability of success compared to startups when entering
early. A later entry, however, is more beneficial for the startup, compared to the existing
company (Bayus & Agarwal, 2007; Miettinen & Littunen, 2013). Additionally, pre-entry
knowledge about the market could potentially increase the firm's performance (Bayus &
Agarwal, 2007; McGee, Dowling & Megginson, 1995: Miettinen & Littunen, 2013) and
decrease the risk of liability of newness (Wiklund, Baker & Shepherd, 2010). Furthermore,
pre-entry knowledge has proven to be important for founders to additionally realize their
limitations in their knowledge. McGee, Dowling and Megginson (1995) concluded that it is
essential for founders to know what they do not know.

Similarly, startups competing in growing markets can experience greater opportunities than
startups competing in mature or emerging markets (Gilbert, McDougall & Audretsch, 2006;
Siegel, Siegel & Macmillan, 1993), connected to attractiveness and growth of the market
(Pugliese, Bortoluzzi & Balzano, 2021; Song et al., 2008). In the same manner, Song, Song
and Perry (2010) found a strong correlation between new venture success and success of first
launched product, as a successful first product strengthens the startup's reputation and ability
to attract resources. The likelihood of first-product success is strengthened when the product is
launched into a growing market, with emerging market needs but with more established
industry standards (ibid.), avoiding the legitimacy vacuum, as mentioned by Dobrev and
Gotsopoulos (2010) and adding to the importance of market entry timing (Schlichte, Junge &
Mammen, 2019).

2.1.3 Entrepreneurial Resources

To start and grow a new venture or execute a strategic decision is a vital but complex and
challenging entrepreneurial task. To achieve this successfully, the right fit of resources is
critical (Gilbert, McDougall & Audretsch, 2016). Entrepreneurial resources include all
intangible and tangible assets that a venture has or manages (Song et al., 2008; Timmons &
Spinelli, 2004) and are considered an essential building block for new ventures. Naturally, this
is an essential category within Song et al.'s (2008) integrated framework. The authors
emphasize on financial means and investment, partnerships and networks, intellectual
property, and institutional characteristics. Song et al. (2008) define institutional
characteristics as firm age and firm type. These are factors taken into account in the selection
of case companies, and thus, briefly discussed in section 3.3 Selection of respondents, but not
as part of the theory. Instead, the following section focuses on financial means and investment,
partnerships and networks and intellectual property.

2.1.3.1 Financial Means and Investment

Generally, funding is one of the most critical issues for most startups. In recent years, the
startup environment has been radically changed and transformed by the emergence of
alternative sources of early-stage finance opportunities, including incubators, accelerators,
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university-affiliated seed funds, science and technology parks, business angels, and corporate
seed funds (De Bernardi & Azucar, 2019). Simultaneously, large financial institutions that
traditionally have invested in late-stage and mature companies have diversified their
investment portfolios to get into the startup scene (ibid.).

The financing activity of innovations and startups involves several heterogeneous actors who
are dependent on the following main features; (1) the development stage of the idea that is
intended to be financed, (2) the geography where the innovation takes place, and (3) the type
of innovation that is intended to be financed (Hall & Lerner, 2010). During the lifecycle of a
new venture, the firm encounters several types of external financial support, involving many
types of organizations and institutions. In fact, less than 20 % of innovative firms survive the
startup process and become mature ventures (De Bernardi & Azucar, 2019). With this in mind,
the risk associated with innovation processes and new venture creation also creates hurdles for
traditional financial institutions when evaluating potential investments in young ventures and
startups. Indeed, these firms have limited history and revenues, often negative cash flows, and
are greatly dependent on equity to survive (Caselli & Negri, 2018).

2.1.3.2 Partnerships and Networks

In achieving better performance as a new venture, entrepreneurial orientation as well as
networks are both considered to have a substantial impact (Cho & Lee, 2018). Organizations
and ventures are not operating alone. In fact, as described by De Bernardi and Azucar (2019),
“the idea that organizations rarely operate in perfectly competitive markets, but often act in
network structures where they play complementary roles to co-create value, represents a core
foundation behind the entrepreneurship and innovation phenomenon” (p.74). The environment
in which new firms operate in, including private and public actors, nurture and support new
startups to emerge and grow (ibid.). Such insight has gained importance amongst innovation
and entrepreneurship scholars, leading to the introduction of entrepreneurial and innovation
ecosystems (Malecki, 2017).

2.1.3.2.1 Ecosystems

A term that has become popular to describe the great range of interactions and dependencies
taking place between various stakeholders, organizations and institutions is ecosystems (De
Bernardi & Azucar, 2019; Papaioannou, Wield & Chataway, 2009). Moore (1996) first coined
the concept in the field of business and economics, namely, business ecosystems, as an analogy
between the biological ecosystem and the business world. At first, the term was used for
describing the groups of organizations and consumers interacting around a central organization
and essentially contributing to its success. Building on this, lansiti and Levien (2004) describe
ecosystems as “open networks of stakeholders whose activity impacts the central organization
activity and is reciprocally impacted by the same”. This is further explored by Isenberg (2010),
who suggests that entrepreneurial ecosystems consist of various components, including tenured
and experienced entrepreneurs, legal support systems, entrepreneurship centers, a culture that
allows failure, and access to finances through venture capitalists and business angels.
Essentially, support systems that drive social and economic development in specific
geographical locations argue that startups and new ventures emerge and grow not only because
of the individual characteristics of the founding entrepreneurs but furthermore since they are

13


https://paperpile.com/c/Tz9ejq/pMjJO
https://paperpile.com/c/Tz9ejq/pMjJO
https://paperpile.com/c/Tz9ejq/pMjJO
https://paperpile.com/c/Tz9ejq/pMjJO
https://paperpile.com/c/Tz9ejq/pMjJO

located in networks of private and public ecosystem members that nurture and support the
progress through the developing phases of the firm (De Bernardi & Azucar, 2019; Isenberg,
2010). Not surprisingly, companies that are most likely to thrive in emerging complex
environments are those that are able to innovate effectively in collaborative environments (De
Bernardi & Azucar, 2019). In this context, firms are starting to look beyond their own walls
and are actively seeking knowledge, technology, and partners to implement a portion of the
innovation process.

2.1.3.2.2 Universities

The role of universities as catalysts for economic development and entrepreneurial
development has been considered an interesting factor through the emergence of a knowledge
economy as the driver for sustainable development (Guerrero, Granados & Gonzélez, 2014).
Additionally, in the knowledge economy, in order to achieve socio-economic development,
universities are encouraged to actively seek close interactions with government entities and the
private industry (De Bernardi & Azucar, 2019). By supplying the regional entrepreneurial
ecosystem with a skilled labor force, universities act as a catalyst for entrepreneurship through
the development of new knowledge and technologies as well as making resources available for
organizations and individuals. Further, universities have been acknowledged for their role in
cultivating human capital and fostering environments that support entrepreneurship (De
Bernardi, Bertello, & Forliano, 2019; Miller, Alexander, Cunningham, & Albats, 2018).

Universities around the world have increasingly begun to support entrepreneurship within their
institutions by implementing entrepreneurial activities and mechanisms (Wakkee, Van der
Sijde, Vaupell & Ghuman, 2019). Consequently, university research is transitioning from a
model of isolated knowledge hubs to engaging in governmental organizations and business
entities, and are now considered key players in promoting and stimulating knowledge sharing
(Zhang, Mac-Kenzie, Jones-Evans & Huggins, 2016). More specifically, the creation of
startups using knowledge cultivated by universities is recognized as an essential source of
knowledge spillover for regional economic development, and may support the success of a
venture (Belitski & Heron, 2017).

2.1.3.2.3 Incubator/accelerator

Another characteristic feature of entrepreneurial ecosystems in knowledge-based economies is
the influential role attributed to incubators and venture accelerator programs. Incubators are
key elements of sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems (De Bernardi & Azucar, 2019), and in
the recent decade, there has been a great increase of such programs. Fueled by innovation
policies, a growing ecology of organizations that design and offer coordinated programs aimed
to accelerate the startup process is emerging (Politis, Gabrielsson, Galan & Abebe, 2019).
Moreover, the growing literature on accelerator programs suggests that they have a strong
potential to be effective learning environments in which the capabilities of startups are
enhanced (ibid.).

Incubators act as specific entrepreneurship centers whose purpose is to serve as neutral
coordinators to promote the interest of entrepreneurs, remove potential barriers to their success,
and connect them to entrepreneurial support mechanisms both inside and outside the ecosystem
(De Bernardi & Azucar, 2019). Incubators vary with respect to support services, structure, and
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operational processes, but generally share the same purpose: to promote entrepreneurship and
innovation, the creation of new ventures, as well as economic development. Essentially, the
purpose of an incubator is to provide a supportive environment enhancing the probability of a
startup's survival and success (ibid.). In addition, these programs, whether practical or
educational, promote knowledge sharing and provide avenues for networking with industry
partners and stakeholders from outside the academic community (Ziakis, Vlachopoulou &
Petridis, 2022). In efforts to foster environments that drive innovation and entrepreneurship,
universities have incorporated university business incubators, for instance, to promote the
commercialization of innovative ideas (Theodoraki, Messeghem & Rice, 2018).

Existing literature on incubation and accelerator mechanisms points at a positive impact on
founders, helping them to learn rapidly, create powerful networks, and essentially become
better entrepreneurs (Blank, 2020; Brown, Mawson, Lee & Peterson, 2019; Miller & Bound,
2011; Pauwels, Clarysse, Wright & Van Hove, 2016). Many empirical studies find that
incubated startups have a significantly higher chance of survival and show a positive
correlation with a startup's innovativeness and growth. However, there is still mixed evidence
regarding the relationship between incubator resources and startup success (Blank, 2020;
Tavoletti, 2013). Tavoletti (2013) expresses that serious doubts have emerged about the general
effectiveness of business incubation, and that such doubts originate in studies that found
incubators' impact on startup performance to be non-existing. However, Blank (2020) argues
that survival depends less on the incubators' stand-alone resources, and more on the interactive
relationship between the incubator and the startup founders.

2.1.3.3 Intellectual property

Intellectual property (IP) is increasingly being recognized as a key business asset amongst
entrepreneurs (Colombo & Piva, 2012). De Leon and Fernandez Donoso (2017) argue that IP
management is most helpful in the early stages of development. Since young startups rarely
make revenue during this period, acquiring IP could therefore be the only real asset available
to these firms. For new tech ventures especially, IP can be an essential element in obtaining
venture capital (VC) funding and to enhance business’ competitiveness. Often, investors seek
to maximize returns, and more importantly, if the innovation of the target company will bring
the investor a sustainable advantage over competitors. Within high-tech ventures, building
patent portfolios around core technologies is a strategy that allows firms to control certain areas
of technology, adding increasing value through new products linked with it (De Leon &
Fernandez Donoso, 2017). In fact, academic spin-offs have greater propensity to hold patents
because they place greater emphasis on R&D, and employ staff that is generally more educated
(Colombo & Piva, 2012). Additionally, they are also found to be more likely to receive VC
funding, especially in the early stages of development (ibid.).

2.1.4 Strategic and Organizational Fit

Entrepreneurial team, opportunity and resources - the driving elements presented in the
integrated framework created by Song et al. (2008) - are all united in the element of
organizational and strategic fit. This element brings together the driving forces and how they
match with the strategy and organizational structure of the new venture. The main elements
affect the organization and strategy, and vice versa, indicating the need for balance amongst
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the four elements (Song et al., 2008). Attributes, structural characteristics, and strategies of the
new ventures are essential factors for the survival of new ventures according to (Soto-Simeone,
Sirén & Antretter, 2020). Given their early phase of development, the structure of startups is
still dynamic. Further, in combination with the sustainability focus of next-gen startups, this
study will focus on strategy, in terms of sustainable entrepreneurship and competitive
strategies.

One major influence for any firm is the different strategies developed. However, not one single
type of strategy alone is superior and valuable for all firms. Traditionally, scholars have focused
their research on differentiation strategies for established firms (Davis & Olson, 2008). For
new ventures that might not have access to the same type of resources as an established firm,
Davis and Olson (2008) suggest entrepreneurs to focus on markets with lower barriers to entry,
by focusing on and targeting a major customer pain, convince the customer segment of the
problem and ultimately offer a solution to it. Correspondingly, customers and investors who
invest in startups and purchase their products and services tend to differ from mainstream
customers and investors (ibid.). This is especially true when it comes to new ventures that are
sustainability-driven, as these ventures tend to have additional driving motivators, apart from
profitability (Bergset & Fichter, 2015). For a new venture to develop a sustainable competitive
strategy, Davis and Olson (2008) suggest that this insight is essential for the founders to take
into account, in order to focus on finding investors with a similar mindset to avoid mission drift
(Bergset & Fichter, 2015). Ultimately, Beverland (2014) argues that the product or service
needs to change from niche to mainstream in order to reach a wider target market.

2.1.4.1 Sustainable Entrepreneurship

According to Schaltegger and Wagner (2011), sustainable entrepreneurship “destroys existing
conventional production methods, products, market structures and consumption patterns, and
replaces them with superior environmental and social products and services. They create the
market dynamics of environmental and societal progress” (p. 223). Bergset and Fichter (2015)
further define sustainable entrepreneurship as ventures focusing on environmental, societal and
economic value creation, in line with the so-called triple bottom line of sustainability. In
addition to providing a solution to the market, like a conventional entrepreneur, the sustainable
entrepreneurs include the sustainability aspect at their core, with the aim to solve environmental
challenges and transform markets as well as sectors (Jolink & Niesten, 2015; Schaltegger,
2002; Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011). New ventures with sustainability at their core are of
essential importance for driving the transformation of the food industry (Venturelli, Caputo,
Pizzi & Valenza, 2022). Isaak (2002) even suggests that these kinds of businesses and
entrepreneurs are what is needed in order to tackle the world's environmental challenges (Isaak,
2002). Further, companies focusing on more than profitability seem to attract talent, as
millennials tend to find sustainability and environmental aspects to be key motivators when
looking for a job (De Bernardi & Azucar, 2019).

In order for a company to support the sustainable development of the economy and society,
their offering should be innovative as well as provide solutions to environmental and social
challenges. Additionally, it should be superior to what exists on the market, and furthermore,
have the capability to influence the mass market. Sustainability should be at the core of these

16


https://paperpile.com/c/Tz9ejq/WSSy
https://paperpile.com/c/Tz9ejq/EwfL
https://paperpile.com/c/Tz9ejq/1bak
https://paperpile.com/c/Tz9ejq/iib5
https://paperpile.com/c/Tz9ejq/iib5
https://paperpile.com/c/Tz9ejq/iib5
https://paperpile.com/c/Tz9ejq/H9ni
https://paperpile.com/c/Tz9ejq/H9ni
https://paperpile.com/c/Tz9ejq/pMjJO

mentioned factors (Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011). Ventures contributing to tackling global
sustainability challenges and making sustainability a part of their core, even though it might
not be directly connected to the core business, can be considered one of the most important
facilitators for enabling sustainable development. Being actively involved is a choice and
requires a change from solely considering firm-level strategy and perspectives, to including
society and external environments (Venturelli et al., 2022).

Although firms indeed have responsibility for becoming more sustainable, Pizzi et al. (2021)
furthermore highlight the crucial role of stakeholders in creating value that goes beyond
financial value. Stakeholders such as investors, customers, suppliers and institutions are all part
of the ecosystem that affects the firm (Pizzi et al., 2021), as well as sustainability (Agovino,
Cerciello & Gatto, 2018).

2.1.4.2 Competitive Strategy

As previously mentioned, the market entry timing (Bayus & Agarwal, 2007; Miettinen &
Littunen, 2013; Schlichte, Junge & Mammen, 2019) and pre-entry market knowledge (Bayus
& Agarwal, 2007; Miettinen & Littunen, 2013) are indeed factors that can highly influence the
success and survival of a firm. Nevertheless, the strategy of post-entry activities and product
technology, i.e., what the firm does after the market entry, is furthermore strongly correlated
to the success of a venture in a new market (Bayus & Agarwal, 2007), indicating the importance
of developing strategies. Furthermore, the growth strategy of the venture might influence both
the survival and success of the firm (Soto-Simeone, Sirén & Antretter, 2020) and willingness
to grow has proven to be an important factor for new venture growth. Therefore, founders with
an ambition to grow their business might invest resources to engage in growth activities such
as aggressive marketing and pursuing new market segments (McKelvie, Brattstrom &
Wennberg, 2017).

The competitive strategy is pointed out as an essential factor for new ventures by Song et al.
(2008). Developing a competitive strategy based on the prior experience and knowledge of the
new venture team is furthermore connected to the success and performance of the firm (Klotz
et al., 2014; McGee, Dowling & Megginson, 1995), further indicating the importance of the
prior experience of founders, as mentioned in the 2.1.1 Entrepreneurial team section. Building
on this, creating a competitive strategy that is aligned with prior experience is concluded to be
a key determinant in the long-term success of tech ventures (Shrader & Siegel, 2007). A
competitive strategy is beneficial for the new venture when basing it on the founder's existing
knowledge, to utilize the prior knowledge, as well as realizing what knowledge is missing
(McGee, Dowling & Megginson, 1995). Additionally, Shrader and Siegel (2007) found a
strong correlation between team experience and strategy, and prior experience being a
determinant for what type of strategy the venture develops. For tech startups, the experience of
the team is one of the most crucial factors for a successful competitive strategy (ibid.).

However, due to limited resources, a new venture might choose to focus on a smaller market
initially. Startups tend to be more successful when focusing on product or service
differentiation in smaller market segments, according to Davis and Olson (2008). Nevertheless,
in order to attract investors and have the opportunity to grow, the new venture should offer a
product or service that has the potential to attract a larger existing market (Davis & Olson,
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2008; Fuentes & Fuentes, 2017). In addition, the price of the new venture's product or service
tends to be high in the beginning, as the lack of economies of scale keeps the costs up for the
venture. Therefore, new ventures with a low-cost/low-price strategy are not as common as
startups with a differentiation strategy (Davis & Olson, 2008).

Furthermore, the marketing strategy of a venture has proven to be critical and beneficial for a
new venture, regardless of prior experience. Nevertheless, a team with prior marketing
experience might benefit even more, e.g., through taking advantage of opportunities such as
collaborations (McGee, Dowling & Megginson, 1995). Interestingly, some ventures can create
an iconic status of their brand using unconventional marketing, through targeting lifestyle
categories and culture, such as food, where the strategic focus is on what the brand stands for,
not its performance. When new icons succeed, it is challenging for established firms to keep
up (Holt, 2003), further indicating the importance of marketing.

Additionally, the ability of product innovation and the introduction of new products to the
market might influence the success and growth of the new venture in a growing market
(Audretsch, Coad & Segarra, 2014; McKelvie, Brattstrom & Wennberg, 2017; Siegel, Siegel
& Macmillan, 1993).

2.1.5 Applications in the food industry context

2.1.5.1 Entrepreneurial Teams in the Food Industry

The growing number of entrepreneurs launching innovative food ventures indicates that a
change is coming, where the current food system is challenged. These entrepreneurs are
different, challenging the status quo and especially with a value-driven approach. They are
influenced by the change that is needed of the current food system (Lynde, 2020). Furthermore,
these entrepreneurs are risk takers and seek innovative solutions to current challenges, by
introducing unconventional products and services and exploring unexplored markets and paths
(De Bernardi & Azucar, 2019).

2.1.5.2 Entrepreneurial Opportunity in the Food Industry

Based on economic theory by Alvarez and Busenitz (2007), De Bernardi and Azucar (2019),
as well as Kuckertz, Hinderer and R6hm (2019) argue four potential sources for entrepreneurial
opportunities within the food industry. The scholars argue that opportunities may emerge
through changes in consumer demands, advancements in supply chain, information exposure
of sectors and areas that are in the need of improvements and lastly, external shocks influencing
the market (De Bernardi & Azucar, 2019; Kuckertz, Hinderer & Rohm, 2019), see Table 1.
The four opportunity sources are aligned with the sources presented by Holcombe (2003),
especially connecting market disequilibrium and change in customer demands, as well as
production improvements and advancements in the supply chain.

Four potential sources for entrepreneurial opportunities within the food system

Opportunity source Example
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Customer demands Change in customer preferences, increased knowledge about environmental
effects, sustainability and health.

Advancements in the New products or processes affecting and improving the supply chain,
supply chain rearranging the value chain.
Information asymmetry Information sharing, through e.g. platforms, amongst supply and demand about

areas within the food system, where improvement is needed, e.g. food waste.

External shocks Policy changes and regulations on a political level, e.g. banning of single use
plastic by the European Union, or the emergence of a new technology.

Table 1. Opportunity sources argued by De Bernardi and Azucar (2019) and Kuckertz, Hinderer & Réhm (2019)

It is the entrepreneurship and the entrepreneurial activities within an economy that has the
potential to stabilize the disequilibrium of a market when times are changing (Holcombe,
2003). Entrepreneurs are crucial for innovation and opportunity creation in dynamic
environments (Aparicio, Urbano & Audretsch, 2016), strongly indicating the importance of
entrepreneurship. Given the challenges the food industry faces, entrepreneurship and new
venture creation are important actors for change.

2.1.5.3 Entrepreneurial Resources in the Food Industry

Firms within the food system are experiencing a shift in productivity and growth practices.
They are becoming more independent on human resources in terms of social capital, i.e.,
knowledge and relationships, rather than on the availability and use of physical resources.
Brinckmann and Hoegl (2011) argue that the team's social capital may be even more vital for
the performance of a new venture than the initial team's capabilities, and that network linkages
to key resource partners are imperative. This shift outlines the value of effective interactions
between societies, private industrial sectors, governments, and, not the least, universities (De
Bernardi & Azucar, 2019). The food and beverage industry is characterized by vertical
integration along the industry value chain, with many actors in different areas establishing an
array of links and networks. This type of integration favors cooperation and the development
of open innovation practices (Bayona-Saez, Cruz-Cézares, Garcia-Marco & Garcia, 2017).

Universities have been recognized as key influencers in the performance of entrepreneurial
activities and agri-food innovation, and as significant contributors to building competencies of
the food system members. They play an essential role in promoting sustainable transitions in
the food system through knowledge creation and human capital development (De Bernardi &
Azucar, 2019). Furthermore, incubators or accelerators are common instruments for funding in
the food sector. If, in any case, the accelerator does not have a fund itself, it can act as a link
between the startup and investors (Frimodig & Torkkeli, 2017). Nonetheless, money can be
worthless if used without the right competencies or knowledge (ibid.).

2.1.5.4 Strategic Fit within the Food Industry
For food companies offering alternatives to animal-based products, there is a complexity of
where to position themselves in the market and how to market themselves (Fuentes & Fuentes,
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2017). Some scholars argue that the products need to differ from the conventional products in
order to become accepted (Wansink, Sonka, Goldsmith, Chiriboga & Eren, 2005), whereas
others argue that it is the similarity to conventional products that strengthen the customer
acceptance of the alternatives (Hoek, Van Boekel, Voordouw & Luning, 2011). Lonkila and
Kaljonen (2021) emphasize an ethical dilemma regarding whether or not to position alternative
products as similar to traditional products. An argument for doing so is based on attracting the
customers' already established behavior of eating and cooking with animal-based products. On
the other hand, the authors argue that by doing so, animal-based products might be considered
superior proteins that the alternatives are being compared to (Lonkila & Kaljonen, 2021).
According to Fuentes and Fuentes (2017), the new ventures need to balance between being
different enough to be an attractive niche alternative, yet being similar enough to attract
mainstream consumers in the mass market. In other words, differentiating from conventional
competitors, but still aiming to fit into customers' established shopping, cooking and eating
habits (Fuentes & Fuentes, 2017; Hoek et al., 2011). Similar to the iconic brands, as Holt (2003)
presented, De Bernardi and Azucar (2019) emphasize the importance of new food ventures to
create a strong brand. Marketing alternative products requires moving the products froma niche
market to appeal to a mainstream market (Beverland, 2014), correlating with the potential of
the product to attract a larger market (Davis & Olson, 2008).

Through multiplicity in their marketing, a firm can attract a wider customer group by targeting
several interests and needs simultaneously, e.g., customers choosing plant-based for ethical
reasons, health reasons and/or sustainability reasons (Fuentes & Fuentes, 2017). This approach
allows the company to adjust its marketing strategy to reach a wider audience than for instance
focusing solely on e.g., vegans, but also on customers interested in e.g., sustainability.
Additionally, convenience in the products allows the firm to reach a wider audience (ibid.) - if
the products look similar to existing ones when it comes to packaging, name, size, etc., as well
as being provided through the same channels as conventional products, the customer is not
required to change their behavior significantly (Hoek et al., 2011), creating exchangeability
(Fuentes & Fuentes, 2017). Further, the alternative products resembling the conventional
products, as well as including nutrition information clearly, can address and increase some
potential uncertainties a customer may have regarding choosing a plant-based product (Fuentes
& Fuentes, 2017, Hoek et al., 2011).
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3. Research Methodology and Design

This chapter presents the methodology and research process of this study. The research design,
strategy, approach as well as the selection of respondents and data collection technique is
thoroughly explained. Further, the respondents are presented. Subsequently, ethical
considerations and quality criterion of the research are discussed.

3.1 Research Strategy and Approach

As this study looks at identifying what success is for startups within the next-gen food and
drink industry, the focus lies on the respondents’ words and experiences from their social
context and the factors that have enabled their experiences of success. The qualitative research
method is therefore suitable, with its main focus on words, experiences and perspectives of the
social reality of the respondents. Quantitative research, on the other hand, focuses on
quantification and numbers (Bryman & Bell, 2017). Furthermore, the qualitative method aims
at understanding behavior, experiences and reasonings within the studied context, a so-called
contextual understanding, correlating with the purpose of this study. On the other hand,
guantitative research aims to generalize the findings into the population (ibid.).

Furthermore, this thesis follows an abductive research approach. According to Bryman and
Bell (2017), the three research approaches are deductive, inductive and abductive. Using the
deductive theory, the researcher(s) creates hypotheses, based on existing research and theories,
that are tested with the collection of empirical data. On the other hand, with the inductive
approach the researcher(s) aims to create theories based on the collected data, reverse of the
deduction approach (Bryman & Bell, 2017). In this study, there are both deductive and
inductive elements, making the research approach abductive. Through examining academic
literature, the authors explored existing theories and research, in order to build an
understanding of the subject as well as creating the theoretical framework, as presented in
Chapter 2. The aim is to examine a potential correlation between the theory and the data
collected, indicating a deductive approach. However, collecting rich, deep data through semi-
structured interviews with food tech companies and industry experts, as well as initial
unstructured interviews with key informants (further explained in this chapter), the aim is to
identify patterns and success factors within the food tech industry, indicating the inductive
approach. In this study, the authors explored the research subject and adjusted the theories used,
in order to go back and forth between the collected information and the theories explored, based
on the interviews, literature search and information from key informants, see Figure 2. This
furthermore indicates an abductive approach, which is the combination of the inductive and
deductive theories where the researchers can go back and forth between the theories and the
data collected (Bryman & Bell, 2017). The abductive approach is suitable in this case due to
its flexibility, and can furthermore be explained as exploratory, which is appropriate when
studying an unexplored subject (ibid.), as the startups within the next-gen food and beverage
industry.
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Figure 2. The research process

3.2 Research Design

This study uses a multiple case study design, as the study aims to investigate the success of
several food tech startups on the Swedish market, i.e., multiple case companies. The multiple
case study can be described as a comparative design, where the researchers study more than
one case, to compare and contrast the findings from the different cases studied, in order to
identify both common determinators, similarities and differences between them, as well as
uniqueness of the cases. This design encourages theoretical reflection of the findings (Bryman
& Bell, 2017). Another appropriate design for this thesis could have been cross-sectional
design, that also includes several cases with data being collected at a single period of time.
However, as the focus is on the experienced success factors for the ventures, the individual
experiences of the new ventures are relevant in this study. A cross-sectional study would focus
more on the sample of the studied cases, to generalize findings (ibid.).

3.3 Selection of Respondents

In a multiple case study, each responding company, i.e., each case, needs to be carefully
selected in order to be relevant for the researched subject. Each individual case should either
be chosen as it is expected to provide similar results, or contrasting results, according to Yin
(2018). For this reason, the companies selected for this study are chosen in different categories
within the food industry. As such, the sampling of respondents for this research can be
described as purposive sampling. The respondents are not based on a random sample, but a
strategic selection in order to be suitable to answer the research questions, to understand the
social phenomena studied and to provide rich data (Bryman & Bell, 2017; Yin, 2011). A
purposive sample is not necessarily representative for the entire population (Yin, 2011) and
does not allow for generalization to the entire population (Bryman & Bell, 2017). As this
qualitative study aims to examine the social context and experiences of the startups within the
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next-gen food and beverage industry, generalizing the findings to the population is not needed,
as stated by Yin (2011).

3.3.1 Participants

The companies participating in this study are all young startups, with the oldest one founded
in 2017 and the youngest one founded in 2021. Since the aim is to explore the success of new
ventures in the growing food tech industry, young companies were considered relevant due to
the newness of the market. Likewise, selecting companies based on profit would not be an
appropriate qualification. Therefore, the selection was further based on the buzz around the
startups. For instance, being listed or mentioned in the FoodTech 500 list (Forward Fooding,
2021) or the Stockholm Foodtech Guide 2021 (Sweden Foodtech, 2021).

The focus of the participating startups is to offer plant-based alternatives to meat and dairy,
thus, having a sustainability focus in their business core. Two of the responding companies
offer alternatives to dairy. Sproud offer a milk alternative, in the form of pea milk, and Stockeld
Dreamery offer an alternative to cheese, in the form of plant-based cheese. The two other
companies offer alternatives to meat, with Mycorena offering a fungi-based protein alternative,
and HUJ offering a plant-based alternative to sandwich spreads. The four companies represent
different categories of the food industry: dairy and meat substitutes as broader categories, and
milk, cheese, meat protein, and sandwich spreads as more specific categories, representing
major categories within the food industry (Livsmedelsverket, 2022).

Given the growing and emerging characteristics of the next-gen food and drink industry, many
new companies are entering the market. The responding companies in this study already have
their product launched, either at supermarket chains or at restaurants on the Swedish market,
yet they still remain small and are in a growth phase. Three of the four representatives of the
companies are founders and CEQOs, the fourth representative has a senior position and has been
part of the venture since its founding. The representative from HUJ is female, and the
representatives from Mycorena, Sproud and Stockeld Dreamery are male.

Company Participant Product Founde Number Length Interview
d of of setup
interviews | interview
HUJ CEO & Co- Plant-based cream 2018 1 55 min Zoom
founder cheese & spread

(alternative to meat)

Mycorena CEO & Founder Fungi-based protein 2017 1 48 min Google

(alternative to meat) Meets

Sproud R&D Director & Pea based dairy 2018 1 72 min Zoom
Co-founder (alternative to dairy)

Stockeld Head of Strategy Plant-based cheese 2021 1 50 min Zoom
Dreamery | & Special Projects | (alternative to dairy)
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Table 2. The participating companies

Furthermore, in order to get a deeper understanding of startups within the next-gen industry, it
was deemed important to include a broader perspective of the industry. This was done through
interviews with two industry experts, both active within the food tech and next-gen field. The
industry experts both have a long career within the food industry and especially a strong
interest, both personal and professional, for food tech and transforming the food sector.
Industry expert 1 is the founder of Sweden Foodtech. He is one of the main thought leaders in
the Nordic food tech ecosystem, focusing on high impact innovation programs and business
development opportunities, by sharing specific competencies, expertise and offering support
to startups within the food tech sector. Industry expert 2 is furthermore working at one of the
responding companies, as Head of Strategy and Special Projects. Despite the connection to the
startup, his participation as an industry expert is still relevant due to his additional engagement
within the food tech sector. This includes being an advisor and startup coach for several food
tech startups, writing weekly newsletters about food tech, as well as participating in food tech
podcasts, independent from his participation in the responding venture. In addition, he holds
relevant previous experience within the food industry, for instance as a consultant for The
Rockefeller Foundation regarding food system questions. For this reason, the interview was
divided into two, with separate questions about the general food tech and next-gen food and
drink industry, as well as questions concerning the specific startup.

Role Participant Number of Length of Interview
interviews interview setup
Founder, Sweden Foodtech Industry 1 48 min Zoom
expert 1
FoodTech Weekly Newsletter, Industry 1 30 min Zoom
Startup coach & mentor, expert 2
Advisor & VC Partner

Table 3. The participating industry experts

3.4 Research Method

3.4.1. Primary Data Collection

In order to generate an understanding of the food tech industry in Sweden, unstructured
interviews with key informants (Bryman & Bell, 2017) were conducted via online video calls.
Two interviews were held with representatives from the industry as an initial data collection.
Unstructured interviews were favored here, as such interviews often tend to be similar in
character to a conversation (ibid.), allowing for topics and questions to arise throughout the
interview. The interviews gave the authors of the study a general understanding of the industry
of interest as well as relevant companies to study. However, being unstructured and conducted
for exploratory purposes, they are not included in the results of this study.

Due to the exploratory character of the study, the gathering of primary data was carried out by
semi-structured interviews in accordance with a semi-structured interview technique (Bryman
& Bell, 2017). See Appendix 1 for the interview guide, which is further explained under 3.4.3
Practicalities. When doing a multiple case study, semi-structured interviews is furthermore an
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appropriate way of collecting primary data, as it enables cross-case comparatibility (Bryman
& Bell, 2017). The intention with the interviews was to find potential patterns that could be
linked back to the framework developed for this research, as well as potentially finding further
relevant success factors for startups within the next-gen food and beverage industry. Due to
startups within this industry being a novel and unexplored entrepreneurial topic (De Bernardi
& Azucar 2019), semi-structured interviews were favored as it allowed for follow-up and
rephrased questions, as well as clarifications of topics. Using a semi-structured interview
technique further provided this thesis with rich and deep data. This was of great importance as
the researched phenomenon, namely the success factors of a next-gen venture, is a social
construct built up from the perceptions and actions of social actors (Bryman & Bell, 2017).
Bryman and Bell (2017), however, highlights the risk of using a semi-structured interview
technique as it increases the difficulties in replicating the study and the potential to affect the
validity and reliability of the research. Since the people interviewed in this thesis might change
position in the future, and the industry dynamics may transform in line with more startups
emerging in the next-gen food and drinks scene, this research is subjected to such risks.
Nevertheless, the methodological framework can be applied to similar industry contexts, i.e.,
emerging markets with an increasing number of startups, in order to replicate the study. Despite
such risk, choosing a semi-structured interview technique is an appropriate method of data
collection in relation to the purpose.

3.4.2 Literature Search

In order to reach the aim of this thesis, a relevant framework for studying the success and
performance of startup firms was critical to discover and examine. Additionally, literature to
further strengthen the chosen framework was deemed important for the quality of this study.
Such data was discovered through academic literature in the form of peer-reviewed articles and
books. The academic literature was identified by the use of Gothenburg University Library's
search function, Google Scholar and Web of Science. The databases included in the searches
are the following: ScienceDirect, Business Source Premier, Emerald, GUPEA, SpringerLink,
and LIBRIS. In order to extend and strengthen the literature review, literature covering the
next-gen food and drinks industry was scanned and the identification of references was done.
Keywords used in the search with multiple combinations included food tech, entrepreneurial
success factors, new ventures, sustainable business, sustainable entrepreneurship, new venture
success, and new venture survival.

3.4.3 Practicalities

The selected sample of potential next-gen food companies was contacted by email to schedule
interviews. If the organization failed to answer one week after the initial contact, a follow-up
email was sent. Six organizations were contacted, including industry experts and companies,
leading to five scheduled interviews. The reluctant organization declined due to time restraints.

Prior to conducting the semi-structured interviews, an interview guide was created, as
suggested by Bryman and Bell (2017) presented in Appendix 1. The questions in the guide are
based on the framework chosen for this thesis and are aimed at capturing the appropriate data
in order to analyze and answer the research questions. The prepared questions guided the
interviews, although, due to the semi-structured character of the interviews, the interviewers
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and the respondents were encouraged to ask follow-up questions. The questionnaires were
designed differently depending on if the respondents were representative of the startup of
interest or an industry expert. For the experts, the authors wanted to know more about their
experiences and insights in the industry in general, in contrast to the representatives, where the
focus was on the specific firm.

All interviews were carried out through online video calls using software such as Zoom and
Google Meets. This was a necessary measure due to the companies being situated in cities
different from the authors, as well as time and resource restraints. All the interviews were held
between calendar week 11 and 13 and ranged from 45-90 minutes. In order for the authors to
conduct a high-quality analysis of the data obtained, each interview was recorded through the
built-in tool of the software or by using a voice recorder. During each interview, one
interviewer led the discussion, paying close attention to the interviewee. In order to spot
potential reactions or emphasized phrases, the other interviewer took thorough research notes.
The interviews started with the interviewers giving a personal introduction to then present the
purpose and aim of the thesis. The respondents were then asked for their consent to record the
interviews, ensured their personal confidentiality and told how the collected data was going to
be used. Four of the five interviews were held in Swedish, and one was held in English. In
order to allow the respondent to focus on one person, the researchers took turns leading the
interviews.

3.5 Analysis of Data

All the interviews were held within a three-week time frame, enabling the immediate revision
of raw material in the form of recordings and notes, to later on, transcribe the interviews. After
each interview, the gathered material was analyzed before moving on to the next interview.
This enabled the authors to adjust and improve interview questions in the interview guide for
the future interviews, in addition to keeping the results fresh in mind. The analysis of the
material employed a confirmatory thematic analysis method (Bryman & Bell, 2017). This
method was chosen due to the fact that the thesis is based on existing elements, derived from
the framework (Entrepreneurial Teams, Entrepreneurial Opportunity, Entrepreneurial
Resources, and Strategic and Organizational Fit). By employing such a method, the authors
were able to search for factors associated with each of the elements. Furthermore, this method
allowed the authors to be open to other categories/factors/elements as well and not forcing
anything into the already existing ones if they did not fit. Thereby, letting new factors/elements
emerge from the data.

The interpretations of the identified factors and the comparison between the respondent
companies used a constant-comparative method. This entailed a comparison of the empirical
findings from each startup and the discovered patterns. In line with the abductive approach, the
findings were furthermore compared with the theoretical framework used in this study. In this
thesis, the collection of data, reviewing of literature and analyzing the empirics, have been
carried out iteratively. This means that the theoretical framework and data collection were
performed in a parallel process.

To determine whether or not one code could be identified as influential, the frequency of the
codes was measured in the transcription of the data. Initially, the authors interpreted the data
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separately, to allow for two perspectives of the data interpretation. Subsequently, the authors
revisited the data together, to align the interpretation of data and the frequencies of the codes.
In combination with the frequency of the codes, how certain factors were emphasized by the
respondent was taken into consideration when determining the influence. If a factor or element
was strongly highlighted by the respondent throughout the interview, this was written down in
the research notes. In order to ensure that the interviewees' interpretation of the emphasizing
of the factor/code was correct, confirmation questions were asked to the respondent, see
example in Appendix. In the adapted framework presented in the analysis, the factors
highlighted in bold are the codes that have been identified as most frequent codes, as well as
confirmed as strongly highlighted by the respondent.

3.6 Research Quality

Reliability and validity are two measurements commonly used to assess the criteria of research.
However, such measurements have been developed mainly for quantitative research (Bryman
& Bell 2017). As a result, scholars have argued that the criteria used for measuring quality
within qualitative research should differ from the criteria used in quantitative research (Bryman
& Bell 2017; Guba & Lincoln, 1989). According to Guba and Lincoln (1989), qualitative
research usually studies social phenomena and contexts, which are constantly dynamic and
cannot be fully captured in one study alone, as there is no absolute truth of a social context.
The authors present an alternative criterion for measuring quality within qualitative research;
using trustworthiness and authenticity (Bryman & Bell, 2017; Guba & Lincoln, 1989). These
criteria will be used in this study, given the qualitative and exploratory nature of the research.

3.6.1 Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness includes four concepts; credibility, transferability, dependability and
confirmability (Bryman & Bell, 2017; Guba & Lincoln, 1989). The credibility criteria highlight
the significance that the social context examined by the authors is described in an accurate and
truthful way, following good practice (Bryman & Bell, 2017; Guba & Lincoln, 1989). To
ensure that the authors' experience and interpretations of the examined social environment to
be just, the answers were discussed with the respondents throughout the interviews, so that the
respondents could comment, change or add additional information.

The social contexts usually studied in qualitative research are not static and tend to change,
therefore it is difficult for future researchers to study the exact same context, making
transferability a challenge. To ensure transferability, the researchers should include a thick
description of the studied phenomenon and the research process. Transferability of a study is
determined by other researchers, as the thick description enables them to judge whether or not
the result can be transferred to another context (Bryman & Bell, 2017; Guba & Lincoln, 1989).
By describing the methodology used, as well as the results of the data collection, the researchers
of this thesis have tried to provide a thick description of the research to enable transferability.
Furthermore, the dependability criteria explain how the research process should be well
documented, recorded and trackable. The authors should keep notes, transcripts, sampling
decisions, amongst others as well as fairly describe the process (Bryman & Bell, 2017; Guba
& Lincoln, 1989). The methodology chapter in this study describes the research process and
the decisions made.
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Lastly, when performing research, staying completely objective can be a challenge, if not
impossible, connected to the confirmability aspect (Bryman & Bell, 2017). To the best of the
authors ability, this aspect has been taken into consideration when performing this study. The
focus has been to let the respondents share their experiences of their social context and
experienced success in the food tech industry, and not let personal values and subjectivity
influence the findings. It is with great respect the authors have studied the subject, to create
confirmability and to be as objective as possible.

3.7 Ethical Considerations

In qualitative research, it is of great importance to be aware of, and consider ethical issues that
could potentially arise during different stages in the research process, including lack of
informed consent, potential harm to participants, or invasion of privacy (Bryman & Bell, 2017).
For that reason, several measurements were taken to avoid such issues. During the primary data
collection, the respondents were asked early on in the interview if their company name,
title/role and responses could publicly be used in this thesis, which all participants gave consent
to. In addition, all respondents indicated that their names could be included. However, to put
focus on the company and not the representative, only their titles were included. The purpose
of this research and a general introduction to the study were given to the participants prior to
the actual interview, in order for the participants to make an informed decision about taking
part in the research or not. Further, the interviewees were informed that all answers to the
questions were voluntarily, and should there be anything they wish not to answer, this was
respected. This area of research is not perceived as harmful for either the company in question
nor the participant. Consequently, ethical issues have to a great extent been mitigated in this
thesis.

Additionally, all interviews except one, were held in Swedish in order to reduce any language
barriers. As such, quotes from participants were translated to fit in this thesis.
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4. Empirical Findings

In this chapter, the empirical findings from the interviews with the companies and the industry
experts are presented. The disposition is as follows: Entrepreneurial Teams, Entrepreneurial
Opportunity, Entrepreneurial Resources, Strategic and Organizational Fit, and lastly Other
findings, presenting additional findings. The collected data is presented under each element,
separating the companies and the industry experts. The section includes quotes, as expressed
by the participants, to give the reader a deeper insight into the interviews and the responses.

4.1 Entrepreneurial Teams

4.1.1 Company Responses

4.1.1.1 Prior Experience

In the beginning of each interview, the respondents were asked to give a short introduction to
their background and previous experiences in order for the authors to get an understanding of
each individual's background before digging deeper. Each representative from the companies
has a unique journey prior to either founding or entering the company. The founder of
Mycorena, has his roots in research, for instance. For many years, he developed the technology
that Mycorena now is built upon and around, to later in 2017 spin-out the company from
academia. Similarly, one of the co-founders of Stockeld Dreamery has a long history of
research involvement within the food industry, working with many of the major players within
that sector. The technology that Mycorena is built upon is developed by one person, the
representative that was interviewed for this thesis, and therefore he is the lone founder of the
company. Although, early on in the business development process, one more person joined the
team, playing an important role in forming the actual business.

Stockeld Dreamery and HUJ are both founded by two people, and Sproud by three. The co-
founders of Sproud all have extensive experience from the food and beverage industry from
various positions, including launching over 200 products on the Swedish market. Due to their
great experience within the same industry as starting their business and as previous co-workers,
the representative from Sproud claimed that their startup is not the typical one. Because of their
long history of same industry experience, the co-founders together had a large network to make
use of when developing and launching their products. The same goes for Stockeld Dreamery,
where one of the co-founders has been a researcher for many years within the dairy industry,
and as a result, holds a great understanding of the biology and technology behind their products.
The other co-founder has entrepreneurial experience in successfully starting and exiting a
major ad-tech company. Ultimately, complementing each other's knowledge and experiences
in perfect synergy. When asked whether the founders background played a role in the
development of the company, there was no doubt that this was the case.

“Their background has played a huge role for the company! One of the co-
founders is a great researcher, who has been a researcher for many years within
the food industry and really understands the biology behind their product. This,
in combination with the other co-founders entreprencurial experience” - Head
of Strategy, Stockeld Dreamery

“I have worked within the food industry for more than 20 years. Actually, I
started within the food industry, so | have worked at, and together with many
of the major food companies in Sweden. | was working at a fish and seafood
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company for around 10 years and created many of the products that are
available on the market today. After these 10 years in various positions,
purchasing manager and head of logistics for instance, | wanted to work with
the future of food. So, | found one of the biggest food entrepreneurs, Renée
Voltaire, and was involved in building her company from $25 million to $100
million, which became one of the major vegan companies in Sweden.” - Co-
founder, Sproud

On the contrary, the co-founders of HUJ did not have any prior experience working in the food
industry, but rather prior startup experience. Early on in one of the co-founders’ career, she
started a cleaning business helping young people into the labor market, which in turn, gave a
good foundation in how to start and run a business. Today, only one of them is left as the CEO
and the other is no longer actively involved in the company.

The representative from Stockeld Dreamery, Head of Strategy, who is also one of the industry
experts in this thesis, has a long history of working within food tech, and was introduced to the
industry early on in his career. He joined the Stockeld Dreamery team in 2021 as Head of
Strategy and is now in charge of all strategic decisions. His previous time at Rockefeller
Foundation formed his way of understanding the problems within the current food system, and
how they can be solved through policies and innovation. Such knowledge is what he is trying
to bring to the company, contributing with a helicopter perspective.

“I have been exposed to many different types of people and ideas. I have had
the privilege to live three years in Copenhagen, three years and New York, and
three years in [Washington] DC. This gave me a broad network, and | got
exposed to many different things. The time in Georgetown at Rockefeller was
very formative, and gave an understanding to the problems we have in the food
system, but also how we can solve those problems through policies and
innovation, and this is what | am trying to bring to Stockeld, contributing with
my broad perspective, a helicopter perspective” - Head of Strategy, Stockeld
Dreamery

4.1.1.2 Academic Background

In their introduction, the respondents all mentioned their academic background. Apart from the
founders and interviewees previous industry experience and startup experience, there is a
common theme in which they all have, in one way or the other, an academic education. The
founder of Mycorena, as mentioned, has a PhD in biotechnology and fermentation from which
he later spinned out the company. Further, when asked to elaborate on potential commonalities
between the current team members of the company, the respondent explained that the majority
of the management team came straight from university, with various fields of studies, ranging
from pure business administration to engineering. His first full-time employee, who is also now
the COO of the company, started as a summer intern and later stayed on. Most of them either
started with an internship or by the end of their Master thesis. However, the team members all
come from various educational backgrounds, including business, engineering and science.
Unique for Mycorena, is that such employment has led to a seemingly young management team
with the average age of around 26-27 years.
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A similar observation was made in the Stockeld Dreamery team, where the respondent from
this company has a Law Degree from Stockholm University, Economics Degree from
Copenhagen Business School, as well as International Relations from Georgetown University.
Additionally, one of the co-founders holds a Masters from the Royal Institute of Technology
and Stockholm School of Economics, and the other co-founder has a Masters in Biotechnology
from Lund’s Technical University. It was also discussed that due to the company being highly
dependent on the technology they use for their products, they place a lot of resources into R&D.
Out of thirty employees, fifteen are working within R&D. Their research is profound for their
long-term development.

Furthermore, both the co-founder of HUJ and the co-founder of Sproud have an academic
educational background prior to starting the business or pursuing a career. As a former
Bachelor graduate from SMIL (Samhallsvetenskapligt Miljovetarprogram) at Gothenburg
University, the co-founder of HUJ is an environmental scientist and business economist. After
graduating, she expressed an eagerness to turn her theoretical knowledge into practice, and as
result she started her own business. The co-founder of Sproud, has more than 20 years’
experience within the food industry, but only started his career after graduating from
Ostsvenska Yrkeshdgskolan in International Business Logistics. Given the information
regarding the respondents’ academic background, it can be concluded that all interviewees have
an educational background, in one way or the other.

4.1.1.3 Values and Beliefs

In addition to the responses regarding the founders' and management teams' prior startup
experience, industry experience and academic background, the interviewees were further asked
to elaborate on their own mission and purpose working in each responding company. In other
words, why they have chosen to either start or engage in these types of companies. This was
asked in order to identify their personal values and beliefs.

The Head of Strategy at Stockeld Dreamery was clear in his description that what the company
is doing is a climate case. According to him, around 3% of all GHG emission comes from the
dairy industry. In order to decarbonize the industry, it is impossible to ignore the impact this
industry has.

“We are at the crossroads of a shift, right now 99% of all cheese that is produced
comes from cows, goats, and possibly camels. | believe that in the future, there
will be more multifaceted offers in cheese, and we at Stockeld want to be part
of this shift and create good products that people appreciate. Whether it is cream
cheese or melted cheese, and enable people to enjoy this type of cheese, but
with 80% less climate impact.” - Head of Strategy, Stockeld Dreamery

The respondent expressed that what Stockeld Dreamery is doing feels meaningful, and this is
the main reason why he wants to be part of this journey. It is not about making money, but
rather about making a change. In the same manner, the co-founder of Sproud has a strong
interest in the food industry, and more specifically in the future of food. As a non-dairy drinker,
he has always had an interest in alternative products. The combination of innovation and food
tech is a strong driver, and being able to design products that are better for both the planet and
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the people. He argues that the meat/dairy/fish industry as a whole is dirty compared to the next-
gen food industry, which to him, is overall better in many ways.

“It feels good going to work every day, knowing that you are making a
difference” - Co-founder, Sproud

Similarly, the co-founder of HUJ responded:

“My biggest passion around HUJ is really the vision of creating a classic
product for generations to come. It is a value driven purpose for me personally,
which is getting me up each morning and going to work. The thought of filling
a purpose is a strong driver for me. I personally want people to open their eyes
to vegetarian food, and | want to make it easy for those who wish to do so, and
offer products that are needed. There is great value in eating more plant-based
food for both the climate and the animals.” - Co-founder, HUJ

Both driven from a higher purpose of making a change to the current food system. With
extensive knowledge and expertise in how the current food industry is affecting the
environment and people's health, both founders expressed that they do what they can somehow
be part of a transition towards a healthier planet as whole. Both companies were founded and
developed with a mission to somehow make a difference to consumers' eating habits and enable
people to make healthier and more sustainable choices. A similar answer was given by the
respondent from Stockeld Dreamery.

For the founder of Mycorena on the other hand, the journey started from another point of view.
The transition from being a researcher to being an entrepreneur became a natural step,
following the development of the developed technology. In the early days, the belief that the
technology really worked, and the added value it provided to the alternative protein industry
was the main driver for developing the business. Essentially, all respondents expressed that
they had a strong belief in their company and product, and that the business was about more
than only financial gain. Although, the respondents from Stockeld Dreamery, HUJ and Sproud
indicated that they felt a deeper meaning with their journey at each respective company.

With the increase of next-gen food and drinks startups on the market, it is apparent that these
companies have gained interest among people in recent years. Because the entrepreneurial team
is pointed out as one of the factors contributing to firm performance and success (Song et- al,
2008), the interviewees were further asked to elaborate on commonalities between people
looking for jobs within these teams, apart from previous experiences and academic
background, as well as their current team. This was asked in order to find any potential patterns
between the different companies in terms of motivation, values and beliefs, and if this could
potentially play a role in the companies growth.

At HUJ, the respondent explained that most people in their team adhere to a vegetarian diet,
i.e., shares the same values as the company. She further elaborated that generally, people that
are looking to work in their company seek to work for a growing company who acknowledges
an opportunity to be part of a transition towards a better future. Nonetheless, there are few
people that actually have experience from the food industry, but rather, the attitude and drive
is the most important. Another interesting comment made by the founder of HUJ, is that
startups like HUJ have a completely different culture within the firm compared to larger
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conventional companies, due to its size. A similar response was given by the founder of
Mycorena, arguing that a common characteristic among the current employees was their
enthusiasm, passion and ‘doer’ attitude. People who seek to become part of the team at
Mycorena, most likely share the same motivation as people at HUJ; an opportunity to be part
of a company in growth that ultimately creates something that is better for the planet.

In the same manner, what is common among people working at Stockeld Dreamery is that
many are driven by the mission of the company, and doing something meaningful. The
company has a high vision to ultimately make the world a better place, and if they succeed with
that vision then they will have made an impact in lowering the GHG emissions in the world.
The respondent expressed that he believes that this is the main driver for people within the
current team, and a common motivation for people applying to the company. Further, he
explained that the hope of working together with a good team and well-educated people may
also be an important motivator. Both Stockeld Dreamery and Mycorena have teams consisting
of young and well-educated people, as well as highly diverse teams in terms of gender and
nationalities. The respondent from Stockeld Dreamery explained:

“It is not a given that you move from Argentina, India, or Turkey to Sweden.
You are probably driven by something other than money in that case. You
probably also think it is exciting to work in a company that is growing really
fast and has high ambitions to make the world a better place” - Head of Strategy,
Stockeld Dreamery

He further adds:

“We don't consciously recruit people at a certain age, but in general, younger
people are more radical and mission driven, and open to try new things. Older
people are perhaps more business as usual” - Head of Strategy, Stockeld
Dreamery

At Sproud, the respondent estimated that around half of the current employees actively applied
to Sproud only for the sake of the company, while the other half applied for the specific position
or competence that the company was looking for. As with any company, they look for different
people depending on the role. However, he points out that a common driver is the enjoyment
of working with healthy products, and that most people in some way identify themselves with
Sproud as a lifestyle brand.

“It is a cool brand, people have a different reason for applying to Sproud than
the larger food companies™ - Co-founder, Sproud

4.1.2 Industry Experts

The industry experts were asked similar questions as the other respondents, but instead of
focusing on a specific company they were asked to respond in general terms for the industry as
a whole. When speaking about the next-gen food and drinks industry, both respondents
highlighted the fact that these companies are completely different from traditional food
companies. Industry expert 1 stated:

“First of all, these firms are different from the traditional food companies. The
traditional food companies are quite big and quite slow, large industrial blocks.
Either they are often gigantic conglomerates of brands such as Unilever or
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P&G, or they are family businesses that have been run through many
generations and often focusing on one specific thing. For instance, Barilla
spaghetti or Nutella, or similar. What is happening now is that these new
companies are entering the market, and they both look and smell like tech-
companies, they are organized as tech-companies, and they have that type of
‘heavy-hitting” founders with big ideas. They set out to change things and they
use available tools we recognize from the tech sector” - Industry expert 1,
Sweden Foodtech

Industry expert 2 further pointed out that another difference between traditional food
companies and next-gen food is that they are very R&D heavy, compared to traditional or
conventional food companies. Since these companies are incredibly dependent on their
technology, a commonality for these companies is that much of their resources are put into
R&D. This in turn, is resulting in the need for big research teams. As a result, these startups
often consist of well-educated and competent people. In addition, these teams also seem to
attract the younger generation, often appointed the leader of change.

Apart from the academic background that both experts indicate being a common thread, it was
further discussed that there is growing interest in impact-driven companies. Instead of earning
money, they operate to contribute to making the world a better, more sustainable and fair place.
More and more entrepreneurs are popping up within this sector. Industry expert 1 explained it
in this way:

“The food industry has become attractive in a completely different way than it
used to be. People see that this is a fun business, simultaneously addressing
sustainability and health [...] People see that the structure of the food system
needs to change, and spot the same problems as the founders of next-gen food
startups. They feel a sense of urge to contribute and to make a change, and
being part of something exciting because it differs from other industries. This
also results in the next-gen food industry attracting a more value-driven crowd”
- Industry expert 1, Sweden Foodtech

Industry expert 2 expressed a similar observation and emphasizes that what these companies
have now gone from ‘nice to do’, to ‘need to do’, compared to 5-10 years ago. He also
expressed the need for entrepreneurs to work on the right things.

“The food system is really interesting and important. It is the largest industry
in terms of job opportunities and GDP, it is the one industry that affects human
health the most [...] we under consume certain things and overconsume others.
It is the industry that triggers pandemics and contributes with more GHG
emission than any other industry, and it destroys our biodiversity. So, it is
important, but it is problematic. If you fix the food system, then you solve a lot
of problems [...] | feel that many entrepreneurs are doing just this, and that there
is a genuine desire to work with impact-driven companies that does not aim at
making financial profit, but instead, making the world a better place”

- Industry expert 2, Stockeld Dreamery, Foodtech Weekly

Evidently, both industry experts indicated that people that work within these companies often
have a strong feeling that they want to do something meaningful, and a deeper desire to do
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good and make a change. It seems clear to both that these people have a different motivation
for working or applying to these companies, than to other companies in the same industry. This
was also an observation made by the co-founder of Sproud.

4.2 Entrepreneurial Opportunity

4.2.1 Company Responses

4.2.1.1 Opportunity Dimension

The company representatives were asked about how the idea for the venture emerged, e.g., the
opportunity. For HUJ, the opportunity emerged as the co-founder had a vegetarian diet, and
she lacked good and tasty vegetarian sandwich toppings on the market. She felt that the current
offerings were dull and made the sandwich experience sad and uninspiring. Through the lack
of offerings, she identified a gap in the market, and the idea for HUJ was born. Similarly, the
co-founder of Sproud had a vegetarian diet and never enjoyed dairy products. As he was
looking for an opportunity to start a venture within the food industry, he identified a gap in the
market as there were no pea-based dairy drinks available. Furthermore, the opportunity for
Sproud was based on the fact that the market was considered open and willing to test new
products. Compared to other alternatives, the pea-based milk has lower amounts of sugar, more
protein and less carbs, and he wanted to be part of creating a product that was better than
already existing products on the market. As such, an oat-based product was not considered,
since so many alternatives already exist on the market, according to the representative from
Sproud.

The founders of Stockeld Dreamery equivalently spotted a gap in the market, as there was no
category leader within cheese alternatives, e.g., as Oatly is the leader within dairy. The
ambition is to become the market leader, and create the world's most ambitious cheese.
Through identifying this gap, they saw an opportunity to lead the transition of the cheese
industry and make food, but in a nicer way than how cheese is done today.

On the other hand, the idea for Mycorena emerged from the founder's research within industrial
biotechnology. The founder had a strong belief in what he was researching - the technology
works and has a value - and built a business around that. During the interview, he claimed not
to consider himself an entrepreneur, but a researcher who loves and believes in what he studied,
which turned into a business. He furthermore explained that there was not much market
research done about the food industry prior to starting the business. Instead, he highlighted the
timing, which will be further elaborated below.

4.2.1.2 Market and Environmental Characteristics

When talking about market and environmental characteristics enabling the new ventures to be
successful, all the company representatives strongly highlighted the timing and the market
trend. The co-founder of HUJ said that they managed to time the shift and that it is
advantageous to be in a market that is growing fast, as supermarkets are looking to offer more
plant-based products. Furthermore, she said that she believes that it would be harder for them
to launch today, as more and more companies are emerging, making it more difficult to enter
the market and be accepted into the supermarkets.
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“An advantage for growth, as within all industries, is to startup within an
industry that is growing. We don't have to compete for shelf space, because all
supermarkets want to offer more and more vegetarian products. Since the entire
industry is growing, the space is growing so to say, so that is of course an
advantage that makes it a bit easier. We have managed to time the shift
relatively well. I think maybe that it would have been harder if | would have
launched HUJ today, or we notice that it is harder to get accepted into the
supermarkets today than it was 2-3 years ago. Not super serious but there is still
a difference that we notice [...] It is an incredibly big interest within the industry
to launch new vegetarian products and then it feels very good that we did it a
few years ago.” - Co-founder, HUJ

Correspondingly, Stockeld Dreamery claims that the market is ready, and the time is right to
do what they are doing. Customers are realizing the issues and problems connected to the food
industry and food production, and not only within niched segments, such as vegetarians or
vegans, but the mainstream segments, such as flexitarians. This is furthermore highlighted by
Sproud and Mycorena. Mycorena says that they have something that the industry wants,
highlighting the market fit, and they were the first one in the market. The founder says that the
success of Oatly in the Nordic countries was in the early stage, creating room to stand out.
Mycorena managed to time the market fit, the market trend and the market demand, strongly
highlighting the timing as an important factor.

“It was kind of spot on with the industry need and that was actually the market
fit [...] there was kind of you know the momentum that was created and then
back in those days where the time when Beyond Meat and Impossible Foods
and all kind of big new emerging food tech companies were coming up with a
lot of hype around the industry and it will come to the Nordics with Oatly
performing super well. So, it was kind of in the early stage but there were not
that many companies, so there was room for us to stand out. And that was
something that we see as successful factors for Mycorena because the market
fit and market demand and the market trend was all in the same group, so it was
on the same timing. So if you ask me like if we had launched Mycorena today
maybe it wouldn't be the same story because there are plenty of other companies
now ” - Founder, Mycorena

Later, the founder of Mycorena further stated:

“Our positioning was correct. Timing. The industry was on a change, we had
an offer that was correctly fitting with the market need and then that was kind
of spot on for launch” - Founder, Mycorena

In the interview, the co-founder of Sproud claimed that the new generation is open to trying
new tastes and wants to see a change - the market is open for changes and new tastes. The
customer preferences are moving toward a more plant-based diet, further indicating a change
in the market. The change in preferences is highlighted as something important by the co-
founder.

“A lot of people are trying new products all the time and then products that are
better than what already exists on the market. So, | believe that our fast
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expansion is possible due to the trend and how we seized the trend.” - Co-
founder, Sproud

Nevertheless, challenges within the market and environment are highlighted by the
respondents, mainly by HUJ and Sproud. In the interview with HUJ, the co-founder talks about
the challenge in competing on the Swedish market as the major decision makers mainly are
two companies, ICA Gruppen and Axfood. Together, they have almost 100 % of the Swedish
food retail market and are the main decision makers when it comes to what products are offered
on the shelfs in the supermarkets. According to the founder of HUJ, they are dominating and
can sometimes decide on e.g., campaign prices that are de facto too low for HUJ, but how can
they bargain with such a big actor? The relationship building and connection with the big
players are highlighted as crucial in order to be able to stay on the shelf, of course in
combination with sales. This is also mentioned by Sproud. Twice a year the companies are
informed whether they are allowed to stay in the assortment or if they are removed. According
to HUJ, it is a relief to be in a growing market since more plant-based products are getting in
than are being removed at the moment. The influence from the major companies is furthermore
highlighted by Sproud, as the co-founder talks about how the major decision makers want to
keep their market share, and are therefore being closed and not including others. In addition, it
is mentioned that the bigger companies tend to acquire new startups entering the market.

New ventures are influential. The respondents claim that new ventures within the food industry
are driving innovation. The representative of Stockeld Dreamery talks about how big
companies such as ICA do not have the courage to try new innovations, as they have more to
lose and are afraid of losing customers. Similarly, the CEO and founder of HUJ explained:

“The large brands don't dare to take a chance like we do [...] to launch an
innovative product. | believe that innovation is driven by the startups within
food and then the bigger brands join after a few years.” - Co-founder, HUJ

Moreover, this is pointed out as a challenge, from an innovative point of view. According to
Sproud, innovation is closed, and not open, since the large companies keep their innovations
and knowledge to themselves. HUJ explains how the big brands can copy innovations of
startups after they have proven to be successful, but offer it under their brand and at a lower
price, called private label. This can even lead to some startups being forced to leave the
supermarkets.

“A big threat within the food industry is that the major chains [...] more or less
can copy the receipt of our products, and launch them under their own brand
name, such as ICA or Anglamark or similar. And those products are more or
less copies of our products.” - Co-founder, HUJ

Although the industry is growing and more products are being offered in the supermarkets, the
shelf space is pointed out as physically limited. However, as the interest in plant-based products
grows from customers and more companies emerge, HUJ hopes that the plant-based products
will have even more shelf space in the future.

37



4.2.2 Industry Experts

4.2.2.1 Opportunity Dimension

Regarding entrepreneurial opportunities, the industry experts express how the entrepreneurs
have identified an opportunity to make a change. Entrepreneurs have become tired of the greed
in other industries, and are entering the food tech industry to actually have the possibility to
make a change, as mentioned by Industry expert 1. In addition, Industry expert 1 mentioned
how, besides being driven by making an impact, several actors within the food tech industry
want to make money and see the opportunity of the growing market and increased funding
accessible. He mentioned that people who were active in the fintech industry now are moving
to the food industry, to be a part of transforming the food industry and make it more tech
influenced. As previously highlighted in 4.1.2 Industry experts, but further relevant in this
context, the respondent argued:

“What is happening now is that these new companies are entering the market,
and they both look and smell like tech-companies, they are organized as tech-
companies, and they have that type of ‘heavy-hitting’ founders with big ideas.
They set out to change things and they use available tools we recognize from
the tech sector” - Industry expert 1, Sweden Foodtech

Industry expert 2 highlighted how people, entrepreneurs as well as investors, are becoming
increasingly worried about the environmental challenges that the world is facing. The
impatience and experiences of the transition moving too slow, has enabled entrepreneurs to
start innovative ventures. Instead of waiting for the current actors to make the change, the
entrepreneurs and investors are making their own effort to make an impact.

Further, although there are many interesting opportunities within the next-gen industry,
Industry expert 1 still questioned how all the newcomers will be able to differentiate
themselves. He expressed that in the case of plant-based alternatives, it might have been
beneficial to be the first mover, such as Oatly or Beyond Meat. They became the “white knight
saviors” of the industry, as they were early with introducing alternatives and receiving a lot of
funding. Again, the actual need of changing the food system is highlighted by the respondent.

4.2.2.2 Market and Environmental Characteristics

When discussing market and environmental characteristics with the industry experts, they both
strongly highlight the market timing and the market trend as influential factors for new venture
success within the food tech industry. According to Industry expert 1, there is a willingness to
see a change within the food industry. In addition, the food industry is currently transitioning
into becoming a fun and sexy industry, focused on sustainability, health and technology.
Customers are starting to see and identify similar challenges within the food industry and
production as the founders of new food tech ventures have, creating opportunities for startups
to emerge as the demands and preferences are changing. Customers and the people within the
ventures want to inspire change as well as being a part of the change. The time is right, strongly
highlighted by Industry expert 1. In a similar manner, Industry expert 2 claims that the market
is ready right now. As an example, he suggested Oatly, which was founded in 1994. Initially,
the company did not experience any major success. However, later on, they became really
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successful. The product was not changed, what has changed was the market in combination
with strong marketing and branding, according to Industry expert 2.

“It absolutely feels as if the timing is right. Maybe 10 years ago we wouldn't
have been ready.” - Industry expert 2, Stockeld Dreamery, Foodtech Weekly

According to the experts, it is not only entrepreneurs and customers who have identified the
need for a change. Also, investors are seeking to invest in impact ventures, as some investors
are concerned about the future and want to see a change within the food industry. More money
is invested into food tech startups and to change the industry.

4.3 Entrepreneurial Resources

4.3.1 Company Responses

4.3.1.1 Financial means, networks and ecosystems

Later on in the interview, the discussion continued around what role the respondents’ and the
respective companies’ network played in the development and growth of the company. During
the interview with the co-founder of Sproud, the respondent mentioned several times the role
of which his, and his co-founders' prior industry experience played in the development of the
startup. However, their prior experiences did not only contribute with extensive industry
knowledge and ‘know-how’ product development, but also with them building an immense
network within the same industry. Naturally, after over 20 years within the food industry, their
network grew. He claimed that all the co-founders’ networks were a critical asset to the
development of the company:

“I know everyone and everything within this industry, I have an easy time
entering this market and collaborating with other companies. If you've been in
the business for a long time, like me, it is easy to launch a new product.
Compared to people who don't have the same network.” - Co-Founder, Sproud

The interviewer further commented on the fact that Sproud is available in 30 countries
worldwide and asked how this had been made possible. He replied that apart from the company
riding on the trend wave, their close collaboration with one of the major players within process
and packaging solutions in the plant-based category, Tetra Pak, was a critical resource.

The respondent from Stockeld Dreamery further emphasized on the important role that their
network has played in the growth of the company. As a second-time entrepreneur, one of the
co-founders brought several investors from his prior company into the new business.
Additionally, the other co-founders' network from previous experiences within the food
industry was an important source of knowledge, in terms of what to buy and use in their
products, and whatnot. A broad network opens the door to many sources of knowledge,
resources and opportunities. He claims that apart from his own helicopter perspective that he
is bringing into the company, his broad international network will be critical for when they are
launching internationally. He further adds:

“Relationships are always important. It facilitates when starting something
new, as it enables you to receive help from board members, investors, advisors
and people within your broader network.[...] Every person will bring in their
own network, making Stockeld Dreamery even stronger. We also have a broad
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cognitive diversity, and not just based on gender or the color of your skin, but
the fact that people have very different backgrounds, coming from various
places, and are bringing in their networks. This is what makes us stronger.
Compared to if everyone were to come from Stockholm, for instance.” - Head
of Strategy, Stockeld Dreamery

For Mycorena, on the other hand, not having any prior industry experience and with a very
young team, one of their biggest assets was their connection to GU Ventures®. In 2018,
Mycorena received their first initial funding from them, and this is when their relationship
began.

“In 2018, GU Ventures invested in the company, and have been the part-owner
since then. Still, they are our major shareholders. This was a big learning for
us, and they helped out a lot with setting up structures in the company, and
guiding us in what to do with the company at an early stage. Then there were
several other networks helping out. Chalmers is one of them, and Almi was also
a good support in the beginning. There were a lot of small support systems at
first. Although, when I mention them, | mention the companies, but there were
actually like one-two people in each company that helped out a lot. So, these
networks are definitely in favor for when starting a new venture, like us.” -
Founder, Mycorena

Similarly, HUJ started off with a limited professional network. The co-founder explains that
she put a lot of effort into building her network in the beginning of her journey with HUJ, as a
necessary step in order to develop the business. She got in contact with RISE in Gothenburg,
which at the time had a food accelerator from which she received a great deal of support, and
further introduced her to their professional network. In addition, she used LinkedIn as a source
for networking, and through her efforts she slowly started to build a network within the local
area.

“We definitely made a great amount of effort when asking for so much support
and help in the beginning. It was a massive endeavor for us to find the support
we needed, but it was something we needed to proactively work with, just
because we didn't have any prior experience within the food industry” - Co-
founder, HUJ

Furthermore, the respondents were asked to comment on the possible role of the ecosystem
within the food tech industry. Here, there were some contradictory answers from the
respondents. While the interviewee from Stockeld Dreamery indicated that the ecosystem
played an important role for the development of startups within the industry, the respondent
from Mycorena and Sproud expressed a sense of concern regarding the ecosystem in Sweden.

“In Sweden, we are not very good at supporting food companies for
development and innovation [...] Here in the south of Sweden, it is thanks to
companies such as Tetra Pak, Oatly, and in some ways also Lund's University,
that you get access to the ecosystem. But | cannot say that you feel the sense of
support to innovate new brands in Sweden. It has a cost! [...] Further, I wouldn't
claim that companies cooperate to a greater extent, compared to other countries.

1 Incubator working closely with Gothenburg University. https://www.guventures.com/mission
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| do agree that the ecosystem plays a role, but you are rather secretive of your
business and development of new products. There are not really any open
innovation practices” - Co-Founder, Sproud

On the other hand, the respondent of Stockeld Dreamery responded:

“It would've been more of a challenge for us to innovate and develop this cheese
in a country with a weak ecosystem. | am not saying it would impossible, but
way more difficult” - Head of Strategy, Stockeld Dreamery

Both pointing out that the ecosystem plays a role in one way or the other, although, to a different
extent, in the formative stage of the new venture. The respondent from Mycorena expressed
that in his opinion, the ecosystem within the food tech industry in Sweden is not that big. He
further elaborates claiming that there are not many food companies, or rather, that it is not a
hyped momentum like a cluster. Nevertheless, earlier in the interview, he pointed out the
importance of the networks (GU Ventures, Almi? etc.) supporting Mycorena in its early stages
of development. In that sense, Gothenburg University has been one of the greatest assets for
Mycorena in their development. Both Mycorena and HUJ are young founders and expressed
similar opinions to the role of the ecosystem for startups such as theirs. The co-founder of HUJ
experiences that it is easy to reach out for help within the ecosystem, and claims to have an
exchange with several other startups, which is of great value.

As a follow-up question, the interviewees asked whether or not their company had been
engaged in any accelerators or incubator programs. Neither Sproud, Stockeld Dreamery or
Mycorena had been involved in such programs. The Head of Strategy at Stockeld Dreamery
responded:

“No, we have not. However, we did receive a grant from Vinnova early on in
the process. And we had our office at Norrsken, which is kind of a hub for
impact startups, but not an accelerator. Had we been part of any such program,
it would probably not have made any significant difference anyway since we
already had such great, competent and well-connected team from start” - Head
of Strategy, Stockeld Dreamery

HUJ on the other hand, first took part in Research Institutes of Sweden's (RISE)? accelerator
program, and later on enrolled in the agricultural cooperative Lantménnen's incubator program,
Viaxthuset®. She expressed immense gratitude for taking part in these programs and how they
have helped the company to develop and grow.

In addition to the conversations regarding networks, the role of the ecosystem, and the presence
of accelerators or incubator programs, the dialogue further touched upon their access to funding
and the role of which it had played for the growth and success of the startup. All respondents
pointed out funding as one of the most significant and critical factors for enabling their growth
and development. None of the companies had been publicly funded, but rather through VCs,
private equity or business angels.

2 Almi offers advice and funding to startups and companies. https://www.almi.se/om-almi/Fakta-om-oss/
3 RISE is an independent, government owned research institute. https://www.ri.se/sv/om-rise/vart-uppdrag
4 Lantmannen's open innovation program. https://www.lantmannen.se/forskning-och-innovation/vaxthuset/
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One of the co-founders of Sproud invested around 1 million SEK in the company as an initial
funding through his family-owned investment company, Findeln Holding. This capital enabled
the company to do test runs, develop their brand strategy and create prototypes. In year 2, they
received funding from a private equity firm that specialized in brands that pursue high-growth
markets and harness next-generation technology. Later, they further received funding from
other VCs within the plant-based category. Similarly, one of the co-founders of Stockeld
brought along several investors who had invested in his previous startups. This in turn, made
the early stages of developing the company easier. In 2020, during their first Seed-round, other
V/Cs invested, and several others invested later last summer.

“We have received a lot of good investors, which has made it possible for us to
employ a big team, open up pilot plants, move into a new office and invest in
R&D to develop new products. Funding has been the determining factor in how
fast we can develop. [...] We have only received capital from private companies
and business angels, no public funding. We grow because we get VVC funding,
even if we are still not profitable” - Head of Strategy, Stockeld Dreamery

Mycorena also expressed the significance of receiving funding:

“We have only received funding from private investors, you can call it more
trust funding. This is one of our biggest success factors. We have strong
individuals that believe in the vision, and in me as a person.” - Founder,
Mycorena

Additionally, Mycorena has also just recently closed an investment round of 77 Million SEK,
one of the largest investments in a Nordics vegan food tech startup. Their funding has made it
possible for Mycorena to build a commercial scale production with a capacity of 100 tons per
year. In addition to this, they already have close to 10 patents, despite being so young.

Furthermore, HUJ explains that they have received investments successively throughout the
years. In the early stages, they received pre-study funds from Almi, who was also an early
supporter of Mycorena. The majority of their funding, HUJ has received from various VCs.

4.3.2 Industry Experts

In the interviews with the industry experts, both respondents argued that networks and the
ecosystem within the food tech industry plays an enormous role in whether or not your business
will grow, and at what pace. Industry expert 2 claimed that a large network is proven extremely
helpful in the development of a food tech venture. Each person entering a new company will
bring in their own network, and in turn, this creates better access to resources, in terms of
people, knowledge and capital. In other words, networks are valuable assets for enabling the
growth of a good team and company. He further stated that ecosystems are extremely
important, and there is a strong existing one in Stockholm, as well in other places around the
world (e.g., San Francisco, Israel, India, England, Germany to mention some). According to
him, a good ecosystem depends on everything from good available educational institutions,
good policies, available capital and entrepreneurs, the culture of which entrepreneurs operate
in, lawyers, incubator programs and accelerators, and advisors supporting startups. Likewise,
Industry expert 1 expressed that the ecosystem plays a massive role in the success of new firms.
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In fact, what is happening now in the food tech and next-gen industry is that a whole new
ecosystem is being built, with new structures, policies and networks. Further, he elaborates:

“These clusters of networks connect entrepreneurs with investors, for instance.
These ecosystems are where companies recruit new talents, and of course, here
is where you get the opportunity to sell your idea and thoughts to a broader
network” - Industry expert 1, Sweden Foodtech

However, he also adds that for some people, through their network, it is easier to get access to
resources within the network, calling it the ‘gate-keeper’ function; who sits at the door? The
bigger network you have, the more doors are there for you to open. As part of the ecosystem
himself, he experiences that many startups want to be part of it, since it ultimately gives access
to necessary resources such as knowledge, talent and capital. Industry expert 2 speculates
whether or not location may be a determining factor as well. In Stockholm, there is access to
customers, talent, and capital, same conclusion as Industry expert 1. Still, he claims that this is
hard to determine. Both experts, however, argue that despite the food tech ecosystem being as
good as they describe, it lacks the access to physical infrastructures, such as labs.

Moreover, the two industry experts were asked whether or not incubator programs and
accelerators are common for startups to take part in, and in that case, if this was a valuable
asset. Industry expert 1 responded:

“Accelerators are part of the ecosystem. But the outcome of being part of
accelerators varies. In some ways, it gives a tremendously large network, which
might then be the right thing to do for a startup. However, there are other ways
to get access to the ecosystem here in Sweden. Personally, | am not excessively
impressed by the usual 3-month accelerators here in Sweden. Often, they don't
develop much better companies when finished with the programs. In a sense,
the value that is added can be added in other more effective ways” - Industry
expert 1, Sweden Foodtech

Industry expert 2 expressed an ambiguous feeling about such programs. On one hand, he
claimed that many startups engage in various support programs, from which the firm gains
knowledge and access to resources and network, as well as funding. On the other hand, he
claimed that if the startup he works at, Stockeld Dreamery, would have taken part in any
accelerator or incubator, it might not have made a significant difference due to their already
strong network and competent team.

The following topic covered was access to funding, and if they could identify any common
factors among startups receiving funding. Industry expert 1 gave a well-formulated answer:

“No firm wastes time on trying to get access to public funding. The common
characteristics within these firms, as | see it, is that they have experienced
teams, often this is not their first time as entrepreneurs. They have probably
started one or more firms, giving them credibility to build a business. They also
often have a broad network already, and big ideas with a clear focus on how to
achieve the change. The mission and vision for these companies are often to
make a change, in one way or the other. Additionally, as | mentioned earlier,
these companies smell like tech-firms [...] and funding often occurs in different
stages. These companies need to show that they have the capacity and
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capability to do what you say you are doing. [...] There is a lot of capital in this
market, which results in a lot of investments [...] you don't really know who
this is benefiting. This is what is interesting, a lot of startups are entering this
market, and the investment wave results in some kind of domino effect. Both
from an overall industry perspective, but also from the immediate firm
perspective, it benefits the whole next-gen industry. The tide lifts all boats, so
to say, where some will lift more than others. These are also the kind of qualities
as seen in the tech-sector,” - Industry expert 1, Sweden Foodtech

4.4, Strategic and Organizational Fit

4.4.1. Company Responses

4.4.1.1 Sustainable Entrepreneurship

Throughout the interviews with the companies, the respondents all highlighted the importance
of sustainability being integrated within the entire business. This was noticeable throughout the
interviews, not only when the respondents were asked about sustainability. A common
denominator is that the respondents all highlighted the need of changing the food industry and
making it sustainable in the long-term perspective. Offering alternatives to animal-based
products is a way for them to take part in the change. Paradoxically, despite the importance of
sustainability, they all highlight the challenge with sustainability, as it is a widely used concept
with many meanings.

The respondents were asked about what a sustainable business is for them and the company
they represent. Both HUJ and Mycorena highlighted the importance of incorporating the three
aspects of sustainability: social, environmental and financial. The co-founder of HUJ talked
about how a major part of sustainability is to really think through what they are doing.
Moreover, HUJ shared about challenges with being sustainable as a startup. There needs to be
a compromise, as resources do not always allow all aspects at the same time. In the beginning,
HUJ had a label for being organic, but in order to enter the market, it was too expensive, and
they had to compromise and decided to change their ingredients to be organic, but without the
label:

“Sometimes we have to compromise on one thing to make ends meet [...] we
were for example organic in the beginning [...] It [the product] is supposed to
be a classic for future generations and if we were to be 100 % organic from the
start, our pricing would be significantly higher than what it is today, around 30
SEK, and I believe that that would have hindered our visions so then we had to
compromise about that [being organic] and instead we use only organic cashew
nuts for example and then we traded to Swedish beans and so on. So, for me,
sustainability is integrated within our entire business and the construction of a
company. And as we get bigger, we need to take an even bigger responsibility
and improve all the time and take as good decisions as possible based on the
knowledge and competence and resources that we have at each given time you
know.” - Co-founder, HUJ

Similarly, Mycorena talked about addressing sustainability from several perspectives. From an
environmental perspective, the founder mentioned that what they are doing as a company
should be environmentally friendly and have a positive impact. Their mission is for people to
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have good food for both health and climate. Mycorena wants to be part of influencing people
to consciously make the choice to eat the alternative to animal-based products. For Mycorena,
that is by being a company that offers a product replacing animal-based food, with a production
process that is more efficient and does not need any land. Although environmental
sustainability is important, that is not the only angle that is important for them. The founder
talked about how an important focus for Mycorena is sustainability for investors and
employees. Bringing together around 13-14 nationalities within the company, they are an
international company. Further, they welcome smaller investors with a passion for what they
are doing, not only large corporations investing big money.

Similarly to Mycorena, the co-founder of Sproud mentioned that being a company within the
vegan sector, is being more sustainable than other companies by default. For Sproud, it is
crucial to be 100 % transparent against their customers regarding the ingredients in their
products, where they are produced and why they are better for the environment. They are
working with an ISO certification and CO2 labeling of their impact. CO2 labeling is mentioned
as something that is developing into an industry standard, and the bigger brands are starting to
add this to their products. The respondent talked about how it should be easier for consumers
to see the difference between buying a product that is produced in Sweden, i.e., locally, or e.g.,
Belgium. Still, there are challenges due to a lack of relevant measurements and an industry
standard that shows the real environmental impact, according to the company representative
from Sproud. The lack of relevant measurements leads to greenwashing. Sproud experience
that they are more ambitious than other companies, trying to set a standard with high
expectations, and wants to hold the bigger brand accountable for their actions. While discussing
what a sustainable business is, the co-founder of Sproud expressed frustration with how the
concept is being misused by companies, and its true meaning being destroyed by companies
using it for greenwashing and creating an image.

“There is so much food that is transported around the globe that could be
produced locally or even products that actually are produced locally today but
we [as consumers] don’t know that it is locally produced [...] we want to be 100
% transparent against our customers [...] but it is kind of tough being the one of
the first ones within the industry trying to set the norm and set the bar, so how
we work with health and sustainability is that the first step is to actually have
this I1SO certification and be the first ones in Sweden to be able to get
measured.”

Further, he stated:

“There are so many companies that claim to be sustainable. If we take the dairy
industry as an example, have you heard about what for example Arla is
doing...climate compensation and being climate neutral...that is what is called
greenwashing, when the company purchases emission rights somewhere else
[...] Imean all products have a climate footprint [...] to claim that ‘we don't have
a climate footprint’ is completely wrong in my opinion. It is better to say that
‘this is our climate impact, and this is what we are doing to reduce it, and these
are the steps that we have already taken’.” - Co-founder, Sproud
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For Stockeld Dreamery, sustainability is essential since they believe in actually changing the
food system, not for attracting resources or posing as trustworthy externally. For some
companies, sustainability is just about creating and maintaining an image. For Stockeld
Dreamery, it is so much more than that. According to the company representative,
sustainability is extremely significant and especially for the ones who are thinking about a long-
term perspective. They genuinely believe that a change is needed to create a sustainable food
system, as the current one, using animals to produce the products consumers love, is not
scalable. Changing the system is a long-term job and needs both small and big initiatives.
Internally, they have existing policies such as only paying for vegetarian meals when inviting
stakeholders to a business meal, and developing policies regarding what transportation to use
when doing business travels as well as their production using e.g., green electricity. In a similar
manner to Sproud, they want to include additional factors than just measuring the CO2 impact
of their products and constantly want to push themselves to become better. The respondent
explained that compared to buying a conventional dairy-based product, Stockeld Dreamery's
products have 80 % lower environmental impact. When it is possible to scale, the true impact
will be visible.

Compared to other companies within the food industry, HUJ hopes and believes that they are
at the forefront of thinking sustainable and carefully consider their decisions such as packaging,
origins of raw material and ingredients, as well as choosing good suppliers. They do not get
caught off guard by questions they receive from customers and investors. The co-founder of
HUJ wants to make sure that they, to the best of their ability, are making good decisions from
the beginning, instead of having to realize that a decision was harmful and then having to
change. Their ambitions are as high as they can manage, and they know what parts they can
improve as they grow and get access to more resources, according to the co-founder. When
talking about whether their sustainability focus has affected their business, she states:

“I experience it as positive [...] I haven't worked at any other food companies,
but we have high pressure on us that | wonder if consumers put on other food
companies. We constantly receive questions about why we don't have more fair-
trade labeled ingredients for example or ‘where is your cocoa from” and then I
wonder ‘do they ask these questions to for example Marabou or another
company’. Sometimes it feels like if you are a vegetarian [brand], then you're
also supposed to be locally produced, no transportation, like scoring 100 % on
everything. But that is very good of course because it makes us want to be better
and we get pushed to be better. We would never launch a product that we have
not thought through because we know that our customers ask questions [...] |
am very thankful that we are a vegetarian brand in that way which leads to us
experiencing higher pressure” - Co-founder, HUJ

When asked about their sustainability work compared to other companies, the founder
explained that Mycorena's experience is that many companies have too much of a financial
focus, with traditional companies having set standards and a way of doing business that is
driven by numbers rather than emotions and other important aspects. They are lacking a social
aspect and the best-case scenario would be having more companies like Mycorena, suggesting
that there should not be such a big difference between companies. At the same time, he
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highlighted that the process of changing the industry is a slow process, and not something that
happens overnight. A big share of the market is the flexitarian market. The flexitarians are the
ones who need to be convinced to reduce their meat consumption, by being offered an
alternative that meets their expectations and makes them feel as if they don't miss out on
anything by not eating animal-based food. For Mycorena, the focus lies on impacting the
flexitarian market rather than the vegetarian market. The change needs to happen gradually,
and they want to be part of creating a change spirit, according to the respondent.

“Well from my perspective, like in practice of course it's a slow process. You
cannot change an industry this old; it needs slow changes and then the most
important part is how you create the impact. You can of course go and do a big
disruption in the industry or you can also slowly import impact into the way
people are eating or health habits and those kinds of things. That's how we
actually see it. We are not here for like ‘ok tomorrow morning everybody starts
eating mycoprotein or plant-based foods’ and then the meat industry is dead.
That that scenario will never work. It needs to be a slow impact. So, when we
work that is what we are actually looking for like ‘OK if you're eating meat like
seven days a week let's bring a scenario where you're eating meat like four days
a week’.” - Founder, Mycorena

For the co-founder Sproud, working with sustainability within the industry has led to him being
critical towards other companies, as he can see through what other companies are claiming to
do. In addition, the critical perspective is furthermore toward themselves and what Sproud is
doing as well. Compared to other bigger companies, he believes that the sustainability at
Sproud is a systematic work that is integrated within the entire company, as all the team
members are involved in the sustainability work. He does not believe that having a Head of
Sustainability who is in charge of sustainability is very efficient, as some bigger companies do,
since everyone should be part of it, and it needs to be integrated at the core. It is not the work
of one person or one smaller unit. Again, the need for an industry standard is highlighted.

“Well, you become very critical of others. Because you see through everything.
Yeah, what can | say. The things that are not measured, they won't happen or
the things that are not measured cannot be changed.” - Co-founder, Sproud

4.4.1.2 Competitive Strategy

Stockeld Dreamery wants to create a strong brand around cheese, focusing on the taste, the
purpose and coolness. As of right now, there is no leader within the cheese category, and this
is what Stockeld Dreamery wants to become, according to the Head of Strategy. During this
year, they will focus on creating visibility directly with the client through pop-up stores such
as food trucks, and initially targeting bigger cities. Even though the goal is to offer their cheese
to everyone, the customer segment targeted is what they call positive activists; people who
want to make a difference and want to eat nicer for the sake of the environment, for animals
and for health reasons. In their positioning, the focus will not be on being a vegan or for
animals, but rather creating a cool lifestyle brand with a strong purpose and a good product
with good taste.

As a company, it is of importance that Stockeld Dreamery are authentic and actually do what
they say they do. According to the company representative, it is a major challenge for larger
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corporations to be transparent. On the other hand, a new venture like Stockeld Dreamery can
work fast and be genuine, and thereby challenge the larger corporations to change. In addition,
if companies like Stockeld Dreamery can challenge the consumers to develop and show that
they want new products and that there is an existing demand, perhaps the bigger corporations
can follow, according to the company representative. They have the opportunity to be more
controversial than incumbents and challenge the status quo. Larger corporations are afraid to
take the lead, as the bigger they are the more they have to lose. For instance, the Head of
Strategy compares the marketing of Oatly, which is more controversial, making statements and
challenging, to Arla, which is more traditional. An additional example mentioned by the
respondent is when organic food was moved from standing alone, like e.g., gluten or vegetarian
options are today in a separate shelf, to share the shelf with non-organic food. The sales of
organic foods exploded when it was located all together.

For HUJ, it was important to create their brand and marketing strategy early on. The co-founder
highlighted how this choice was a good investment. The focus in their marketing is storytelling
and personal communication. HUJ wants to show their customers the people behind the
company. The storytelling and the entrepreneurial journey are further connected to HUJ's
strategy to keep their customers loyal when/if competitors are launching similar products, e.g.,
bigger brands creating copies of the products but at a lower price. The co-founder shared that
by creating a strong and personal brand through storytelling, the customers will know what
HUJ stands for and the journey they are on.

“I believe or I know that the story behind is attractive. So, we are really trying
to be personal in all of our communication and share how we are and sharing
on our social media who we are, who works here and all kinds of stuff [...] it
would be amazing if people would put HUJ on their breakfast table and tell
everyone around it about it [HUJ] while eating breakfast, like what is the story
behind HUJ. So, we try to talk a lot about it.” — Co-founder, HUJ

Further, their main focus is to build the brand on the product being plant-based, Swedish,
containing good ingredients and being nutritious as well as having good taste. Their goal is for
their products to become a classic product for the breakfast table and for future generations.
Their main target customer is flexitarians and the mass market, although right now a big part
of their customer base are vegetarians. HUJ wants to support people in exploring alternatives,
finding enjoyment in a plant-based diet, and that it can be equally easy and tasty as animal-
based sandwich toppings. The respondent explained that she believes that customers usually
have a routine-based shopping behavior, where they often buy the same products based on
routine. Through visibility and letting people taste the products, HUJ wants to meet the
customers who usually do not buy vegetarian options and lower the threshold to buying plant-
based food.

Likewise, the focus for Sproud is to create a lifestyle brand rather than just offering a product.
According to the co-founder, the brand they are creating is a cool and timeless brand. They
reach their customers through several channels, both through retail sales and by offering their
products at different cafes and restaurants. Sproud's targeted customers are women aged 25-35
years old, who are interested in trends and a healthy lifestyle. By targeting these women, they
furthermore reach additional customers, such as men, children and additional ages, since these
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women are influencing their surroundings. Their marketing is fun and playing with words.
Sproud wants to create products that are as similar to animal-based products as possible and
make them even better. Compared to conventional products, Sproud offer a healthier
alternative with lower sugar, less calories and a lower environmental impact.

For Mycorena, their strategy is to work with other companies to create their products, mainly
through collaborations. By doing so, they do not have to compete for shelf space and instead
be part of the ingredient side, according to the founder. Still, they don't want to be a silent
partner. Instead, their focus lies on working together with companies to create branded
products. An example is their product Promyc, mycoprotein nuggets, that Mycorena launched
in collaboration with ICA. Regarding visibility, Mycorena wants to create a demand for their
products, as well as creating customer acceptance for mycoprotein, by meeting private
customers directly. Products based on soy and peas are common, but mycoprotein is new,
according to the respondent. People are asking for it and asking where they can buy it. Further,
the interest they see when they meet customers is furthermore included when they pitch their
offering to potential corporate customers. In addition, they focus on their offering being
produced in Sweden, being vegan and neutral, and clean label. This is communicated to
potential corporate customers.

4.4.2. Industry Experts

4.4.2.1 Sustainable Entrepreneurship

The industry experts were asked about their opinion about new next-gen ventures working with
a sustainability focus, compared to larger, more traditional companies. Industry expert 1
explained how these companies are attacking the “problem companies”, in this case the meat
and dairy industry. Both industries are problematic from an ethical perspective, they are low
hanging fruit, and that makes them easy to attack. At the same time, the respondent highlighted
that there are indeed several perspectives that need to be attacked, such as environmental and
social sustainability, as well as biodiversity. However, some of these new ventures are only
attacking one perspective, such as lowering CO2 emissions or replacing a meat patty with a
plant-based patty. Such initiatives are of course important, according to the industry expert,
however, it only attacks smaller parts of the problem. Connected, an interesting question was
raised: From a health perspective, how much better is it for the consumer to eat a hamburger
with a plant-based patty, but still with a big soda and fries? The respondent argued that what
really is needed is a big system change of the entire food industry, and this change is not up to
the entrepreneurs. The entrepreneurs see a business opportunity that they exploit. As such, the
real change and transformation of the food system doesn't happen with the entrepreneurs, the
real change happens at the political level. Industry expert 1 expressed that sustainability is of
importance for the ventures and can be utilized in their communication and marketing. The
startups have a very defined counterpart that they can position themselves against. But still, the
major change is needed from the policy makers.

In a similar manner, Industry expert 2 explained that the new ventures have high ambitions,
but what is really needed is the change of larger corporations. Those companies are the ones
that can really make a big difference and impact the entire industry. The established brands do
have big ambitions about changing, e.g., packaging, ingredients, production, location etc.
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However, according to Industry expert 2, people are unsatisfied with the current progress. He
explained that the fact that more and more startups emerge with a sustainability focus is mainly
because people are dissatisfied about the fact that large corporations are not changing fast
enough. Startups can influence larger companies by forcing them to change and adapt. If the
customer demand can be proven for alternative products, perhaps the established companies
will change as well. As an example, from a different industry, he mentioned Tesla. If Elon
Musk wouldn't have started Tesla, would the other automobile companies offer electric cars?
He claimed that perhaps it wouldn't have gone that fast if the entrepreneur didn't prove the
demand that actually exists from customers. The new ventures are part of speeding up the shift.

Further, Industry expert 2 explained that he believes that companies with a sustainability profile
might attract more talent and driven people, compared to established companies. Ultimately,
having more driven people with a sustainability mindset might affect the traditional companies
and their sustainability work in the long run, as the new ventures collaborate with the
established companies in order to reach the market and the shelf, according to the expert.

4.4.2.2 Competitive Strategy

Regarding differences, Industry expert 1 expressed how the startups within next-gen differ
from the traditional food companies, sharing more characteristics with a tech company, than a
traditional food company. Similarly, this is supported by Industry expert 2. However, he
highlighted that a major difference between the traditional companies and new ventures is that
the startups are investing a lot of resources into R&D. The established companies do not put
half their budget on innovation and R&D, but that is something that the startups are doing. This
results in the startups having more innovative products than the major brands, as they tend to
invest only a few percent of their budget into R&D, compared to startups. The startups are
driving the innovation, as furthermore claimed by some of the companies. As a result, large
companies sometimes acquire innovative startups, to broaden their portfolio.

Further, the industry experts both mentioned how the new ventures are creating a stronger
brand than what might be considered with the traditional companies. As an example, Industry
expert 1 expressed that the next-gen startups are creating the feeling of loving a brand, as a
lifestyle rather than just a product. Furthermore, the next-gen startups are targeting younger
generations, the people who will be customers for many years to come. Industry expert 2
expressed that younger people tend to be the leaders of change, with a higher purpose,
compared to older generations.

4.5 Other Findings

Apart from investigating how the factors under each of the four elements outlined by Song et
al. (2008) in the integrated framework are reflected in the next-gen food tech industry, the
purpose of this thesis is to further explore any additional factors that may be important for
startups within this industry, and potentially adding them to the existing elements. This section
includes additional findings highlighted by the respondents.
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4.5.1 Company Responses

4.5.1.1 Product Innovation and Quality

One factor pointed out by all companies is the importance of product innovation and the quality
of the products. This attribute seems to be a critical feature among startups within the next-gen
food and drinks industry. HUJ emphasized on product innovation as one of the great weapons
for startups to stay competitive, and as previously mentioned, that the new ventures are being
to ones driving the innovation.

“Both consumers and stores expect us to innovate new products and come up
with new tastes. Within the food industry, | experience that you should come
up with new products, limited editions for instance. [...] Despite this process
being very costly, we can tell that it gives great value, both in terms of sales,
but also when speaking with the stores. It creates a buzz! [...] | hope this is
something we can put more effort into ahead. As said, it is very costly, but it
contributes a lot to our growth. I think this might be the most important factor
in order to stay competitive, especially as a small company” - Co-founder, HUJ

In the same manner, the respondent from Mycorena stressed that a continuous in innovation
and product quality are amongst the most significant success factors for a startup within their
industry:

“You cannot expect a consumer to be happy with what he has now, I mean,
they are always looking at new things. It's the same in the tech industry!
Everybody wants new things. So, the same goes for product innovation. For
example, you can make a plant-based/cell-based meat burger - but can you also
make it juicy and fatty? Then that's an innovation! So, there is a continuous
need for innovation in that sense needed in the industry” - Founder, Mycorena

Furthermore, the respondent from Stockeld Dreamery also pointed out that in order to grow,
there is a strong need to innovate and create good, quality products that people want to buy
again. As the next-gen food and drinks industry is so different from the traditional, product
innovation was discussed as a factor that may be more important for these startups, than for
startups in other industries. Additionally, as mentioned earlier, these startups tend to invest
much of their resources into R&D, further highlighting that product innovation is essential for
these startups.

4.5.1.2 Policies

Equally important as product innovation, was the discussion around food system change. Here,
it was mentioned that policies are fundamental for entrepreneurship and innovation as
changemakers. The whole ecosystem within the food industry goes beyond Sweden, according
to the co-founder of Sproud, and change ultimately lies on policymakers for the promotion of
entrepreneurship. He further elaborated this statement and highlighted that changing policies
are equally important for startups within this industry to succeed, as the entrepreneurial teams,
resources, strategic fit and market opportunity. Additionally, he added that a change in resource
allocation needs to happen if the world is ever going to move towards a sustainable planet.
Today, meat and dairy farmers are subsidized by governments, in contrast to vegetable farmers,
which is, and will be, a major supplier for the next-gen food system. In addition, he explained
that he knows that several farmers are willing to change their production, as they also realize
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that a change is needed. However, the support for a change is missing. Further, the respondent
expressed that, in general, they do not experience any major government support in developing
new sustainable food products in Sweden. He added companies and governments do not
collaborate as much as they could and should. On the other hand, Mycorena is financially
supported by GU Ventures, which is still one of their major shareholders. GU Ventures is a
publicly owned incubator, and incubators are the results of policies. In that sense, policies may
have played an influential role in the development of the company.

4.5.2 Industry Experts

4.5.2.1 Policies

In both interviews with the industry experts, policies and policymakers were mentioned.
Industry expert 2 introduced the topic early on in the interview, when discussing his experience
at Rockefeller Foundation:

“My time at Rockefeller Foundation formed my way of understanding the
problems within the current food system, and how they can be solved through
policies and innovation” - Industry expert 2, Stockeld Dreamery, Foodtech
Weekly

Despite the major challenges faced by the food industry, Industry expert 2 claimed that the
problems we are facing are solvable, and that entrepreneurs and innovation are key contributors
to making a change within the food system. Although, in order to enable the development of
such innovations, startups will need the support from policies and policymakers in order to
grow and make an impact. A similar response was indicated by Industry expert 1, who
emphasized on the central role policy makers play in the success of startups who aim at leading
the transition towards a better food system.

“The system change will start with the policymakers, who need to set the
framework for the system through regulations and policies. And it's not just
through regulations, we can also use the collective buying power as a public
sector in Sweden. Foremost, we need to support the transformation towards a
more plant-based diet. This is another way of working with the framework. [...]
we need to collectively decide what society we want to live in. If more and
more players are running towards the idea of the future food system, then it will
gradually start to shift” - Industry expert 1, Sweden Foodtech

The respondent clearly pointed out the significance of policies as an instrument to enable
innovation and technology as a way of changing the food system. By supporting entrepreneurs
and innovation practices with the mission to change the way we eat and consume today, more
startups will in turn be able to grow.

52



5. Analysis - The Framework Applied in the Food Tech Industry

In the following chapter, the reader is presented with the analysis of the empirical findings.
The findings are analyzed by the methods of choice, and anchored in the framework presented
in Chapter 2. As such, each topic reflects the major elements outlined in the integrated
framework. From the analysis, new factors emerge, adapted to the next-gen food and drink
industry. By the end of each section, the new factors linked to each element are illustrated in a
figure. The figures are later on merged together in an adapted framework.

5.1 Teams in the Next-gen Food and Drink Industry

All respondents in this study expressed that startups within the next-gen food tech sector differ
from those within the traditional food industry. The new ventures within this area are creating
a whole new market, merging tech and food together. For that reason, it is not surprising that
some respondents imply that these firms are organized and operate as tech companies, using
the same available tools recognized from the tech sector. It is evident that the next-gen food
tech industry has become an attractive area, ultimately addressing sustainability and health.
Moving from ‘nice to do’ to ‘need to do’. These startups are driven from a higher purpose, and
it is clear that the founders and their teams are truly passionate about what they are doing. The
founders' backgrounds, however, differ in many ways. Still, the startups are experiencing both
growth and buzz around the companies.

In Song et al.'s (2008) integrated framework, the entrepreneurial team is considered a core
element within the entrepreneurship phenomenon, playing a central role in the performance of
a new venture. Zane & DeCarolis (2021) further emphasize that compared to other firms,
technology-based ventures are especially dependent on acquiring knowledgeable employees
for successful development and commercialization of products and services. This was
confirmed by all respondents in the study, clearly arguing that the team, including the founders,
are vital components in the success of a new venture. Prior startup experience, same industry
experience, and academic background was found to have a positive impact on the creation and
development of a new firm within the next-gen food tech industry. However, the importance
and role of each of the elements vary in each company, indicating that they impact the success
to a various degree.

From the interviews, it is safe to say that both prior startup experience and industry experience
plays an important role for new firms within the next-gen food tech industry. Rojas and Huergo
(2017) and Gottschalk et al. (2014) both argue that success is positively influenced by people
with management experience or previous startup experience, as it gives the entrepreneur an
array of useful abilities and understanding of the startup process and environment. This was
confirmed by the respondents from HUJ, Stockeld Dreamery, as well as by both industry
experts. With previous startup experience, the co-founder of HUJ expressed that the barriers to
start another firm had been decreased due to her prior acquired knowledge of the startup
process. Such knowledge has proven valuable for the development and success of HUJ, as
stated by Rojas and Huergo (2017) and Gottschalk et al. (2014). Furthermore, one of the co-
founders of Stockeld Dreamery also had prior entrepreneurial experience, successfully starting
and exiting a major ad-tech company. The responses from the founder of HUJ and the
respondent from Stockeld Dreamery suggests that prior startup experience and pre-entry

53



knowledge has great impact in the success of a new venture within this industry. The founding
team's pre-entry knowledge often becomes the main source of knowledge when starting a
business (Simsek, Fox & Heavey, 2015), and such knowledge might be particularly important
within this high-tech, novel and emerging industry. However, neither the founders of Sproud
nor Mycorena had previous startup experience. Instead, same industry experience and
academic background were the main sources of pre-entry knowledge. In the case of Sproud,
the founding team, composed of three people, had previous joint experience working within
the same firm and within the same industry as their startup. Zheng (2012) introduces the
concept of a “transactive memory system”, meaning that a team with joint experience becomes
familiar with how the other group members process information and make decisions, enhancing
the capability of smoothly coordinating required tasks for steering a startup to growth. This
was identified within the founding team of Sproud. Likely, such memory system and previous
experience enabled the founders to successfully develop and execute vital strategic decisions
positively impacting the firm. The trust and team coordination are likely to be strengthened for
founders with joint prior experience working in the same industry in which their startup
operates in, and presumably, this has been the case for Sproud. However, since Sproud was the
only startup this was found relevant, it is difficult to draw any conclusions whether or not this
is especially true for the next-gen food tech industry. Although, one might argue that it could
have contributed to Sproud's success.

Furthermore, founders having experience from the same industry as the new venture operates
in is considered a significant factor contributing to a startup's success and growth (Gilbert,
McDougall & Audretsch, 2006; Hashai & Zahra, 2021; Song et al., 2008). The interview with
the co-founder of Sproud gave clear confirmation that all the co-founders extensive prior
experience had given them meaningful market knowledge contextually aligned to the specific
knowledge that their startup needed. In the same manner, one of the co-founders of Stockeld
Dreamery had extensive experience in research within the food industry. The prior industry
experience of the co-founders of Sproud and Stockeld Dreamery thus brought valuable
knowledge of existing products, consumer demand, and managerial practices into the new firm
(Mathias et al., 2015; Snihur & Zott, 2020). It was likewise evident that their past connections
with suppliers, investors, competitors and other relevant stakeholders have given these firms
the ability to start their companies efficiently. These startups are the youngest of the responding
companies, but already growing and creating a buzz, indicating that prior industry experience
is an important enabler for succeeding within this industry.

Mycorena, on the other hand, is an academic spin-off, i.e., founded by a PhD student who
started it while still affiliated with the university (Francois & Belarouci, 2022). Neither prior
startup experience nor industry experience is applicable in this case. Still, this startup is
growing tremendously with a bright future ahead. Perhaps, prior startup experience and
industry experience may be a contributing factor, but not a determining one for a startup
reaching success within this industry. Further, Mycorena is built upon and around their
technology, which played a profound role in the formation of the company. Here, it was evident
that the founder's academic background positively influenced the success of the company
(Oghuvwu & Okuwhere, 2018). In addition, the majority of Mycorena’s first employees, now
the management team, all came straight from university, further strengthening the positive
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influence of an academic background. Despite only Mycorena being an academic spin-off, all
other respondents in similar manner had an academic background. Because these startups are
highly R&D intensive, and the technology is often profound for the company, one could argue
that academic background is an important factor to highlight in this specific industry, as stated
by Zane and DeCarolis (2021). Essentially, these firms are dependent on competent and
knowledgeable people that are capable of improving and developing their technology. As such,
academic background should be emphasized in entrepreneurial frameworks as a necessary
aspect within the entrepreneurial teams element. Furthermore, this finding highlights the
importance of having a competent team and the right fit of people in order for resources
invested into R&D to pay off. For that reason, both academic background and a competent
team should be factors highlighted in the framework.

As people start to see that the structure of the food system needs to change, there is an
increasing sense of urge to contribute and make a change. This results in the next-gen food tech
industry attracting a more value-driven crowd. These firms often have ‘heavy-hitting” founders,
as expressed by Industry expert 1, with a vision to be part of a systemic change in the food
industry. The responding interviewees gave a clear indication that the founders of each startup
are driven and motivated by doing something meaningful. Douglas, Shepherd and Venugopal
(2021) present a general model theorizing the different types of entrepreneurs and their
intention based on three core primary outcomes of entrepreneurial behavior - profit, social
impact, and innovation. Out of the three, the entrepreneurs within the next-gen food industry
are predominantly driven by social impact and innovation, rather than profit. This is evident
for Stockeld Dreamery, for instance, with employees moving from across the world only to
work for that specific company, suggesting that these people are not motivated by making
money but rather by doing something personally fulfilling. However, such a claim can always
be questioned, as profit of a company indeed is important.

Innovation has long been recognized as an instrumental motivation for entrepreneurs to achieve
their venture, personal or social outcomes (Nambisan, Wright & Feldman, 2019; Schumpeter,
1934), directly influencing the entrepreneurial motivation for those seeking to be technology
or market pioneers (Douglas & Prentice, 2019; Lasso, Mainardes & Motoki, 2018). Mycorena,
compared to the other startups in this study, are particularly motivated by their innovation.
However, their innovation is contributing to impacting the food system, by creating a more
sustainable way of producing alternative protein. In that sense, one could argue that the founder
shares the same value as the other respondents, in that the food system needs to change, i.e.,
making an impact on the world. This is further supported by the two industry experts, claiming
that a commonality amongst founders within the next-gen food industry is the deeper desire to
do good and make a change to the current food system. This can be described as their “fire of
desire” (Mueller, Wolfe & Syed, 2017), motivating the entrepreneurs and persisting in the face
of difficulties and setbacks, common in the entrepreneurial process.

Based on the findings within the entrepreneurial teams, it can be concluded that in each
company there is at least one of the factors present (prior startup experience, same industry
experience, and academic background). Only academic background was found present in all
companies. This implies that academic background may be of greater importance within the
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next-gen food tech industry, than the other two factors. Although, both prior startup experience
and same industry experience are proven valuable for the companies, and thus, may still be
considered factors influencing the success of a new venture.

In addition to the findings related to the framework presented by Song et al. (2008), another
interesting aspect pointed out by the respondents from Stockeld Dreamery, Mycorena, Sproud,
and the industry experts, is that young and diverse teams seem to be a common thread among
these startups. In line with the younger population becoming more aware of the food industry's
inevitable effects on the planet and people's health, a new generation of changemakers is rising.
It is difficult to argue that young entrepreneurial teams within the next-gen food tech industry
are more likely to succeed. However, they are often more open to trying new things and taking
the lead in changing consumer behavior. Because of this commonality, it is arguable that this
should be added to the framework when applied in this industry, as an influential role in a
startup's success. Furthermore, the teams within the interviewee companies are possibly more
diverse than those within the traditional food sector, as pointed out by the industry experts, as
well as by Mycorena and Stockeld Dreamery. Although, this seems to be a common attribute
to many startups, not only within the next-gen food tech sector. Regardless, several respondents
emphasized that this was a fundamental component strengthening the company as a whole. For
that reason, diversity is another factor that will be added as relevant to the framework.

Based on the analysis, the main factors of the entrepreneurial team element are presented in
Figure 3. The factors Prior startup experience, Same industry experience, as well as Academic
background could be placed under Background of the entrepreneur. Competent teams & the
right people, mission/impact driven, and young & diverse teams are highlighted in bold since
they were emphasized by all respondents, and were found frequently in the data.

Entrepreneurial Team
Competent team & the right people

Background of the entrepreneur:
* Prior startup experience
* Same industry experience
* Academic background

Mission/Impact driven

Young & diverse

Figure 3. Entrepreneurial Teams Factors

5.2 Opportunity in the Next-gen Food and Drink Industry

Connected to the opportunity dimension, mentioned by Song et al. (2008) as one of the three
elements of entrepreneurial opportunity creation, the business opportunities of the responding
companies strongly originate from changes in consumer demands (De Bernardi & Azucar
2019; Kuckertz, Hinderer & R6hm, 2019). As mentioned by the respondents, the customer
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preferences in food are changing. There is a growing demand for healthier alternatives,
products with a lower environmental impact as well as an increasing interest in sustainability,
supporting the opportunity sources argued by De Bernardi and Azucar (2019) and Kuckertz,
Hinderer and Rohm (2019). Additionally, the opportunities are emerging from a market
disequilibrium (Holcombe 2003), which furthermore is connected to the change in customer
preferences, as the change in demand could have the potential of pushing the food industry out
of equilibrium. The responding entrepreneurs have identified a dissatisfaction from consumers
with the conventional food products being offered, such as meat and dairy, and thereby
exploited a growing gap in the market. Since the next-gen food tech market is growing rapidly,
there seems to be room for new ventures to address unmet customer needs. The dissatisfaction
of the current transformation is further supported by the industry experts, who claim that some
of the entrepreneurial opportunities are emerging from discontent. Interestingly, the realization
of the problems within the food industry is implying a growing demand for different products.
Further, this change in customer demand seems to be leading to mainstream customer segments
opening up to trying new products and tastes, not only in niched segments, as claimed by the
company representatives and the industry experts. Entrepreneurial opportunities are influenced
by characteristics of the surrounding environment, as stated by Gilbert, McDougall and
Audretsch (2006), Miettinen and Littunen (2013) as well as Song et al. (2008). The findings of
changing customer demands and preferences could furthermore be connected to a possible
development of social and cultural values within society, supporting De Bernardi and Azucar
(2019). This suggests that opportunities of the ventures have been affected by these changes,
both as an emerging source as well as an opportunity to utilize and target a wider segment of
customers.

Moreover, for HUJ, the business opportunity additionally emerged from entrepreneurial
activities, as argued by Holcombe (2003). According to Holcombe (2003), entrepreneurial
activities result in more entrepreneurial activities. The founder's previous entrepreneurship
experience was mentioned as crucial for realizing the business opportunity for HUJ. Similarly,
the co-founder of Stockeld Dreamery had a successful entrepreneurial background and was
actively looking to start a new venture. Although the co-founders of Sproud had no previous
background as entrepreneurs, the respondent had launched several products on the Swedish
food market as well as experience with scaling a well-known Swedish food brand [Renée
Voltaire], indicating relevant experience and knowledge on idea generation, business
development and product launch. This knowledge can be considered relevant and rather similar
to entrepreneurial experience. Furthermore, the rapid growth of the food tech and next-gen food
and drinks industry, as well as the emergence of several new ventures and entrepreneurial
activities, can be considered as an essential factor for the source of entrepreneurial
opportunities, as highlighted by Holcombe (2003).

Further, Mycorena's opportunity can be connected to both production improvements
(Holcombe, 2003) and advancements in the supply chain (De Bernardi & Azucar 2019;
Kuckertz, Hinderer & Réhm, 2019). With their scalable technology, Mycorena has enabled
production of mycoprotein without the need of farming or land usage, making their process
more efficient than producing meat products, and with a lower environmental impact.
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Interestingly, the market entry timing is powerfully expressed as influential by the responding
companies, strongly correlating with the findings of Schlichte, Junge and Mammen (2019).
The founder of HUJ and the co-founder of Sproud both mentioned that they have managed to
time the trend and the market. Similarly, this was mentioned by Mycorena and Stockeld
Dreamery, and furthermore highlighted by the industry experts. The experts argue that given
the fact that first movers, such as Oatly and Beyond Meat, have paved the way for new ventures
and proven the customer demand, reducing the potential lack of demand a new venture might
experience, as mentioned by Bayus and Agarwal (2007) and Miettinen and Littunen (2013).
Industry expert 2 expressed that the market would not have been ready ten years ago. Instead,
the market and customers are now ready for the next-gen food and drinks startups. This finding
indicates that the ventures have managed to avoid the legitimacy vacuum (Dobrev &
Gotsopoulos, 2010; Schlichte, Junge & Mammen, 2019) and liability of newness (Dobrev &
Gotsopoulos, 2010; Patti et al., 2016). Additionally, it suggests that they have succeeded to
enter and time a growing market where their products are desired. In their research, Schlichte,
Junge and Mammen (2019) highlight that ventures launched during the peak of a trend wave
are more likely to be successful. Indeed, the findings in this study support this.

On the other hand, although highlighting that the market is ready, Industry expert 1 further
mentioned that being a first mover, such as Oatly and Beyond Meat, in the next-gen food tech
industry might be a success factor, contradicting the findings of market entry timing and the
benefit of staring during a peak (Schlichte, Junge & Mammen, 2019). This is motivated by
Industry expert 1 as the first movers within the industry being the “white knight saviors”,
attacking problems within the traditional food industry and receiving a lot of funding. He is
questioning how successful startups that are founded later on will be and what will differentiate
them from the first movers. Although only highlighted by one of the respondents, this is still
an interesting insight to consider when entering the growing market, and indeed highlights the
need for a clear differentiation strategy.

Correspondingly to the findings of Gilbert, McDougall and Audretsch (2006) and Siegel,
Siegel and Macmillan (1993), the respondents express the benefit of competing in a growing
market. The founder of HUJ mentioned that this has been beneficial for them to be able to get
their product on the shelf, as supermarkets and retail stores are asking for more plant-based
products. This finding indicates that there is a demand, not only from customers, but from
retailers as well. Further, this suggests that the external market and environment is highly
important for the success of new ventures within next-gen food and drinks, resonating with
Gilbert, McDougall and Audretsch (2006), Miettinen and Littunen (2013), Schlichte, Junge
and Mammen (2019) as well as Song et al. (2008). This could however raise the question
whether the specific products of the responding companies are requested and demanded, or if
it is the growing market that created the opportunity.

Related to this, the success of the first product is of essence for a new venture to succeed,
argued by Song, Song and Parry (2010). In this context, determining the success of the startups'
first product is rather challenging given their newness on the market. For Stockeld Dreamery,
their product is currently available at some restaurants, where customers can order a meal with
their product or buy a package with them home. However, the company has developed their

58


https://paperpile.com/c/Tz9ejq/SMe3+cenA
https://paperpile.com/c/Tz9ejq/Cic0

cheese for over two years, in order to ensure quality and taste. Similarly, Sproud and Mycorena
put a lot of effort into R&D to develop their product before launch. Sproud, founded in 2018,
but with their product already in 30 countries. The companies' investment into R&D can be
considered an interesting, and potentially positive, position for the companies to experience
first product success. In addition, HUJ tested their first products as well, but with the testers
being friends and family, i.e., a less “professional” environment.

Nevertheless, what seems to be interesting with the next-gen food and drink industry is the fact
that the startups seem to have the possibility to utilize the stability, structure and legitimacy of
the traditional food industry, a mature market, but still challenge and provide new solutions,
by being innovative. As the customer preferences are changing and more sustainable products
are needed, new ventures within the next-gen food and drink industry seem to have the
possibility to try new solutions and innovations. The openness of customers is mentioned as
crucial by the co-founder of Sproud. This finding is further correlating with Song, Song and
Parry (2010), who argued that success is more likely when launching into a growing market,
with emerging market needs but within an industry with established standards. This is a good
fit for the next-gen food and drink industry, as the companies in the long-term aim to offer their
products to a wider mainstream audience, on the mature, well-established food market.

However, in addition, challenges for the next-gen food and drink ventures with the set standard
of the traditional food industry can be identified. There seems to be a dependency for new
ventures, where they have to adapt to the rules of the major corporations to succeed. The
respondents furthermore express the challenges of competing against major brands, as they
have the decision-making power, more resources and sometimes launch copies of an innovation
proven successful under a private label, or even acquire startups to widen their portfolio. The
respondents highlighted how connections and relationships with the major players are essential.
This finding implies the startups within next-gen food and drink should build strong
relationships with players from the traditional food industry and realize that, despite the
willingness to change the food industry, the industry is still dependent on the major players.
What can be implied here is the importance of understanding the market, as well as the active
players, further connected to research about market knowledge by Bayus and Agarwal (2007),
Miettinen and Littunen (2013) and McGee, Dowling and Megginson (1995).

Building on this, the prior experience of the founders differs between the responding
companies, as discussed in 5.1 Entrepreneurial teams. Scholars have argued that pre-entry
knowledge about the market can increase the performance of a firm (Bayus & Agarwal, 2007;
McGee, Dowling & Megginson, 1995; Miettinen & Littunen, 2013). For Mycorena, the
founder expressed that when founding the company, there was no major market research done
and the team did not possess any specific knowledge about the market. Correspondingly, the
founder of HUJ had no previous knowledge about the market. The two respondents did mention
this as a challenge, however not a significant one. This finding slightly contradicts the previous
research of Bayus and Agarwal (2007), Miettinen and Littunen (2013) and McGee, Dowling
and Megginson (1995), but more data should be collected in order to draw any conclusions. On
the other hand, correlating with the previous research, both Sproud and Stockeld Dreamery
possessed previous market knowledge and pointed out this knowledge as influential for their
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success. Taken together, this finding indicates that pre-entry market knowledge can be
considered relevant and beneficial, however not essential, for the success of the next-gen food
and drink startups. In addition, McGee, Dowling and Megginson (1995) found that pre-entry
knowledge of the founders can be considered significant for a new venture to understand its
limitations. Interestingly, with the respondents having different access to pre-entry market
knowledge, one can argue that what is essential for a startup is to understand what knowledge
is possessed, what knowledge is needed and what knowledge is lacking, rather than actually
having a specific set of knowledge from the start.

Based on the analysis, the main factors of the entrepreneurial opportunity element are presented
in Figure 4. Market entry timing and change in consumer demands are highlighted in bold since
they were emphasized by all respondents, and were found frequently in the data.

Entrepreneurial Opportunity
Market Entry Timing

Growing market with emerging market
needs & set industry standard

Full market — not niche

Opportunity sources:
¢ Change in consumer demands
* Production improvement
* Entrepreneurial activities

Figure 4. Entrepreneurial Opportunity Factors

5.3 Resources in the Next-Gen Food and Drink Industry

For all new ventures, the right fit of resources is critical in order to successfully start and grow
the business (Gilbert, McDougall & Audretsch, 2016). The role of acquiring the right resources
is pointed out as fundamental for all responding companies, including the industry experts.
Funding, the ecosystem, and networks were all recurring themes during the interviews,
expressed as vital resources for the companies. New ventures emerge and grow due to, amongst
other, individual characteristics of their founding entrepreneur(s), but also because they are
located in networks of public and private members that nurture and support the startups in the
development phases (De Bernardi & Azucar, 2019). This was further emphasized by Industry
expert 1 and 2, the co-founder of Sproud, the co-founder of HUJ, and the Head of Strategy at
Stockeld Dreamery. The two industry experts claimed that the ecosystem is particularly
important within the food tech scene, acting as a valuable access point to necessary resources,
both in terms of funding but also essential competence. It was noted in the interviews that
having close relationships with major players in the food industry, within processes, packaging,
or investment, is a factor contributing to the speed of growth, rather than a determining factor
for success. Sproud and Stockeld Dreamery, with their extensive network and close
relationship with food industry actors, indicate that their networks have played an important
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role in the growth of the companies. A broad personal and professional network opens the door
to many sources of knowledge, resources and opportunities. The food and beverage industry is
characterized by vertical integration along the industry value chain, with many actors
establishing various links within different areas, for instance between producers, brands,
retailers and investors. This type of integration favors cooperation (Bayona-Saez et al., 2017),
clearly influencing the development of both Sproud and Stockeld Dreamery. Brinckmann and
Hoegl (2011) further argues that the team's social capital may be even more vital for the
performance of a new venture than the initial team's capabilities, and that network linkages to
key resource partners are imperative. It is arguable that both team capabilities and social capital
are fundamental for the performance of a startup. The findings imply that the two elements are
equally important, in a synergetic combination, positively influencing the growth of a startup
within this industry.

Regarding the ecosystem in Sweden and its role for startups within the next-gen food tech
industry, there were contrasting opinions expressed during the interviews. While the majority
of respondents, companies and industry experts, argued that it plays an essential role, an
opposing experience was expressed by the founder of Mycorena, arguing that an ecosystem
barely exists in Sweden. This is an interesting finding, as it essentially indicated that startups
within the same industry have completely different experiences of the available assets and
networks. Here, it is important to take into account what an ecosystem means for each
individual company. Isenberg (2010) suggested that entrepreneurial ecosystems consist of
various components, including tenured and experienced entrepreneurs, legal support systems,
entrepreneurship centers, a culture that allows failure, and access to finances through venture
capitalists, business angels and universities. Given Mycorena's access to resources and
knowledge through the University of Gothenburg, it can be argued that the experienced absence
of an ecosystem in Sweden may depend on both comparing the ecosystem to other larger ones
in other countries, or perhaps the perception of not including universities as part of the
ecosystem. That said, all companies have had access to, and gained a lot from the food tech
ecosystem in Sweden. As such, this study argues that the ecosystem could potentially be an
important contributor to the success of new ventures within the next-gen food tech industry.

Furthermore, the emergence of the knowledge economy as a crucial driver for sustainable
transitions has engaged in an interest in the role of universities as catalysts for economic
development within regions, and for entrepreneurial development (Guerrero, Granados, &
Gonzalez, 2014). For Mycorena, as an academic spin-off developing a new technology,
universities can, and should be seen as catalysts for entrepreneurship (Abreu & Grinevich,
2013). In fact, The University of Gothenburg is an essential source of knowledge spillover for
regional economic development, and evidently an influence for the success of Mycorena
(Belitski & Heron, 2017).

In addition to universities stimulating entrepreneurship, the engagement in incubator and
accelerator programs are other important factors taken into consideration in this study. The
growing literature on accelerator programs suggest that they have strong potential to be
effective learning environments to enhance the capabilities of startups (Politis et al., 2019).
Only HUJ had taken part in such programs, ultimately a major contributor to HUJ’s success.
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Given that HUJ was the one company with no connection to either the ecosystem or a
professional network within the food industry prior to starting the company, the programs were
consequently valuable to the company. On the other hand, the respondent from Stockeld
Dreamery claimed that had their company been part of such programs, it would not have made
any significant difference due to their already competent team, and access to resources and
networks. If taken into account the purpose of incubators, which is amongst others, to remove
potential barriers to new ventures success, and connect entrepreneurs to support mechanisms
both inside and outside the ecosystem (De Bernardi & Azucar, 2019), it becomes clear why
HUJ and Stockeld Dreamery may find such programs valuable to different extents. As the team
behind Stockeld Dreamery, indeed, already have a good network within the food industry and
investors, the need to search for resources beyond their own personal and professional
environment is less required. This was also evident for Sproud. However, for HUJ, with little
or no connection to the food industry, finding the right fit of resources in their early stages of
development was deemed important. As a result, their participation in accelerator and incubator
programs was evidently valuable. That said, these programs might even be particularly
important within the next-gen food tech industry, given the need to acquire knowledgeable and
competent people, as well as a great amount of funding. Although, they might give the most
value to startups with minimum prior connection to the food industry, access to funding, or
knowledge, within the ecosystem, as for HUJ. Blank (2020) argues that survival of a startup
depends less on the incubators' stand-alone resources, and more on the interactive relationship
between the incubator and the startup founders, thus, it is still imperative to find the right fit
between startup and incubator/accelerator, in the same manner as the right fit of resources.
Given these findings, it is a factor to acknowledge when exploring success within the next-gen
food tech industry, and may be considered influential.

Furthermore, Colombo and Piva (2012) mention that academic spin-offs have greater
propensity to hold patents, as they place greater emphasis on R&D, and employ staff that is
generally more educated. In fact, this study supports such suggestion, given that Mycorena, as
a very young startup, already has around 10 patents. This may further support De Leon &
Fernandez Donoso’s (2017) argument that [P management is an essential element to enhance
business’s competitiveness and important for obtaining venture capital, given that Mycorena
has sealed one of the largest investments in a Nordic vegan food tech startups.

In addition to the above findings, another interesting aspect encountered during the interviews
is the role of policies. In fact, the growing ecology of organizations that design and offer
coordinated incubator programs aimed at accelerating the startup process are fueled by
innovation policies (Politis et al., 2019). Particularly, the two industry experts argued that
policies are fundamental for promoting entrepreneurship and innovation within the food
industry. One can argue that startups within the next-gen food tech industry are paving the way
forward, taking on the role as ‘leaders’ of a bigger systemic change. Their existence is in some
ways creating a ‘domino effect’, by creating a new market and a platform for other
entrepreneurs to enter. This emergence of growing startups within the industry, will hopefully
lead the transition to a bigger systemic change of the food industry. However, in order to
transform the current food industry, it is imperative that policies and policymakers follow that
‘effect’. This means that resources need to be allocated to the right places, which is furthermore
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highlighted by the respondent from Sproud and Industry expert 1. Essentially, by increasing
subsidies for vegetable farmers and providing education and resources for meat and dairy
farmers to readjust, more impact driven entrepreneurs may ultimately enter the market. Another
interesting aspect to consider here, is how to enable this transition and policy change. Indeed,
relationship building and knowledge-sharing among entrepreneurs and policymakers could be
a good starting point. The strong emphasis on the role of policies from the respondents indicate
that it could be an influential factor for startups within the food tech industry, and therefore,
policies are added to the framework.

Based on the analysis, the main factors of the entrepreneurial resources element are presented
in Figure 5. Access to funding & resources, the right fit of resources, and policies are
highlighted in bold since they were emphasized by all respondents, and were found frequently
in the data.

Entrepreneurial Resources

Access to funding & resources:
* Right fit of resources & investors
* Incubators & accelerators

Food tech ecosystem & networks

Policies

Figure 5. Entrepreneurial Resources Factors.

5.4 Strategic and Organizational Fit in the Next-gen Food and Drink Industry

The findings in this study support the importance of sustainability within new next-gen food
tech ventures. Sustainability-focused ventures are crucial for transforming the food industry
(Venturelli et al., 2022), and it is fair to claim that the responding companies in this study
indeed value sustainability as a highly important part of their business, and further, even a
reason for their existence. This is especially evident for Sproud and Stockeld Dreamery, as the
respondents express changing the food industry as their ultimate goal.

Although not as evident, Mycorena and HUJ want to be part of the shift, by introducing plant-
based options for flexitarians and having more people eat plant-based. Both companies mention
the importance of including the three major parts of sustainability in what they do, resonating
with Bergset and Fichter (2015). However, they do not seem to be striving to be as active in
the transformation as Sproud and Stockeld Dreamery. In addition, both Sproud and Mycorena
mentioned that by being a company offering plant-based products, they are more sustainable
already, compared to traditional food corporations. Mycorena highlighted that the
transformation of the food industry will be slow, as there are many set standards and behaviors.
The founder did mention that traditional companies tend to be too focused on numbers, which
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can be a challenge when doing business together, as Mycorena has additional perspectives on
what is important to include. On the other hand, the co-founder of Sproud expressed frustrations
with the speed at which things are developing. Indeed, when taking decisions and considering
the impact of their business, all the respondents are considering more perspectives than just
their firm-level strategy, such as their impact on society and external environments. The
respondents have actively taken a choice to include sustainability at their core, as claimed by
Venturelli et al. (2022). The responding companies have the potential to drive sustainable
development, as their products are rather innovative, compared to traditional products, and they
do indeed partly provide solutions to environmental challenges, as their products require less
resources than animal-based products. In addition, their products have the potential to address
the mass market, as their offerings provide alternatives to existing products that de facto have
a high demand in the market. These results resonate with what Schaltegger and Wagner (2011)
argue a company needs to include in order to support sustainable development within the
economy and society. However, as claimed by the industry experts, it is challenging to suggest
that the new ventures will be the only actors driving the change, as the traditional companies
indeed have to change as well. Moreover, as argued by Industry expert 1, it is essential that
new ventures in the food industry emphasize various sustainability aspects, e.g., not only CO2
emissions. The results still indicate that the next-gen startups can be part of shifting the food
system, however, there still seem to be a need of additional stakeholders shifting in order to
create an entire system shift.

Furthermore, despite the noticed difference into what extent, the findings indicate that the
companies indeed include sustainability at their core, with the aim to offer better products than
what traditionally existed, to solve environmental challenges and transform the food market,
supporting the findings of Jolink and Niesten (2015), Schaltegger (2002) as well as Schaltegger
and Wagner (2011) about sustainable entrepreneurship. It seems to be included even though it
is not necessarily connected to their core business, as argued by Venturelli et al. (2022). Taken
together, resonating with Venturelli et al. (2022), new ventures within next-gen food and drink
should put sustainability as part of their core, to be able to be part of the shift of the food
industry. However, the results also indicate that the level of activism or being an active change
maker can differ between firms. It seems as if it is not necessary to be an active driver for
change in order to be successful. All the respondents are driven by additional motivators than
profit. Profitability, indeed, important for any business, but not mentioned by any of the
respondents as the main driver for starting the venture or being part of the entrepreneurial
journey, supporting previous research by Bergset and Fichter (2015). The findings of this study
seem to correlate with previous research about sustainable entrepreneurship, indicating that
sustainability indeed is an important part for next-gen food and drink startups. Therefore,
sustainable entrepreneurship should be considered a factor in the framework.

Although still rather small, the responding companies have big plans to grow. Although some
of them might target a smaller customer group, such as Sproud initially targeting women aged
25-35, the respondents still express the ambitions to eventually target the bigger flexitarian
market. HUJ and Mycorena already have the flexitarian market as their targeted market,
whereas Sproud and Stockeld Dreamery focus on smaller customer groups. However, the two
still expressed how these groups are influencing additional customer segments, such as
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trendsetting women influencing both men and children. It seems as if the goal for the next-gen
startups is to reach the mainstream market, but using different strategies. According to Industry
expert 1, the startups within next-gen food and drink are mainly targeting the younger
generations, to make the alternative products part of younger peoples' lives for the long-term.
As previous research suggests, willingness to grow has proven to be an important factor for the
growth of a startup (McKelvie, Brattstrom & Wennberg, 2017). Indeed, willingness to grow is
evident in this context, as well as the potential to target the mainstream market (Beverland,
2004).

Further, according to McKelvie, Brattstrom and Wennberg (2017), the willingness to grow
might affect the venture to invest resources into aggressive marketing or pursuing new market
segments. The participants' ambition to eventually reach the larger markets supports this
research. Additionally, it supports the research of Davis and Olson (2008), who argue that a
new venture tends to be more successful when focusing on product differentiation on a smaller
market, but still with the potential to attract the wider market (Davis & Olson, 2008; Fuentes
& Fuentes, 2017). For new startups within next-gen food and drink, the results suggest that the
differentiation strategy seems to be a relevant alternative, in order to try the small market,
attract customers and investors. At the same time, the strategy should be developed with a
larger market segment in mind and include a strong willingness to grow, in order for the
company to be successful.

Moreover, the findings indicate that when developing their competitive strategy, a new venture
should utilize the existing knowledge within the venture, as well as being aware of limitations,
as argued in the research by McGee, Dowling and Megginson (1995). This is especially evident
in the case of Mycorena and HUJ. For Mycorena, the founder had heavy knowledge within the
technology, but no business experience. On the contrary, the co-founder of HUJ had previous
entrepreneurial experience, but no knowledge within developing food products. Despite the
differences, the founders share the awareness of their limitations, and have either tried to
develop the knowledge that they lack, as the founder of HUJ, or recruited people with business
knowledge, as in the case of Mycorena, supporting the research by McGee, Dowling and
Megginson (1995).

As suggested by previous research, product innovation can be considered a key factor for a
startups' success and growth within a growing market (Audretsch, Coad & Segarra, 2014,
McKelvie, Brattstrém & Wennberg, 2017; Siegel, Siegel & Macmillan, 1993; Song et al.,
2008). Correlating with this research, product innovation and quality is strongly highlighted by
all the respondents in this study. The respondents, company representatives as well as industry
experts, expressed product innovation and quality to be key factors for success within the next-
gen food tech industry. Both HUJ and Stockeld Dreamery mentioned how the innovation in the
food industry is mainly driven by the startups, as the established companies do not dare to
invest resources into innovation to the same extent. In addition, once an innovation is launched
and proven successful, there is still the threat of established firms copying the product and
offering a copy under their own private label. Despite this, the new ventures are investing
resources into innovation, R&D, and quality, amongst others. The next-gen startups can be
considered risk takers (De Bernardi & Azucar, 2019), as they are competing against established
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firms with access to more resources than they do, they put a lot of effort into developing their
products and brand as well as challenging the traditional players, despite the threats they might
be facing. This finding is supporting Lynde (2020) as well as De Bernardi and Azucar (2019).

Connected to this, the quality of the products the startups offer is extremely important,
according to the respondents, in order to get, but more importantly, to keep their customers.
Throughout the interviews with the respondents, it is clear that product quality and innovation
both are considered a priority. Further, as previously mentioned, Mycorena, Sproud and
Stockeld Dreamery spent several years developing their product before launching, in order to
de facto offer a good product. This is connected to the first product success, as mentioned by
Song, Song and Parry (2010). The new next-gen ventures are competing and exploring a rather
new market. They are indeed trying to be a part of transforming the food industry, through
introducing new products that they want to challenge and compete against the traditional,
established firms (De Bernardi & Azucar, 2019). Indeed, as the entrepreneurs have the goal to
target the mainstream market with their products, and thereby convince customers to add more
plant-based products into their life, as well as meeting the existing customer demands, offering
a good quality product seems to be crucial for the new ventures. As such, production innovation
and quality are considered two major influencing factors in the framework.

Moreover, in the case of marketing and positioning strategy, HUJ, Sproud and Stockeld
Dreamery are positioning their products to be as similar as possible to the products they want
to be an alternative to. This decision supports the research of Hoek et al. (2011) but differs
from what is argued by Wansink et al. (2005). As mentioned by Hoek et al. (2011) as well as
Fuentes and Fuentes (2017), the companies want to fit into customer already established
behaviors, in order to reach a larger market. For the three companies, marketing is an important
way to communicate with and attract customers. Especially Sproud and Stockeld Dreamery are
putting resources into creating a strong lifestyle brand that is connected to coolness, purpose
and making a change. Their brand is supposed to be more than just selling a product, they want
it to attract an entire lifestyle, as furthermore highlighted by the two industry experts. In
addition, their marketing strategy can be considered rather aggressive, as they are challenging
conventional products in their communication. This can furthermore be connected to the
willingness to grow, as argued by McKelvie, Brattstrom and Wennberg (2017). Similarly, HUJ
wants to create a more familiar brand, based on storytelling and personal communication, that
is targeting the whole family and aiming to create a classic on the breakfast table. What can be
identified through the strategies of the three respondents is the goal to create an iconic brand,
through targeting lifestyle categories rather than just selling a product (Holt, 2003). The
strategy of building a strong brand is moreover highlighted as important by the industry experts.
Potentially, the strategy of a strong brand could be connected to the fact that these ventures are
targeting younger, purpose driven customers. The industry experts, as well as the respondents
from Sproud and Stockeld Dreamery, claimed that the younger generation are their main target,
as they are more willing to change and try new products compared to older customer segments.
Although the different perspectives, the strategies are furthermore resonating with the
multiplicity and convenience, as well as exchangeability, as argued by Fuentes and Fuentes
(2017).
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Interestingly, the strategy of Mycorena differs. Instead of targeting private customers, they are
mainly targeting corporate customers, to be part of the ingredient side and create co-branded
products rather than creating a strong lifestyle brand with their own products. As such, this
finding slightly differs from what is argued by Holt (2003). However, even though Mycorena
is not targeting the private customers directly, they can still reach customers through
multiplicity and exchangeability indirectly, through their co-branded products, resonating with
Fuentes and Fuentes (2017) as well as Hoek et al. (2011), and focus on building a strong
lifestyle brand using a different strategy. This finding indicates that additional strategies than
the ones by the other three respondents, as suggested by previous research (Fuentes & Fuentes,
2017; Hoek et al., 2011; Holt, 2003), could be interesting for next-gen food and beverage
ventures. In addition, the multiplicity approach allows all the respondents to target the wider
customer segment, not only niched segments, and could furthermore be connected to the
changing consumer demands and the full market, as discussed in 5.2 Opportunity in the next-
gen food and drink industry.

Based on the analysis, the main factors of the organizational and strategic fit element are
presented in Figure 6. Sustainable entrepreneurship, competitive strategy, product innovation
& quality, and lifestyle brands are highlighted in bold since they were emphasized by all
respondents and were found frequently in the data.

Organizational & Strategic Fit
Sustainable Entrepreneurship

Competitive strategy:
* Product innovation & quality
* Risk takers

Lifestyle brands

Not niche — flexitarians

Figure 6. Organizational & Strategic Fit Factors
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5.5 The Integrated Framework in the Next-gen Food and Beverage Context

Below, the integrated framework is presented as reflected in the next-gen food and beverage
industry.

Figure 7. The Integrated Framework reflected in the next-gen food industry
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6. Conclusion

In the following section, the concluding discussion of the thesis is presented by answering the
guiding research questions, illustrated in tables. Followed by the implications of the research,
before presenting suggestions for future research.

As the next-gen food tech industry is expected to grow tremendously in the coming years,
examining innovative startups within the industry is of relevance and interest. Successful
startups are proven to positively influence sustainable development and economic growth (e.g.,
Bergset & Fichter, 2015; Lynde, 2020; Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011), therefore it is of interest
to understand what enables success for new ventures. To generate knowledge about this, the
purpose of this thesis is to investigate how entrepreneurial success factors are reflected in next-
gen food and beverage startups on the Swedish market, by examining each element of the
integrated framework outlined by Song et al. (2008). To get an insight into this industry, semi-
structured interviews were conducted with startups within the field, as well as with industry
experts who are actively involved in the sector.

In their framework, Song et al. (2008) present an integrated framework consisting of four major
elements (entrepreneurial teams, entrepreneurial opportunities, entrepreneurial resources,
and strategic and organizational fit), with several factors linked to each, influencing the
performance of new tech ventures. However, the factors outlined in the already existing
framework are generic and applicable to many contexts and industries. This study presents the
framework with factors suggested as relevant for next-gen food and beverage startups in
Sweden.

In order to reach the purpose of this thesis, the following research questions were formulated:

RQ1: How are the success factors within each entrepreneurial element from the integrated
framework reflected in the Swedish next-gen food and beverage industry?

RQ2: Are some factors more influential than others in this specific industry?

Based on the findings, this study concludes that the entrepreneurial elements in the integrated
framework, created by Song et al. (2008), are all relevant for the Swedish next-gen food and
drink startups. Under each element, the factors suggested by Song et al. (2008) have been
adapted to reflect startups within the next-gen context. Although it is difficult to claim they are
generalizable due to the extent of the research, the suggested framework can be used as a basis
for further research of next-gen and food tech ventures. Below, the reflected factors identified
in this study are presented under its core element, see Table 4-7. Some factors were identified
as more influential to the next—gen ventures in this specific industry, and are therefore
highlighted in bold. Further, this study identified some factors that were not clearly outlined in
the integrated framework by Song et al. (2008), although highlighted as influential for the
startups in this context, hence, might be considered important. As such, this study further
presents new findings within this area of research. Below, these are presented in yellow.
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Factors within the Entrepreneurial Teams Element

Competent team & the right
people

Background of the entrepreneur
*Prior startup experience
«Same industry experience
*Academic background

Since the next-gen startups are R&D heavy, a competent team was found to
be an important factor. This can be reached by employing knowledgeable
people with Prior startup experience or Same industry experience. It was
further evident that academic background plays an extra important role in this
context, as this factor occurred in all responding companies.

Mission / Impact driven

This industry attracts founders and teams that are mission and/or impact
driven, often with a vision to make a change and contribute to the
transformation of the current food system. They are motivated by doing
something meaningful and fulfilling, rather than making money as their main
motivation.

Young & Diverse teams

These startups often target the new generation, i.e., a younger crowd. It is
therefore not uncommon that the founders and their teams are younger than
those within the traditional food industry. These teams are also greatly
diverse, both in terms of nationalities and gender.

Table 4. Factors within the Entrepreneurial Teams Element

Factors within the Entrepreneurial Opportunity Element

Market Entry Timing

A factor that was found to be strongly affecting the success of the next-gen
startups is the market entry timing. This is further connected to the trend and
market entry at the peak of a trend. The market seems to be ready for next-
gen startups and the market is indeed growing.

Growing market with emerging
market needs & set industry
standard

The opportunities created from the set industry standards of the food industry,
in combination with the growing market and emerging needs of the next-gen
sector, are creating possibilities for the ventures to utilize set procedures,
networks and resources within the slow-paced food industry. Indeed, this can
also create challenges, as the startups are competing with players that have
access to more resources and power.

Full market - not niche

As the customer preferences are changing and the demand for healthier and
more sustainable products are increasing in mainstream market segments, the
companies have the opportunity to attract a larger market, compared to niche
markets such as vegan or vegetarian customers. This creates big
opportunities to compete against big and conventional brands, for larger
customer segments.

Opportunity sources

*Change in consumer demands
*Production improvement
*Entrepreneurial activities

There seem to be several sources from where next-gen opportunities emerge.
Change in consumer demands seems to be a strong factor for this context,
further connected to the previous factor, Full market - not niche. The
founders have identified gaps in the market, mainly based on discontent from
customers with current products and offerings, pushing the market out of
equilibrium. However, opportunities can additionally emerge from various
sources.

Table 5. Factors within the Entrepreneurial Opportunity Element
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Factors within the Entrepreneurial Resources Element

Access to funding and
resources

*Right fit of resources and
investors

Incubators and accelerators

Due to the great amount of resources needed for R&D investments, it is
fundamental to acquire the right fit of resources and investors that align with
the founders' and the companies' vision. Furthermore, incubators and
accelerators are found to give valuable access to resources and networks for
startups with little or no prior connection to the food industry.

Food tech ecosystem and
networks

The food tech ecosystem plays a considerable role in the success of startups,
acting as clusters for knowledge sharing and as a source of talent acquisition.
Not only does this give startups access to the right resources but is also an
important forum for brand exposure. In the same manner, personal and
professional networks are critical within this industry.

Policies

The role of policies and policymakers promoting entrepreneurship and
innovation within this field was pointed out as vital in order to move towards
a systemic change of the food system. This factor was not part of the initial
integrated framework, although identified as an essential factor, and thus
added to the adapted framework. Examples of policy-related actions include
changes in resource allocation and increasing investment in entrepreneurship
and innovation via incubators and universities.

Table 6. Factors within the Entrepreneurial Resources Element

Factors within the Organizational and Strategic Fit Element

Sustainable
Entrepreneurship

Sustainability is concluded to be a strong and influential factor for next-gen
startups, as they put sustainability as a part of their core, want to encourage
changes and include other motivations than profitability. Interestingly, the
extent to how active the ventures are in driving the transformation of the food
industry differs.

Competitive strategy
*Product innovation &
quality

*Risk takers

Creating a strong competitive strategy is indeed crucial for any firm. As
previously mentioned, it is clear that product innovation and quality are
factors strongly contributing to success for the next-gen ventures. In order to
succeed, good products need to be developed, to meet the demands and
convince customers to change to plant-based products. Major resources are
put into innovation and developing products, and innovation is mainly driven
by the ventures. Further connected to the set standards of the food industry,
see Table 5, the risk of major brands copying the startups' innovations that
have proven to be successful is a big threat. However, these startups are risk
takers, as they keep on investing and fighting for their survival and growth.

Lifestyle brands

The startups within the next-gen food industry are emphasizing on creating
a strong lifestyle brand that is heavily connected to their purpose of making
a change. Their aim is to go beyond just offering a product, but rather
attracting an entire lifestyle, targeting trend setters and positive activists.

Not niche - Flexitarians

Connected to both Lifestyle brands and Full market - not niche (see Table 5),
the next-gen ventures are aiming to target a large market with their products.
Indeed, the flexitarian market is bigger than e.g. the vegan or vegetarian
market. The entrepreneurs want the products to reach bigger segments.

Table 7. Factors within the Organizational and Strategic Fit element
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6.1 Implications of Research

Given the newness and exponential growth of the next-gen industry, there is limited
available research within this sector. This study highlights success factors for startups in the
Swedish next-gen food and drink industry, presented in an adapted version of the integrated
framework presented by Song et al. (2008). The authors hope that these insights will be
valuable for understanding the characteristics of next-gen ventures and potentially provide
entrepreneurs with a roadmap of what factors that might be of interest to consider when
pursuing entrepreneurial activities within the next-gen food industry. Furthermore, this study
contributes to the field of research within entrepreneurial success, and more specifically in the
food tech industry. This, by presenting findings from new ventures within the growing next-
gen sector. The findings of this research both support and challenge previous research about
new tech venture success.

The results in this thesis are further suggested to benefit the case companies in the study, as the
presented insights can provide them with knowledge about the entrepreneurial environment in
which they operate as well as a deeper understanding of the factors that have contributed to
their own success and growth. The knowledge gained from the study, i.e. what factors enable
startups to grow and be successful, will hopefully contribute to knowledge about how these
startups, in turn, can impact the current food system.The adapted framework suggested by the
authors could furthermore be used to improve entrepreneurial activities within areas of interest,
if necessary. The companies can moreover utilize the knowledge gained to support, promote
and foster innovation and entrepreneurship within their field.

The adapted framework presented by the authors reflects factors relevant to the next-gen food
and beverage industry. Although still being somewhat generic and presenting rather universal
entrepreneurial factors not far from the initial integrated framework suggested by Song et al.
(2008), the adapted framework could potentially be applicable for startups within the whole
food tech industry. In fact, the adapted framework could even serve as guidance for startups
within emerging tech markets. Ultimately, the knowledge gained from the study, i.e. what
factors enable startups to grow and be successful, will contribute to the understanding of how
food tech startups, through their success and by challenging conventional incumbents, can
impact the current food system.

6.2 Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

This study included four case companies, and two industry experts. As such, the validity of the
conclusion and its acceptance on a general level for the Swedish next-gen food and beverage
industry can be questioned. If more case companies and industry experts were included, the
findings could have been strengthened. Therefore, the factors identified and presented in this
research can, and should, furthemore be studied by scholars as part of future research. In
addition, such research could also include going beyond the Swedish border, and investigate
the next-gen food and beverage industry in another market. Indeed, with enough resources, an
interesting study would be to compare Swedish next-gen startups to those from other countries.

The two additional factors found in this study, policies and product innovation and quality,
were not clearly outlined in the framework suggested by Song et al. (2008) as influential
contributors to new tech ventures success. Although, the fact that the respondents highlighted
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these factors throughout the data collection implies that they are of interest within the field, and
as such, could be another area of focus for future research. Suggested perspectives on this could
be how policymakers, for instance, can engage in more relationship building with entrepreneurs
within the food tech industry in order to collaboratively push the change necessary. Such
research could also be of qualitative nature, digging deeper into entrepreneurs' perception of
policies, and how policies could further be developed in order to push innovation within the
next-gen food industry.

This study explores the next-gen food and drinks industry in Sweden by including both internal
and external factors. However, due to time and resource constraints, the authors have not been
able to explore each element within the framework on a deeper level. Therefore, if possible,
future research should focus on creating a deeper understanding of the elements and factors,
by executing e.g. a longitudinal study of startups within the industry. Still, employing a
qualitative approach. Instead of only conducting semi-structured interviews, as this thesis,
incorporating focus groups with entrepreneurs to discuss amongst each other would be an
interesting addition.

Throughout the interviews, an important aspect that was discussed is the need for a complete
transformation of the current food system. The findings from this study imply that startups
within this industry are both mission and impact driven, as presented in the adapted framework.
Hence, an interesting approach would be to further investigate in what way, and how these
startups actually are making an impact to the industry as a whole. This would be an extensive
research, and perhaps would further be strengthened by quantifying certain data, and as such,
including both qualitative and quantitative methods.
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Appendix

Interview guide - companies
Topic area 1: Introduction to the thesis

Introducing ourselves and the purpose of the thesis
Definitions in the thesis
Ethical considerations

Topic area 2: Personal & Organizational Background and Entrepreneurial Opportunity

Introduce yourself and the company

How long have you been on this journey with xx?

What is your background?

How did the idea emerge? When did the company start to develop?

Why are YOU interested in being part of this journey? What interests you?
o What drives you?

Topic area 2: Entrepreneurial Teams

How many founders does xx have?
o What background do they have?

Why do you think people want to join xx?
o Can you see any common theme among these people?
o  Similar background?

When you hire new people, what do you search for?

Do you have any keywords that you work with/towards?

Topic area 3: Organizational & Strategic fit

What is a sustainable business in your opinion and to xx?
How do you address sustainability in xx? How integrated is it in the business?
o How is this noticeable in your day-to-day business?
o Does this differ from other companies in this industry?
o How do you think the fact that xx is built upon making an impact - having
sustainability in the core - has affected the development/growth of the company?
m How do you think this has affected the business?
Why has xx entered this industry? What is the “mission”?
o Where do you want to make an impact? Why?

When it comes to marketing, what is your main focus?
How do you want to position your product when compared to conventional products?
To whom is your marketing directed? Who do you want to reach?
What is the goal with your marketing? What do you want to communicate?

o We have noticed that your communication is not just about selling a product, but

rather changing consumer behavior and transforming the food industry?
m  How do you think that this kind of “goal-oriented” marketing affects the
industry?

Topic area 4: Resources and Network

In the process of developing the business, what kind of support did you get from your
personal/professional network?
What role did your personal and professional network have for starting and developing the
company?
It seems as if the ecosystem within food tech and the future of food plays an important role in
e.g. networking and in promoting entrepreneurship. What is your opinion about that?
Did you participate in any incubator or accelerator program?
o If yes, which one?
m Has your participation in a program like this matter for the development of
the company?
Through what resources have you developed xx?
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o Which kind of funding has been the most significant for you to develop the company?
VC/Business angels? Funding? (public, private, VC)

Topic area 5: General questions

e In your opinion, what are the main determining factors that lead to success within food tech
next-gen food and drinks?

e In your opinion, what are the main determinants for being where your company is today? How
should this trend continue and how are you planning for xx to grow?

e In your opinion, what differentiates xx’s brand from competitors with similar products? What
attracts the customer? Do you experience any challenges in attracting customers?

o If yes, what? How are you approaching this?

Now we’ve discussed some factors that could influence the success of next-gen startups. Apart from
what we’ve talked about, are there, in your opinion, any additional factors that have affected xx in its
growth? Or anything you’d like to highlight as extra influential?

Interview guide - industry experts

Topic area 1: Introduction to the thesis
e Introducing ourselves and the thesis purpose
e Definitions in the thesis
e Ethical considerations

Topic area 2: Personal & Organizational Background and Entrepreneurial Opportunity
e What is your relationship to the food tech/next-gen food industry?

Now we will dig deeper into a few areas and discuss, through your perspective, companies within this
industry organizational structure, strategies, sustainability and teams.

Topic area 3: Entrepreneurial teams
e What role would you say the founder and the team plays for startups within this industry?
e Can you identify any common thread amongst these ventures? (regarding the founders and the
teams)
e What do you think are their main drivers? What motivates the team and the entrepreneurs?
e \Why do you think people are attracted to these types of firms?
o Do these teams differ from those within other industries? And within the traditional
food industry?

Topic area 4: Organizational & Strategic fit
e Many of these firms are founded with a purpose and/or a mission, and should be sustainable
compared to traditional food companies, what is your take on that?
o How are these new firms different from the traditional food companies?
o Does it matter for the companies to better succeed?
e How do you think that the sustainability aspect has affected the growth amongst these
companies?
e Inrecent years, many startups have emerged offering alternatives to the meat and dairy
industry
o Why do you think they are emerging now? Why so many? How would you explain
the maturity of the market?

e How do you think these firms are trying to position themselves on the market? And why?
e What would you say are the main differences between the next-gen food companies and
traditional in terms of branding? What attracts the consumer?
o Do you think the companies encounter any challenges to attract new customers?
m If yes, what?
e We have noticed that the marketing within these firms are somewhat ‘aggressive’/daring
o Where do you think this will lead? What is the goal?
o Do you think this type of marketing will have the power to change consumer
behavior?
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Topic area 5: Resources and Network
e \We perceive that the ecosystem within food tech and the future of food has a significant role
to play in the development and exposure of companies within the next-gen food and beverage

industry.

o What is your take on that?
e What role does the network play?
e How common is it that startups within this industry engage in incubators or accelerators?
o What role do these programs play?
e Can you see any common theme among the companies that receive funding?
o  What type of funding? Public / Private?
o Is there any correlation between what type of funding and the growth?

Topic area 6: General questions
e How would you define success/growth within this industry?

We have now discussed topics around the teams, marketing, resources, and sustainability. Beside

these areas, do you believe there are additional factors affecting next-gen food tech companies?
e What would you say are the contributing factors leading to success within this industry?
e |s there anything that is more or less important?

Frequencies of codes — example

market need and then that was kind of spot on for launch”

Example
Factor Frequency of code - quotes by respondents Emphasized - research notes
Market entry “Our positioning was correct. Timing. The industry was on | Strongly highlighted by the
timing a change, we had an offer that was correctly fitting with the | respondent several times

throughout the interview.
Confirmed by respondent.

“A lot of people are trying new products all the time and
then products that are better than what already exists on the
market. So, | believe that our fast expansion is possible due
to the trend and how we seized the trend.”

Respondent emphasizes on
the trend within the food
industry.

Confirmation question
asked.

“The whole industry is growing so to say and that is of
course an advantage that makes it a bit easier. That we
managed to time the market shift.”

Timing seems to be of
importance!

“It absolutely feels as if the timing is right. Maybe 10 years
ago we wouldn't have been ready.”

Highlighting the timing,
comparing the market now
to 10 years ago - indicating
that timing is of importance.

“It’s rare that an idea just emerges in one place, but an idea
emerges from several places at the same time, because the
time is ready for it to emerge, and then many people start
developing the idea at the same time”

The market is ready for
change - changing
consumer demand- many
startups emerge now

81




	Master Degree Project in Knowledge-based Entrepreneurship
	A Qualitative Study of New Ventures within the Growing Food Tech Sector
	Jennifer Gilchrist and Lovisa Malmberg
	Abstract
	Acknowledgements
	Key Definitions
	1. Introduction
	1.1 Background
	1.2 The Food Industry and its Environmental Impact
	1.2.1 The Growing Market of Plant-based Alternatives

	1.3 The Food Tech Taxonomy - Next-gen Food and Beverage
	1.4 Problem Discussion
	1.5 Purpose of Research
	1.6 Research Questions
	1.7 Delimitations
	1.5.1 Defining performance as growth/success


	2. Theoretical Framework
	2.1 The Integrated Framework of New Entrepreneurial Firm Performance
	2.1.1 Entrepreneurial Team
	2.1.1.1 Prior Startup Experience
	2.1.1.2 Industry Experience
	2.1.1.3 Academic Background
	2.1.1.4 Values and Beliefs

	2.1.2 Entrepreneurial Opportunity
	2.1.2.1 Opportunity Dimension
	2.1.2.2 Market and Environmental Characteristics

	2.1.3 Entrepreneurial Resources
	2.1.3.1 Financial Means and Investment
	2.1.3.2 Partnerships and Networks
	2.1.3.2.1 Ecosystems
	2.1.3.2.3 Incubator/accelerator
	2.1.3.3 Intellectual property

	2.1.4 Strategic and Organizational Fit
	2.1.4.1 Sustainable Entrepreneurship
	2.1.4.2 Competitive Strategy

	2.1.5 Applications in the food industry context
	2.1.5.1 Entrepreneurial Teams in the Food Industry
	2.1.5.2 Entrepreneurial Opportunity in the Food Industry

	2.1.5.3 Entrepreneurial Resources in the Food Industry
	2.1.5.4 Strategic Fit within the Food Industry


	3. Research Methodology and Design
	3.1 Research Strategy and Approach
	3.2 Research Design
	3.3 Selection of Respondents
	3.3.1 Participants

	3.4 Research Method
	3.4.1. Primary Data Collection
	3.4.2 Literature Search
	3.4.3 Practicalities

	3.5 Analysis of Data
	3.6 Research Quality
	3.6.1 Trustworthiness

	3.7 Ethical Considerations

	4. Empirical Findings
	4.1 Entrepreneurial Teams
	4.1.1 Company Responses
	4.1.1.1 Prior Experience
	4.1.1.2 Academic Background
	4.1.1.3 Values and Beliefs

	4.1.2 Industry Experts

	4.2 Entrepreneurial Opportunity
	4.2.1 Company Responses
	4.2.1.1 Opportunity Dimension
	4.2.1.2 Market and Environmental Characteristics

	4.2.2 Industry Experts
	4.2.2.1 Opportunity Dimension
	4.2.2.2 Market and Environmental Characteristics


	4.3 Entrepreneurial Resources
	4.3.1 Company Responses
	4.3.1.1 Financial means, networks and ecosystems

	4.3.2 Industry Experts

	4.4. Strategic and Organizational Fit
	4.4.1. Company Responses
	4.4.1.1 Sustainable Entrepreneurship
	4.4.1.2 Competitive Strategy

	4.4.2. Industry Experts
	4.4.2.1 Sustainable Entrepreneurship
	4.4.2.2 Competitive Strategy


	4.5 Other Findings
	4.5.1 Company Responses
	4.5.1.1 Product Innovation and Quality
	4.5.1.2 Policies

	4.5.2 Industry Experts
	4.5.2.1 Policies



	5. Analysis - The Framework Applied in the Food Tech Industry
	5.1 Teams in the Next-gen Food and Drink Industry
	5.2 Opportunity in the Next-gen Food and Drink Industry
	5.3 Resources in the Next-Gen Food and Drink Industry
	5.4 Strategic and Organizational Fit in the Next-gen Food and Drink Industry
	5.5 The Integrated Framework in the Next-gen Food and Beverage Context

	6. Conclusion
	6.1 Implications of Research
	6.2 Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

	References
	Appendix
	Interview guide - companies
	Interview guide - industry experts


