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ABSTRACT
This paper explores whether venture capital investment in start-up companies changes 

entrepreneurs’ view of success and if so, how and why it changes. The study aims to 

contribute to the relatively limited research in the field of entrepreneurship research focused 

on entrepreneurs’ subjective view of success. Furthermore, we want to make a first 

contribution in exploring if, how and why venture capitalists impact entrepreneurs view of 

success. Our data is obtained through semi-structured interviews with first-time entrepreneurs 

who recently got venture capital funding. Through analysis of the interviews we explore how 

entrepreneurs look at success before and after venture capital funding. We find that venture 

capital involvement has an impact on the entrepreneurs’ view of success. It changes from a 

more personal and interpersonal favoured view, to a more financial sided view, closer to the 

venture capitalists’ view of success. This change comes gradually and originates from 

entrepreneurs learning from- and imitation of the venture capitalists. This is both due to first-

time entrepreneurs in general lacking business knowledge and know-how that the venture 

capital has as well as venture capital having a powerful position in the ventures and are able 

to have influence on decisions and goals. Identifying indicators of entrepreneurial success is 

problematic due to the many different dimensions of the concept. Our study focuses on a 

small group of entrepreneurs in one geographical area and is not able to capture potential 

cultural, geographical and personal differences. Nonetheless, we believe that our study makes 

a first attempt in exploring stakeholder influence on entrepreneurial success and encourage 

further research in the field. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The creation of wealth, recognition, and growth has been considered the normative 

criteria by which entrepreneurs have been judged to be successful for the past decades (e.g. 

Gorgievski, Ascalon and Stephan, 2011; Weinzimmer, Nystrom and Freeman, 1998; Ensley, 

Pearson and Amason, 2002; Delmar, 2006; Steffens, Davidsson and Fitzsimmons, 2009; 

Achtenagen, Naldi and Malin, 2010; Kiviluoto, Brännback and Carsrud, 2011). This has to a 

large extent influenced research to date. Success can take different forms, such as high 

profitability, fast growth, personal satisfaction or a large market share. It can also be viewed 

from different perspectives, such as entrepreneurs, investors, policy makers and employees to 

mention a few. Hence, one could assume that only one measure cannot represent the 

preferred outcome of all possible choices made within a company. Nonetheless, the 

financially biased view of normative success criteria is in line with how most investors, 

specifically venture capitalists define success. Entrepreneurs, on the other hand, have 

significantly different perceptions of success (Fisher, Maritz and Lobo, 2014; Black, Burton, 

Wood and Zimbelman, 2010). 

An understanding of entrepreneurs’ subjective success criteria is important because 

entrepreneurs who fail to reach success are more likely to close their businesses, even if they 

are profitable (Gorgievski et al., 2011). Furthermore, success factors also help entrepreneurs 

assess, interpret and categorize information and guide their decisions (Orser and Dyke, 2009). 

Understanding entrepreneurs’ success criteria, and what influences them is also important 

because it has importance on the health, well being, and financial success of business owners 

and their ventures (Gorgievski et al., 2011). 

Successful and unsuccessful entrepreneurs have been the subject of numerous research 

studies, books, and journal articles. Their characteristics, motivations, and perceptions have 

been analysed and discussed to a large extent with regard to why business start-ups succeed 

and fail, what entrepreneurs consider vital for success and how failures have occurred 

(Alstete, 2008). The attainment of individual wealth is a typical indicator of success in 

entrepreneurship research (McMullen and Shepherd, 2006), yet other research shows that 

many entrepreneurs do not necessarily consider attainment of wealth as a measure of their 

success (Alstete, 2008). Entrepreneurial success is a concept without a clear definition but 

there is agreement that society benefits from successful entrepreneurship (Casson, 2003), 

hence, entrepreneurial success is an important concept to understand. It can be argued that 

because there is little debate as to whether entrepreneurial success exists, we should be able 
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to capture, measure and have a good understanding of it. Yet there is diversity in both the 

measurement and identification of entrepreneurs’ view of success, suggesting success can be 

dependent on individual perspective (Fisher et al., 2014).  

Despite much being known about the economic, individual, and environmental factors 

that contribute to entrepreneurial success, its exact components, how it can be measured, and 

indicators for its achievement are widely different in the literature. Baron and Henry (2011) 

suggest the lack of clarity and consistency in this core concept is an issue for 

entrepreneurship scholars and worth exploring further. Wilson (2004) argues that 

entrepreneurs’ success criteria are neither sufficiently researched nor instructed by 

entrepreneurship educators. Scarce recent research has tried to capture entrepreneurs’ 

subjective success criteria (e.g. Gorgievski et al., 2011). However, limited focus has been put 

on what actually influences their view and how different stakeholders impact entrepreneurial 

success. 

Similarly, Wach and colleagues (2015) expand on the concept of entrepreneurial 

success and suggest that since entrepreneurs do not make decisions in a social vacuum there 

is a need to explore to what extent stakeholders such as co-owners, financiers, customers and 

board of directors may influence the success definitions of the entrepreneurs. Venture 

capitalists are important stakeholders with a powerful position in entrepreneurial ventures and 

an understanding of how venture capital financing impacts entrepreneurs’ view of success is 

clearly important.  

Our study expands on the limited research on entrepreneurial success that differs from 

the bulk of almost taken for granted view of success, measured most commonly in growth 

rates, that the venture capitalists and most of the current literature use. Specifically, we 

explore how venture capitalists impacts entrepreneurs’ view of success. We suggest that there 

might be a change in entrepreneurs’ view of success and want to investigate this further. Our 

academic contribution includes a better understanding of the development and gradually 

changing view of venture success that entrepreneurs experience during their first venture 

capital backed company. A better understanding of entrepreneurial success may enable a 

broader identification of current and future successful ventures, and improve public policies 

that target the success rate of start-ups (Fried and Tauer, 2009). Specifically, we set out to 

study the following research questions: 
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1. Do entrepreneur’s view of success change with the involvement of venture capital? 

2. If yes, how and why do entrepreneur’s view of success change with the involvement of 
venture capital? 

 

To make our contribution we obtain data from a series of semi-structured interviews 

with first-time entrepreneurs who recently got their company funded and shed light on the 

impact that venture capitalists has on the entrepreneurs’ view of success.  

Our main findings in this study confirmed our hypothesis that venture capitalists indeed 

do change the entrepreneur’s view of venture success. This change takes place gradually and 

originates from entrepreneurs obtaining knowledge and imitating venture capitalists. Even 

though the different aspects of success do not change, the entrepreneurs’ view of success 

shifts from initially a more personal and interpersonal view, to a more financially sided 

view, more in line with the venture capitalist’s view. 

This thesis first examines the literature on how different stakeholders define success in 

start-up companies as well as how venture capital generally impacts entrepreneurial ventures. 

Second, we present our methodology and analytical process. Third, we present our findings 

of entrepreneurs’ view of success. Finally, we relate our findings to our research questions, 

discuss practical and theoretical implications and argue for the importance of our research as 

well as conclude on the study. 
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SUCCESS IN ENTREPRENEURSHIP RESEARCH 
The word “success” is defined as the favourable or prosperous termination of attempts 

or endeavours. However, what is considered favourable to one individual or group may not 

be favourable to another. Furthermore, views of success will vary across domains, metrics, 

and viewpoints. Thus, success can be both subjectively and objectively determined (Fisher et 

al., 2014). 

As success can take different forms, one can assume that only one measure cannot 

possibly represent the preferred outcome of all possible choices made within a company. A 

large share of published research in entrepreneurship is concerned with performance, and 

performance is most commonly measured in different forms of growth terms (March and 

Sutton, 1997; Richard, Devinney, Yip and Johnsson, 2009; Kiviluoto, Brännback, and 

Carsrud, 2011). Firm growth attracts attention in many different entrepreneurial contexts, but 

it is also considered the ultimate measure of firm success (Ensley, Pearson, and Amason, 

2002; Davidsson, Steffens, and Fitzsimmons, 2009; Steffens, Davidsson, and Fitzsimmons, 

2009). As a result, growth is widely discussed in entrepreneurship research, public policy and 

general business media (Kiviluoto, 2013). Hence, in the entrepreneurship domain, one 

measure is universally considered as the best conceptualization of success, sales growth 

(Weinzimmer et al., 1998; Ensley et al., 2002; Delmar, 2006; Steffens et al., 2009; 

Achtenagen et al., 2010; Kiviluoto et al., 2011). From a researcher's’ point of view, 

entrepreneurship and growth are concepts that coexist and are dependent on each other 

(Sexton, 1988; Stevenson and Jarillo, 1990; Davidsson and Delmar, 2006; Shepherd and 

Wiklund, 2005). It has been suggested that growth is the theme that unifies the sub-themes of 

the entrepreneurship research domain (Reader and Watkins, 2006).  

In later years, an increasing interest in research on firm growth has been witnessed, but 

the development of the research field has still received its share of criticism for being 

stagnated, characterized with inconclusive research results and slow theory development 

(Achtenagen et al., 2010; Leitch et al., 2010; McKelvie and Wiklund, 2010). The research 

has also failed to identify the multidimensionality between performance constructs (Murphy 

et al., 1996; Shepherd and Wiklund, 2009, Richard et al., 2009). Determining firm success 

solely based on sales growth is a dangerous oversimplification of a complex phenomenon and 

should never be regarded as a measure of success without knowing how and why it has been 

achieved (Drucker, 1982). Similarly Kiviluoto (2013) studies whether sales growth is a good 

measure of firm success and concludes that it rarely is. 
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Success is a multidimensional term, which can be conceptualized in a number of both 

numerical and non-numerical ways (Kiviluoto, 2013) and what determines success and how 

success is defined is a complex question to answer. To get a deeper understanding of the 

complex term of firm success, there is a need for a more holistic research approach (Gibb and 

Davies, 1990; Leitch et al., 2010).  Success is ultimately a result from a large number of 

decisions and a successful decision is at the moment determined by the decision maker and 

might be considered successful or not depending on the eye of the beholder (Penrose, 1952; 

Achtenagen et al., 2010).  

A part of the reason of the multidimensionality of success is that it can mean one thing 

for the entrepreneur, something else for a venture capitalist or from a researcher´s point of 

view. The preferred way of determining success, if a decision is successful or any type of 

firm performance is dependent on the one making the assessment (Kiviluoto, 2013). For 

example, only a small minority of entrepreneurs are driven by growth objectives (Autio, 

2007) and a venture capitalist would likely prefer any value-increasing activity as the best 

measure of success, which would allow them to make a profitable exit in the future 

(Rosenbusch et al., 2012). 

To conclude, numerous studies have been performed on success within the field of 

entrepreneurship research. However, success seems to be different depending on the eye of 

the beholder and there is a clear difference between how different actors view success. In the 

following sections we will review how venture capitalists as well as entrepreneurs view 

success. 

Venture Capital’s View of Success 
A venture capital firm usually have a small number of start-up enterprises in their 

investment portfolio, typically fewer than ten (Kanniainen and Keuschnigg, 2000). Often, the 

capital invested in a venture capital fund comes from wealthy clients and pension funds that 

let a venture capitalist invest their capital in non-public companies for a commission in hope 

of bigger profit than the general stock market. To achieve a higher return than the stock 

market, venture capitalist invest in companies in exchange for shares and have the goal to sell 

their shares and ‘make an exit’ with a profit in a certain time period, normally between five to 

seven years. Hence, venture capitalists tend to invest in companies with high potential returns 

in high growth environments rather than in business with reduced risk (Manigart and 

Sapienza, 1999; Bamford and Douthett, 2000).  
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Success from the venture capitalist's perspective is thus most commonly defined in 

financial terms, commonly by return on investment. Broken down it is often measured by 

growth in sales or number of employees. Gompers and colleagues (2008) examined success 

from the venture capitalists point of view and defined it as if an investment resulted in what 

would appear to be a profitable exit for the venture capital firm, via if the company went 

public, registered for an IPO, or was acquired or merged. Furthermore, they characterized 

successful ventures as companies that generated higher returns than the investments that have 

not yet exited or are characterized as bankrupt or defunct. This approach is consistent with 

the evidence from Hochberg and colleagues (2007), who show that venture capitalists 

generate the bulk of their returns from the minority of investments that are taken public or 

acquired. Gompers and colleagues (2008) also broke down success into its components. They 

examined “Mean Success,” that is the raw rate of IPO, registration, or acquisition. Their 

second success measure, was a given venture firm's abnormal performance. They defined 

abnormal performance as the difference between the firm's investment success and the 

average investment success in that industry in that year. However, the definition is in line 

with how most investors, specifically venture capitalists define success (Gompers et al., 

2008). 

To conclude, there is a general consensus that venture capitalists view success mainly 

in financial terms. Success is measured in slightly different ways but there is an agreement 

that it ultimately is viewed as a high return on investment. 

Entrepreneurs’ View of Success 
Several studies have been performed on entrepreneurial success, that is, success from 

the perspective of the entrepreneur. In contrast to venture capitalists, entrepreneurs have 

significantly different perceptions of success, both from each other and from venture 

capitalists (Fisher et al., 2014; Black et al., 2010). Following that general consensus among 

researchers, they have tried to create a more holistic approach to entrepreneurial success 

mainly from qualitative methods by including not only financial measures but also personal 

and interpersonal criteria to define success. 

 Entrepreneurial success is related to entrepreneurial motivation given that fulfilling 

motivating factors indicates positive attainment and hence, success. Thus, entrepreneurial 

motivation research implies a more nuanced view of success (Wach et al., 2015).  The 

entrepreneurial motivations research was undertaken in direct response to the failure of 
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researchers to identify and validate the specific individual traits or characteristics responsible 

for entrepreneurial success (Hessels et al., 2008; Gartner, 1988). Consistently, Shane and 

colleagues (2003) state that motivations will affect the decisions of entrepreneurs to 

positively evaluate opportunities. Furthermore, there have been several recent papers 

suggesting a relationship between motivations and post-establishment definitions of success 

(Hessels et al., 2008; Cassar, 2007).   

Alstete (2008) studied what motivated entrepreneurs and how they defined success and 

found that the benefits of entrepreneurship commonly included making money, being 

independent, freedom, increased satisfaction, contributions to the community, personal 

fulfilment, flexibility of personal and family time, opportunities for growth among others. 

Orser and Dyke (2009) applied a multidimensional approach to extract four aspects which 

they suggest capture relevant success criteria for entrepreneurs. This study found that 

entrepreneurial success was captured within: market acceptance (commercial non-pecuniary 

dimensions of success); professional autonomy (dimensions defined in terms of the ability to 

make decisions and engage in community); work-life balance (the relational interaction 

between work or professional and personal responsibilities); and traditional financial criteria.  

Similarly, the different aspects of entrepreneurial success can be divided into three 

groups, personal, interpersonal and financial factors. Financial aspects are clearly separated 

from other views in prior research. Other aspects are not as clearly categorised and 

researchers have made several different groupings of the different views of entrepreneurial 

success. However, these can be divided into two large groups, personal- and interpersonal 

aspects. Personal relates to intrinsic factors such as personal fulfilment while interpersonal 

relate to aspects stemming from the interaction of the entrepreneur with other people and 

society.   

First, personal factors include views of success related to the entrepreneurs themselves 

such as creation, self-employment and personal fulfilment. Hayter (2011, 2015) found that 

academic entrepreneurs often define success in part by creating new technology. Similarly, 

creating a product that is useful and used by others is argued by Gorgisvski and colleagues 

(2011) to be an important aspect of entrepreneurial success. Another frequently and nearly 

universally mentioned view of success that small business owners and entrepreneurs report is 

the independence of self-employment and having no supervisor (Longenecker et al., 2006; 

Virarelli, 1991). Self-employment is further argued as a key part of success by Gorgievski 

and colleagues (2011) in the sense of reaching work-life balance and other researchers have 

argued that some entrepreneurs choose their careers to achieve more time with their families 
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(Mitra, 2002; Mauriussen, Wheelock and Baines, 1997). Personal fulfilment in enjoying a 

satisfying and stimulating life as well as pursuing dreams are also frequently reported as part 

of entrepreneurial success (Alstete, 2008). Van Praag and Versloot (2007) argues that 

personal satisfaction can be considered a basic measure of success and more important than 

financial success. This is in line with Gorgievski and colleagues (2011) who argues than 

solely calling themselves successful adds to entrepreneurs’ satisfaction in general, 

irrespective of actual business performance. 

Second, interpersonal views of success comprise aspects that relate the entrepreneur to 

other people and society such as contribution to society in different ways, creating a good 

work environment and receiving recognition for their ventures. Gorgievski and colleagues 

(2011) argues that meeting goals related to further social and environmental welfare beyond 

direct economic, technical, and legal aspects can be part of entrepreneurs’ view of success. 

This could consist of philanthropic behaviours, such as giving to charities, supporting 

community activities, and pursuing environmentally friendly practices. Hayter (2011) also 

found that academic entrepreneurs include public service and improving society in evaluating 

their success. Furthermore, the recent development of social entrepreneurship has further 

highlighted social and environmental performance as success criteria (Mair and Marti, 2006). 

The literature also argues for public recognition as part of entrepreneurial success criteria, it 

is further supported by popular media that often highlights award-winning entrepreneurs, 

their companies and products. Corman, Peries and Yancini (1988) also found that peer 

recognition was an important factor for entrepreneurs. Gratification for their work is argued 

by several other researchers to be related to personal satisfaction and success definition of 

entrepreneurs (Mariussen, Wheelock, and Baines, 1997; Mitra, 2002; Paige and Littrell, 

2002; Bennett and Dann, 2000).  

Third, in contrast to both the majority of the entrepreneurial research field as well as 

venture capitalists, only a small minority of entrepreneurs evaluate their success by financial 

factors (Autio, 2007; Alstete, 2008). Baron and Henry (2011) suggest that entrepreneurial 

success cannot be measured in only financial or economic terms.  Even though most 

researchers agree that personal and interpersonal goals and aspects play a significant part in 

determining success aspects for entrepreneurs, the classical financially based definition of 

success is not insignificant. Fried and Tauer (2009) propose an index of entrepreneurial 

success that comprises total cost, owner hours, total revenue and revenue growth. Liechti and 

colleagues (2009) develop performance factors that comprise entrepreneurial success using 

industry-adjusted scales, aggregate income and return on initial invested capital. Caliendo 
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and Kritikos (2008) measure entrepreneurial success in terms of how many employees were 

hired after a venture launch. 

The type of entrepreneurship also influences how entrepreneurs define success. For 

example, a social entrepreneur may not use wealth maximization as a measure of success 

(Austin et al., 2006), but instead choose indicators based on the impact of their activities. 

Entrepreneurs that strive to create value (Bolton and Thompson, 2005) or use a value-packed 

vision to drive their ventures (Brush, 2008) could employ an individualized and diverse range 

of indicators to identify entrepreneurial success. Similarly, the relative importance of 

entrepreneurial success aspects has been researched in several studies and found to vary to a 

large extent. Gorgievski and colleagues (2011) asked entrepreneurs to rank success criteria 

derived from previous research and found that most small business owners put personal and 

interpersonal criteria above business criteria but that it was to a large extent related to their 

personal values.  

To conclude, similar to the view of Fisher and colleagues (2014), the entrepreneur’s 

view of success appears to be a complex combination of personal, interpersonal and financial 

success factors. 

Venture Capital’s Impact on Entrepreneurial Ventures 
Venture capital funding is in the literature generally believed to be positive for start-up 

companies’ success by mainly being a driver of growth, enhanced performance and increased 

innovation. Several different studies have been made about how venture capital investment 

impact entrepreneurial ventures and they have taken different approaches and studied 

different aspects of venture capital's impact on entrepreneurial firms. One of the main 

problems facing entrepreneurial companies is raising capital for the growth of the business 

and gaining access to competence, experience and networks necessary, which most 

entrepreneurs lack (Brophy, 1997).  

Venture capitalist tend to be very active investors who not only provide financial means 

but also contribute with other services of value to the entrepreneur who is generally pertained 

as technologically competent but lacking commercial and business expertise (Keuschnigg, 

2004). They provide several value-creating services such as business knowledge and support, 

access to their networks, disciplined processes and monitoring systems among others 

(Sapienza et al., 1996; Fried and Hisrich, 1995).  
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Solely the availability of financial resources that venture capital offers is often 

identified as an important factor for start-up companies success rates (e.g. Cooper et al., 

1991; Bruno et al., 1992). Venture capital, by providing these highly valuable resources, 

often gets a very powerful position in the financed business. Gorman & Sahlman (1989) 

conducted a survey with the purpose to shed light on the relationship between venture 

capitalists and their portfolio companies. The results from the survey showed that they spend 

on average half of their working time on monitoring their, on average nine, portfolio 

investments. Of these nine portfolio companies, they have a place in the board of directors in 

five of these. Hence, venture capital performs significant governance of their portfolio 

companies and are able to significantly influence the decision making process due to their 

powerful position in the companies. 

The involvement of venture capitalists in an entrepreneurial venture has significant 

impact on operations, financial long- and short-term goals and the behaviour of the founders. 

Since, the entrepreneurs’ definition of success is correlated to entrepreneurial decisions and 

motivations it is reasonable to expect that venture capital involvement could impact the 

entrepreneur’s definition of success. 

METHODS 
In the following chapter we present and discuss the methodological choices and 

concepts that have been made for the study. According to Bryman & Bell (2005) there are 

two different understandings between the relationship of theory and observations, inductive 

and deductive. An inductive approach means that the empiricism is used to generate new 

theory. This approach is based out of empirical observations and tries to describe the 

observations and thereby contribute to new theories. A deductive approach means the 

opposite that the researcher from existing theory, creates hypotheses and ideas that are 

studied empirically. These are then accepted or rejected after analysis of gathered empirical 

information (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). 

This study is built on a combination of deductive and inductive methodologies where a 

deductive methodology is applied when we first aim to answer the question if investigated 

companies’ perception of success change after receiving funding. In the following section, an 

inductive methodology aims to describe how and why this perception of success changed.  

Regarding the inductive parts of the study it is important to note is that a conclusion 

that have been made inductively not can be seen as proven, but can only be seen as more or 
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less likely. There is always a possibility that the conclusion can be disproven (Bryman & 

Bell, 2005). This uncertainty is discussed further later on in the section where we comment 

on the research quality of the study.  

In academic research there are a difference between qualitative and quantitative 

analysis (Bryman & Bell, 2005). These are two different approaches where the choice of 

analysis is crucial based on what questions of issue that are studied. This study aims to 

explore if, how and why entrepreneurs’ definition of success changes after venture capitalists 

have been involved in the company. Since we are exploring a matter that is not fully known 

and there is limited previous research to obtain an understanding of the topic, a qualitative 

methodology is better suited as it focuses on getting a deeper understanding of the matter 

(Bryman & Bell, 2005). The best way to explore this is to get as deep understanding as 

possible about pre- versus post-investment success definition to be able to draw conclusions 

about the potential change. To achieve this we chose to perform interviews with recently 

venture capital backed entrepreneurs since we see this as the most appropriate approach to 

get the thoughts and opinions on the matter from our respondents. The selection of 

respondents and the research setting is discussed further in the following section. 

Research Setting 
The research setting in this study comprises start-up companies from Uppsala. 

Uppsala’s start-up community have all the characteristics for newly founded companies to 

thrive and succeed. First, it has the biggest and one of the most prestigious universities in 

Sweden that attracts a lot of talent. Second, Uppsala has many organisations and institutions 

whose main purpose is to help young companies to develop, grow and get founded. For 

example Uppsala Innovation Centre, a non profit incubator that help companies spun out of 

Uppsala university, recently got awarded top 10 business incubator worldwide. One of the 

authors in this study has his start-up company in this incubator and therefore we had direct 

insight into the start-up scene and could find first-time entrepreneurs to interview for this 

study. Another example is Uppsala Holding Company, a venture capitalist firm, owned by 

the university, that only invest in research and companies spun out of Uppsala University. 

This venture capitalist firm was created due to Uppsala’s very advanced research in medical- 

and bioengineering, which since the last decades have produced many major players in the 

biotech- and biopharma sector. Last but not least, Uppsala’s start-up community is unique 
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because it has a lot of these venture friendly organisations and institutions but is also only 40 

minutes away from Stockholm, where all the big venture capitalist firms are located. 

Data Collection 
Based on the objective and purpose of a study, data collection methods can vary. 

According to Alvehus (2013), interviews are an effective method to find out respondents 

thoughts, feelings and how they act in different situations. During interviews, the researcher 

can interact with the respondent and thereby find out how different people look at different 

phenomena and events, which then can be used as a source of additional information 

(Alvehus 2013). In this study, all the interviews performed were physical meetings between 

the respondents and the two project members. All interviews were recorded for further 

review of the content and quotes. One of the project members took lead during the 

interviews, while the other one took notes of answers and body language. 

Regarding interviews Alvehus (2013) argue, that three established structures exist: 

structured, semi-structured and unstructured interview. Of these, a semi-structured and 

unstructured count as interviews that occurs in qualitative research, with semi-structured as 

the most common structure (Alvehus, 2013; Bryman & Bell, 2005). A semi-structured 

interview means that the interviewer follows a pre-prepared interview guide of high-level 

topics. This is because the respondent should have the opportunity to influence the content of 

the interview while the interviewer is given the opportunity to ask other complementary 

questions. To get this into the analysis, it is crucial to have a complete record of the 

interview, which should be documented as soon as possible after the interview, by recording 

and preferably transcription (Bryman & Bell, 2005). 

In our study, we chose to use semi-structured interviews. An interview guide was 

designed and structured along the definition of success, pre- and post-investment from a 

venture capitalist and the experienced change between these (See Appendix 1). To be able to 

capture a potential change in entrepreneurs’ view on success we wanted them to first talk 

about how they think of success now, and then reflect back on how they though about it when 

they started the venture. We designed the interview in this way to make the research subject 

reflect on the matter and talk more openly about it and capture many potential change 

aspects, instead of asking about the change right away. Also, we tried to get a feel for the 

atmosphere of each interview by continuously analysing answers and body language. By 

doing this we were able to adapt the questions and treatment of the respondent to get them 
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talking more openly and reflect. This led to different ways of asking the same questions and 

getting to the same types of conclusion while still sticking to the topics of the interview 

guide. This procedure worked out very well and we did not feel a need to change anything in 

the data collection process during our research. From our interviews we found that most of 

our respondents at first did not feel as the venture capitalists had changed their own view of 

success. However, most of them actually changed their mind longer into the interview where 

they almost had a revelation that they had in fact changed their view without knowing it at 

first. 

The interviews where recorded using a mobile phone. After completing the interviews, 

transcriptions where done using speech-to-text software programme along with manually 

notes. The interviews lasted between 40 to 80 minutes and the respondents chose the time 

and the place of the interviews, for their convenience. 

According to Bryman and Bell (2005) a targeted selection is the selection model is 

often recommended for qualitative research based on interviews. This type of selection is 

mentioned as strategic selection according Alvehus (2013), but the meaning is the same as 

the sample has been specifically designed based on the interview questions asked. We have 

chosen to limit our selection, this is mainly based on that we want to draw conclusions from a 

relevant selection as possible to find answers to our research questions. By defining and 

designing a strategic selection, we can approach the subjects that are most interesting for the 

study; the view of success and if, how and why this changes with the involvement of venture 

capitalists. This will help us get an increased understanding of the specific research questions 

and to draw more general conclusions based on the limited number of interviews conducted. 

The selection of our respondents was based on venture capital backed entrepreneurs 

within Uppsala’s Start-up community and institutions, where both of the authors of this 

article are active. We did our selection of the respondents with certain factors to be 

considered; recently backed by venture capitalists, so their memory of before and after VC 

are some what fresh, but also not to long ago so the possible change from venture capitalists 

would have been implemented, we choose between minimum six to maximums twenty four 

months after investment; first-time entrepreneurs, to ensure that the respondents have not 

already had their view of success changed by previous venture capital involvement. Since the 

view of success is personal, the project team decided that it would be interesting to interview 

all (maximum two in our cases) founding members separately, to see if the view of success 

varied among the different founders in the same start-up company. To implement this we also 



 17 

added questions to our interview guide about how much contact each respondent had with the 

venture capitalists and how active they were in the company's board of directors etc. 

One problem according to Bryman and Bell (2005) is the difficulty in specifying an 

acceptable sample size. Although targeted selection is the focus of qualitative research, 

minimum levels for the number of completed interviews still exists (Bryman and Bell, 2005). 

We made the decision that a sample size of about 10 interviews with relevant start-up 

founders would be enough to draw general conclusions on the matter. Furthermore, already 

after a few interviews we started to see returning patterns, which enhanced our belief that 

general conclusions would be able to be drawn from a sample of 10 entrepreneurs. 

Analytical Process 
To begin moving methodically to a slightly higher conceptual level the project 

members decided to analyse the data from our interviews using coding, breaking down our 

respondents’ statements regarding venture success into more general categories. To 

strengthen the credibility and the trustworthiness of the study, each member of the project 

group did individual deductive coding, based out of relevant theories, from our qualitative 

data to create a list of First-Order codes (Yin, 2011). We then turned to inductive reasoning, 

adding categories to the First-Order codes that we did not expect from our review of previous 

research, for example the desire for the venture to be recognised. We did the coding for our 

three points, pre-investment success, post-investment success and the change in success 

respectively. The First-Order codes then was divided into three even higher conceptual levels 

of behind the entrepreneurs success views (Second-Order codes), that would be the main 

categories that we would focus the thesis on. These are; personal-, interpersonal- and 

financial aspects on venture success and were constructed both from the theoretical 

background as well as our interpretation of how to group the different views of success. 

Table 1 illustrates examples of coded phrases from the interviews into our First- and Second-

Order codes. The procedures we used to analyse the data was through grounded theories, 

with open coding to generate categories and their properties (Yin, 2011). 
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Table 1 – Data structure 

Examples of Quotes First-Order 
codes 

Second-Order 
codes 

“Success was to create a well known game studio and build 
cool games” Creation  
“I was so tired at my old job to have to plan months in 
advance to just take a few days off” 

Self-
employment Personal 

“I always dreamed of starting my own company" Personal 
fulfilment  

   "... I was rather excited that I could create jobs for others as 
well” 

Contribute to 
society  

“...to succeed was to spread happiness. Happiness for 
employees, customers and ourselves” 

Good work 
environment Interpersonal 

“…the business becomes more legit when you get founded” Venture 
recognition  

   
“Sure I needed money to make my company grow" Growth  

“Money was only part of the reason...” Making money Financial 

"...now we wouldn’t mind an early exit for the right price” Company 
valuation  

 

To analyse the data, we structured tables of the respondents’ view of success according 

to these categories, both before and after venture capital involvement in the company. As 

presented in Table 2, we gave the letter “A” to respondents who gave clear indications that 

this category was important for them and the letter “B” where there was some indication that 

this was part of their view of success. When the respondents gave no indications that this 

category was part of their view of success, we marked with “-”. 

 
Table 2 - Data structure and coded responses 
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To be able to grasp the results and see them more clearly, we gave the responses with 

“A” a factor of 1, the responses with “B” a factor of 0,5 and the responses with “-” a factor of 

0, as presented in Table 3 We then summarized the results from the different categories and 

made diagrams out of them to more visually see the results. This quantification was only 

made to create a picture of which direction of the success views for the entrepreneur that has 

occurred post- compared to pre-investment and the relation between the coded responses, and 

not the actual percentage or absolute values of the change. Still, this clarifies the evidence to 

help us answer our first research question, if venture capital involvement in the company 

does in fact change the entrepreneurs’ view of success. 

 
Table 3 – Coded values of collected data 

 
 

Research Quality 
There are two important criteria to assess research quality, reliability and validity 

(Bryman and Bell, 2005). Reliability describes whether the research result is repeatable, 

while validity captures if the study investigates what it actually want to investigate (Alvehus, 

2013). These concepts, however, are controversial and their relevance is contested in 

qualitative research (Bryman and Bell, 2005). Instead, four alternative trustworthiness-

concepts have been formulated by Lincoln and Guba (1985) that are considered to be better 

suited for qualitative studies. These are credibility, transferability, dependability and 

confirmability. 

To obtain a high quality research we have taken into account these four 

trustworthiness-concepts. Regarding credibility we have followed the rules for scientific 

studies according to Bryman and Bell (2005). Interview subjects, for example, have been 
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given the opportunity to review their contribution to the study to check their involvement. To 

achieve high transferability, the project members in this study did individual coding of the 

collected data from our interviews, which then was compared and discussed to create a 

general coding of each interview. To achieve dependability of the study, the project members 

established documentation of the interview notes from each interview that will make it 

possible for an external auditor to examine the processes whereby data was collected and 

analysed. To also achieve high confirmability in the study, the first-order codes in the coding 

had to come from at least two of the respondents (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). 

We have properly documented and referenced all collected data. This is done primarily 

for proper investigation to be carried out afterwards. Due to interviews not giving identical 

results if repeated, there is an added emphasis on proper documentation. All the interviews 

were recorded, transcribed and summarized before further analysis. 

Newly funded start-ups are generally hard to find and even harder to get an interview 

with, so we used our professional network within Uppsala’s start-up scene to find suitable 

respondents for our data collection. The fact that the sample size was geographically limited 

to the Uppsala region and the number of respondents were limited, there are implications to 

generalizability outside our research setting. We are aware of this matter and therefore call 

for a more extensive research in the future to verify our findings and provide more 

generalizable results. However, we still believe that our study provides an initial view of how 

venture capital impact entrepreneurs’ view of success and shed some light on a small piece of 

the puzzle. 
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FINDINGS 
In the sections that follow, we discuss and present our findings regarding 

entrepreneurs’ view of success before and after venture capital investment. First, we present 

the findings that emerged from our data on how interactions with venture capitalist impact 

entrepreneurs’ personal-, interpersonal- and financial views of success. We analyse these 

characteristics both before and after venture capitalists involvement in the company and 

relate our empirical findings to our theoretical background. Second, we present our findings 

as to how and why these changes occur as well as give room for our own thoughts and 

reflections. 

Change in Entrepreneur’s View of Success 
Most of the entrepreneurs had not reflected over their view of success and how the 

venture capital investment had any impact on how they defined success. After given some 

time and reflection most of them came to realise that their view of success had changed in 

some way after the venture capital investment in their respective companies.  

Even though most of the entrepreneurs we interviewed said that their view of success 

had somewhat changed after the venture capitalists had joined their venture, they claimed to 

still have most of their initial view of success as well, but in most cases not to the same 

extent. One respondent explained that his view of success was still there after the investment, 

but it had faded slightly and turned into a mix of his original definition combined with the 

investors’ financial view of success. 

“I guess that what I see as success for my company now is a combination of what I 
thought before and what the investors want” 

In the following subsections we present our findings from entrepreneur’s view of 

success pre-investment and post-investment and the aspects that changed between them. 

Pre-Investment View of Success 
Like the literature suggest (Kiviluoto, 2013; Autio, 2007), entrepreneurs’ view of 

success can vary to a large degree and comprise various factors such as creating something 

new, contribute to society or personal fulfilment among others. Almost all of our respondents 

mainly had non-financial views of success when they first started their ventures. The stated 

answers by the interview subjects revealed a variety of different initial views of success. 

Most of the respondents also gave different reasons and background to each question. In this 
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section, we present the overall view about the entrepreneurs’ view on venture success before 

venture capitalist became involved in the company. Our findings shows that our prime 

categories personal- and interpersonal aspects were significantly more important than 

financial aspects for our respondents initially, see Figure 1 below. Note that the figures 

presented in the findings section only aims to present the relative importance between the 

views of success based on our coding on the responses. The findings of entrepreneurs’ pre-

investment view of success is in line with the majority of prior research (e.g. Fisher et al, 

2014 and Black et al., 2010), which argue that entrepreneurs have significantly different 

perceptions of success than venture capitalists, who are more financially focused. 

 

 
Figure 1 - Pre-investment view of success 

	  

• Personal views of success were part of all our respondents’ initial view of success and 

many said that these were also the most important ones. These also seemed to be closely 

related to the underlying motivation that entrepreneurs had for starting their ventures to begin 

with. One of the most frequently stated aspects according to our respondents was the wish to 

create something that others would like and see a value in. For example, some entrepreneurs 

stated that: 

“To create something that others would see value in and are willing to pay for was what 
mattered in the beginning, money wasn’t even in the picture” 

“Success was to create a well known game studio and build cool games” 
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Another common view of success was the state of being their own boss, decide over 

their own time and to be able to earn a living from their start-up company. Many of our 

respondents said this was part of their definition of venture success before venture capital 

was a part of their company. 

“I was so tired at my old job to have to plan months in advance to just take a few days 
off” 

Some of our respondents explained that they always wanted to found a company but 

felt stuck in their current employment, where they were not happy in the first place. By 

quitting their jobs and starting their own company, they explained that they felt a personal 

fulfilment by finally daring to do what they always wanted to do, even though it meant a 

financial risk for them. This is in line of what Alstete (2008) describes when he argues that 

entrepreneurs are enjoying a satisfying and stimulating life as well as pursuing their dreams. 

Van Praag and Versloot (2007) also argue that personal satisfaction can be considered a basic 

measure of success, more important than financial success. This personal fulfilment was 

illustrated by one of the respondents as: 

“I always dreamed of starting my own company, but the time was never right. Finally I 
just did it” 

 

• Interpersonal views of success were stated as equally important part of entrepreneurs’ 

initial view of success. Many of our respondents had some drive to contribute to society and 

share their values, both directly via their products or services, such as improved animal 

rights, as well as indirect through providing new job opportunities in a good company and 

donate a part of the excess from sales to various charities. 

“At first my goal was to create my own job that I could live of. But when I realized that 
this could be big I was rather excited that I could create jobs for others as well, that 
became part of what I thought was successful” 

A couple of respondents argued that success of early stage entrepreneurs are often 

measured by other entrepreneurs in terms of publicity as well as getting funded by high 

profile investors. One of the entrepreneurs even felt successful solely due to obtaining 

venture capital investment. 
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• Financial views of success were only mentioned by a minority of the entrepreneurs. 

All respondents had the same view of what their venture capital investors saw as success for 

their respective companies. Being growth, profitability or return on investments, they all 

recognised that venture capital investors defined success solely in financial terms. However, 

only one of the respondents highlighted financial factors as a major goal for his 

entrepreneurship. On the opposite, several entrepreneurs directly stated that financial factors 

did not have any part in their view of success: 

“Our values were the most important thing and to succeed was to spread happiness. 
Happiness for employees, customers and ourselves. Money had nothing to do with it” 

Post-Investment View of Success 
Our interviews showed that entrepreneurs’ view of success after venture capital 

investment is a mix between personal, interpersonal and financial aspects. Entrepreneurs’ 

post-investment success view was dominated by financial aspects, contrary to their pre-

investment view as well as most prior research (e.g. Fisher et al, 2014; Black et al., 2010).  

Almost all of our respondents had gone through a change in the view of success that 

gradually came more and more close to the venture capitalists classical financial definition of 

success, with growth and value increasing activities as focus. However, both personal and 

interpersonal aspects were still important. Our analysis of the entrepreneurs’ responses 

clearly shows this change as presented in Figure 2 below. In general we can see a shift in 

success views that shows that the interpersonal factors becomes less important while the 

financial factors becomes a significantly more important part of entrepreneurs’ view of 

success post investment. The personal category is the least changed category, but some 

differences have also been identified from the interviews. For example, the self-employment 

sub category became less important after investment and the creation sub category shifted its 

definition to more creation of the company itself rather than the creating of products or 

services. 
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Figure 2 - Change in view of success 

 

• The importance of personal views of success only decreased slightly for the 

entrepreneurs and was still important after the investment, see Figure 3. However, 

entrepreneurs reported that there were some things that changed for them associated with the 

venture capital involvement.  

 

 
Figure 3 - Change in personal views of success 
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The majority of the respondents replied that creation was as important after the 

investment as before, but that the meaning of creation for them had changed. Creation post 

investment for our respondents was more about creating a good company instead of creating 

good products or services as before the investment. This made this category become more 

financial than just personal, as it was before the investment.  

Self-employment was still important but became somewhat less relevant. We believe 

that this has to do with the reason that the entrepreneurs already felt successful just because 

they had been funded, as one entrepreneur expressed it. Furthermore, the investment gave 

many of the entrepreneurs the opportunity to start taking a salary from their companies and 

hence, they had to some extent already achieved self-employment. 

Regarding personal fulfilment we did not see any change after the venture capital 

investment, all respondents who felt this was important before the investment, still had this 

opinion after venture capital involvement.  

 

• Interpersonal views of success were still part of the view of success but in most cases 

not to the same extent as before venture capital funding. The research subjects still reported 

views such as contributing to society, creating a good work environment and venture 

recognition. However, we noted a decrease in importance from the entrepreneur's perspective 

as illustrated in Figure 4. The changes in importance in the interpersonal views of success 

seemed to be at the cost of more financial factors, except venture recognition that not seemed 

to change in importance even though venture capital involvement had an impact on this 

factor. 
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Figure 4 - Change in interpersonal views of success 

 

One entrepreneur explained that an important aspect of success when they started the 

company was to create happiness for customers and a joyful work environment for their 

employees. They also wanted to give back to the society and had a policy to donate 10 SEK 

of every sale to charity. After the investment they no longer had their donation policy, but it 

was still as important to deliver products that create value to their customers and to have a 

great work environment with good benefits for their employees. The focus has instead shifted 

towards growing and to building a profitable company. 

“We don't donate anymore but all those other things are still important, it has become 
even more important to grow and build a great company” 

Our analysis shows that to have a good work environment was still part of our 

respondents’ view of success, but it was not as important as it was before the investment. The 

interpretation of good work environment was by many of our respondents a big and fancy 

office. After the investment some of our respondents argued that they still wanted this big 

and fancy office, but that the capital it would cost could be better used elsewhere in the 

business at first, for example to grow by hiring more employees or to make necessary 

investments. 

“Sure everybody wants a Google-office, but first we need to create a Google-company” 

This also indicates that the entrepreneurs becomes more financially focused after 

venture capital involvement, using their capital in the most effective way to build a successful 
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company, according to the venture capitals initial success definitions by growth and value 

increasing activities. 

Regarding venture recognition we did not see any change, all respondents who felt this 

was an important aspect before the investment, still had this opinion after venture capital 

involvement.  

 

• Financial views of success were the most important part of entrepreneurs’ view of 

success after venture capital investment. Entrepreneurs reported of aspects such as achieving 

growth and a higher value of their companies. 

“…we are all working towards the same goal, to achieve high growth and valuation of the 
company.” 

As illustrated by Figure 5 below, the financial elements of success changed the most 

out of the three prime categories; Personal, Interpersonal and Financial. The entrepreneurs’ 

view of success shifted towards a more financially influenced definition and hence, closer to 

the venture capitalists view of success. All of our observed financial views of success, 

growth, making money and company valuation significantly increased in importance of 

entrepreneurs view of success as presented in Figure 4 below. 

 

 

 
Figure 5 - Change in financial views of success 
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One of our respondents did not even have any plans to search investment at all. But 

when an investment from an entrepreneur who was a big name in the same industry came up, 

the initial view of success of his company changed dramatically. The investment was meant 

to quicken up time to market and see how well the product was embraced by the customers. 

To do this, the investor also gave our respondent access to his own manufacturer- and 

logistics network and even let one of his former employees join the company. Our respondent 

saw this as a once in a lifetime opportunity and went from building something with low risk 

that he could earn a living from to a kind of fast paste “all or nothing” approach with the 

aspiration to sell the whole company to the investor and make a lot of money if it went big. 

These intentions were also included in the shareholders agreement with this investor. If he 

could reach to certain revenue within two years time, the investor would acquire the whole 

company and the entrepreneur would make his exit and make a lot of money for himself. 

“From the beginning I wasn’t even looking for capital, but a chance of a lifetime 
presented itself and I took it. Now we are all working towards the same goal, to achieve 
high growth and valuation of the company.” 

One of our respondents explained that he and his co-founder, when they founded their 

company, wanted to create a long lasting company that they could own and work in for many 

years ahead. They reacted and complained about a clause in the shareholders agreement that 

the venture capitalist had written with regard to their investment. The clause stated that the 

company would strive towards an exit opportunity within the next five years. The 

shareholders agreement was written by a law firm that the investor had good contact with. It 

was 20 pages long and written in business English so the founders had a hard time 

understanding all the clauses at first. The founders managed to change the clause, but now six 

months after the investment they wouldn’t mind to strive towards an exit and sell their equity 

shares within a couple of years if the price was right. 

“At first we were totally against the clause and managed to get it changed, but now we 
wouldn’t mind an early exit for the right price” 
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Reasons Behind the Change in Entrepreneur’s View of Success 
All of the respondents agreed that the main reason that they sought venture capital was 

because they needed the money for some reason in their venture, for example to an 

investment in equipment or to be able to hire more employees. However, most of the 

respondents also said that they expected more than just money from the investor, even though 

it was not the driving force behind seeking venture capital investment. 

“Sure I needed money to make my company grow, but if I just wanted money I would have 
tried going to the bank first, I saw value in the investors contact network as just as 
important” 

“Money was only part of the reason why we got investors on board” 

“Not all investors were interesting for us, we turned down some investors because they 
only contributed with money and nothing else” 

A couple of respondents also said that having venture capitalists on board made the 

company look more serious to other and had an positive impact in strengthen the image of the 

venture. This change also lead to that the entrepreneurs felt more serious themselves and took 

clearer roles and responsibilities in their companies. 

 “To have a professional investor and their money in your company says something. I 
have noticed that more people in the business knows who we are and are taking us more 
seriously now” 

What the entrepreneurs got from the venture capitalists turned out to be more than 

money for all of the entrepreneurs in our study. Several respondents commented on how 

these aspects changes their view of success gradually and you don’t notice it before you get 

asked the question and reflect on it for a while. One entrepreneur explained it in a funny way 

by saying that one day you just wake up so fat that you cannot even see your feet anymore, 

you don’t see it coming. In line with prior research (e.g. Sapienza et al., 1996; Fried and 

Hisrich, 1995; Keuschnigg, 2004), the research subjects obtained knowledge from the venture 

capitalists and started to imitate them in several ways. This could be explained by 

entrepreneurs recognising venture capitalists expertise as well as their powerful position in 

the companies. These aspects are discussed further below. 
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Knowledge transfer 
Most entrepreneurs in our study realised that it was their first-time pursuing a venture 

and building a successful company while the investors, on the other hand, had a lot of 

experience on how to create a successful company. This is in line with what Brophy (1997) 

describes about one of the main problems facing entrepreneurial companies. The impact that 

not only the capital but also the contacts, knowledge and experience that became a part of the 

company with the investment created many new opportunities for our respondents, which is 

further supported by Keuschnigg (2004), Sapienza and colleagues (1996) and Fried and 

Hisrich (1995). This made many of our respondents “watch and learn” from the venture 

capitalists and the more contact they had with the venture capitalists, the more they learned. 

One entrepreneur explained it as an eye opener of what a successful company is, that they 

had not thought about before. This in the end led to that the entrepreneurs more and more 

shared the venture capitalists definition of what a successful company is.  

Most of our respondents described an increase in structure, work methods and planning 

when venture capitalists became involved in their companies. The structure for the work of 

the board of directors also became more serious and structured in all our respondents 

companies after the investment. The board of directors initiated this change, where all our 

respondents stated that a venture capitalist had a seat in after the investment. Two of our 

respondents even said that a venture capitalist took over as chairman of the board from the 

founder after the investment. One entrepreneur described an example of a more structured 

way of operating the business: 

“At first we had an ‘important-paper-pallet’ in the office where we put all paperwork in a 
huge pile. Now everything is neatly sorted in binders” 

One of the most highlighted impacts that venture capital seem to have on the ventures 

was the contribution of knowledge and know-how to the company as well as access to the 

venture capitalist’s networks. A majority of the respondents mentioned that they lacked 

general knowledge of how to run a growing company and had huge benefit from the venture 

capitalists inputs. One of the venture capital investors even transferred an employed sector 

specialists from one of their other portfolio companies to the entrepreneurs venture.  

“Anton left his (the investors) company and became an employee and shareholder in my 
company instead. Now he handles all contacts with the manufacturer, as he did for him 
(the investor) before” 
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Imitating the venture capitalists 
Several entrepreneurs explained that their initial view of success had changed after the 

venture capital investment related to the inspiration they got from the experienced investors. 

Many of the respondents said that they realized from the venture capital what a successful 

company was and they wanted to make their company as good as it could be.  

“He gave me inspiration of what a successful company could be like and how to build it, I 
wanted to do something similar without even knowing it until I heard his story” 

Many of our respondents further stated that they were influenced by the venture 

capitalist way of thinking about success in a more financial way. 

“I understood that creating the products that I want and pursue my goals goes hand in 
hand with making money, one cannot exist without the other… being profitable is 
definitely part of being successful” 

Some of our respondents stated that the investment and the involvement of venture 

capitalists in the board of directors made the company seem and feel more legit and serious 

and they slowly adapted to this new role in the company. One example of this is one of our 

respondents who felt that he now was the businessman in the company since someone has to 

be and felt that he had a much more playful and creative role in his computer game 

development company before the involvement of venture capitalists. 

“The business becomes more legit when you get founded, that made us act more serious as 
well” 

Two of our respondents said that the investment enabled them to separate their personal 

lives from the company and they felt like they could be sick or take a vacation without 

negative consequences for the business. This also led to them being more open to accept new 

goals and strategies for their companies and also adapting to the venture capitalists’ view of 

success. 

“Now me and the company are two separate things, in the beginning they were the same. I 
am not as emotionally attached to the company anymore” 

“The company is not my baby anymore, it has grown up” 
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Venture capital’s position in the ventures 
The knowledge and capital that the entrepreneurs received from the venture capitalists 

did not come without demands. All of the interviewed entrepreneurs agreed that, even though 

in slightly different ways, the venture capital involvement in their companies changed daily 

operations and increased the demands on the venture. Entrepreneurs reported increased 

reporting, monthly newsletters to investors, weekly phone calls and other forms of financial 

follow-up. The most noticeable consequence on the increased demand on the companies was 

that the venture capitalists, often through a seat in the board of directors, set goals and target 

values that the company needed to reach in a certain time period. Some of our respondents 

also had these goals and duties written in shareholder agreements with the venture capitalists. 

“It became a completely different company after the investment. Our sales target went 
from one million to six this year…our shareholder agreement basically states that the 
company should make lots of money” 

“Our sales goals for the first year was tripled at our first board meeting after the 
investment. But maybe they were a bit to low to begin with” 

Furthermore, even when goals were not that formalised, several of the entrepreneurs 

felt a need to satisfy their investors and their wish for high growth and profitability. Most of 

them did not seem bothered by this, rather they saw it as a good way of motivation. One of 

the respondents also expressed a feeling of shared responsibility for the venture and felt 

relieved to not be the only stakeholder in the company. 

DISCUSSION 
This thesis sets out to study entrepreneurs’ view of success and whether venture capital 

involvement impacts this view. It furthermore aims to explore how venture capital impacts 

the start-up company and how that may be tied to a potential change in the entrepreneurs’ 

view of success. Numerous previous studies have investigated both success from the 

entrepreneurs’ perspective as well as venture capitalists, but there is limited research on how 

they interact. Through semi-structured interviews with first-time entrepreneurs that have 

received venture capital funding we explore their view of success and interaction with 

venture capitalists to answer our research questions. 

Venture capital involvement seems to indeed have an impact on the entrepreneurs’ 

view of success. The change in success definition for the entrepreneur went from a personal 

and interpersonal influenced view, to a more financial sided definition much more like the 
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venture capitalists success definition. Our study shows that the venture capitalists seem to 

inspire and teach entrepreneurs what a successful venture might look like, with more 

financial measurements as growth and venture valuation as indicators. More often than not, 

the entrepreneurs welcomed this change and gradually became more like the venture 

capitalists in their way of looking at venture success. Some of the interpersonal aspects of 

success that initially were important for the entrepreneur, for example to contribute to the 

society in different ways, decreased in importance as the entrepreneurs became more 

financially focused in their success definitions. Venture capitalists seemed to create 

businessmen out of first-time entrepreneurs, similar to how a professor would turn young 

students into academics and scientists. 

As a final question in our interview guide, to get a general understanding of the 

entrepreneurs experience of having a venture capitalist on board in their companies, we asked 

if money wasn't a factor, would they still involve a venture capitalist in their first venture? 

All of our respondents agreed that they would, but only the right ones that bring value and 

knowledge to the company. The passive “just-money”-investors was of little interest to our 

respondents in this case. As prior research suggest, the venture capitalist often act as an door 

opener for the entrepreneur with their contact network and know-how. This value seemed to 

be worth the piece of the pie the venture capitalists want, since the entrepreneurs gradually 

learned how to bake the pie themselves and could get hold of the right ingredients to the right 

prices. 

The findings in this study could have practical implications for first-time entrepreneurs. 

The findings can help them prepare for what to expect from a venture capital investment in 

their ventures. Perhaps are the value that venture capital bring to the table more valuable for 

companies in certain sectors than other, so the insight from our findings could help first-time 

entrepreneurs weigh pros and cons with venture capital- against other types of investment 

options. 

Sweden's today most highly valued and famous technology company, Spotify, recently 

wrote an open letter to the Swedish government about laws and regulations concerning start-

up companies. The main concern about these laws was regarding stock options to employees 

in non-public start-up companies and tax regulation. Enabling and stimulating 

entrepreneurship is a high priority task for decision makers and the results of this study could 

provide an initial view for the decision makers in Sweden to understand the entrepreneurs’ 

success definitions, and how they might change. In this way, this study can help create a 
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better understanding about how to create laws, regulations and public policies to help enable 

successful entrepreneurs.  

The contribution of this study were intended to explore a gap in current research about 

entrepreneurial success definitions and the way that venture capital impact the entrepreneurs’ 

view of venture success. We believe that our research has provided some initial insights into 

this matter from the entrepreneurs’ point of view. 

Limitations 
The fact that in general venture capitalists tend to invest in companies they predict will 

have high growth could be seen as a selection bias. Furthermore, solely the fact that the 

entrepreneurs we have interviewed in the study have received venture capital funding makes 

the group a small selection of all first-time entrepreneurs. Also, the fact the project members 

are acquainted with most of the respondents could also be perceived as selection bias.  

The choice to only interview first-time entrepreneurs from different sectors in the 

Uppsala region can also be seen as a narrow selection of the respondents. Another interesting 

approach could be to interview entrepreneurs from a broader geographical area with similar 

investment size and venture capital involvement in order to keep variations out of the study. 

However, in this initial study on the subject we only aim to provide one small piece of the 

puzzle in how different stakeholders impact entrepreneurs’ view of success. 

Identifying indicators of entrepreneurial success is problematic because it has many 

different dimensions and is a multistage process (Brockner et al., 2004). Each indicator of 

entrepreneurial success is a multidimensional phenomenon in its own right (Delmar et al., 

2003). This makes it difficult to point out what exactly contributed to the change in view of 

success. This could lead the reader to question the result of this study, that first-time 

entrepreneurs really learn from the venture capitalist or if the learning just comes naturally 

through general corporate practise.  

To get more accurate answers from the entrepreneurs’ view on venture success before 

venture capital involvement, it might be better to interview entrepreneurs about this matter 

before they got their venture founded. This on the other hand would have been a difficult 

task, since most start-up companies don't manage to get venture capital backing. 

Last but not least, the nature of qualitative research in which the interpretations of one 

researcher may not reflect those of another, can be impacted by selective recall and self-

serving biases of the participants (Fisher et al., 2014). 
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Future research 
Since our sample size in this study was limited, it would be interesting to confirm our 

findings in further studies with a larger sample size. This could for example be done through 

a quantitative study with a large number of respondents from venture capital backed 

companies in many different segments and geographical settings. The analysis of a study like 

this would most likely result in generalizable results regarding venture capital involvement in 

start-up companies. To also include our findings about how entrepreneurs views changes 

gradually over time, depending on how much time they spend with the venture capitalists, 

would create a deeper understanding about this phenomenon. 

Our findings are based on the entrepreneurs’ perspective, with the venture capitalists as 

teachers and the entrepreneurs as students. But is this view really shared by the venture 

capitalists? Furthermore, the venture capitalists might not create as much value to 

experienced entrepreneurs since he or she already learned a lot from previous venture 

experiences. A study of our findings from the venture capitalist's point of view would 

therefore be interesting to shed light on the matter from another perspective. 

CONCLUSION 
To conclude, our results support prior research that venture capitalists success 

definition is heavily leaned towards financial factors such as growth, profitability and 

company valuation while entrepreneur’s view of success varies significantly, but is in general 

tilted towards personal and interpersonal criteria rather that financial or business factors. 

After the venture capital investment, the entrepreneurs’ view of success changes, mainly by 

imitating and learning from the venture capitalist. The entrepreneurs’ view of success 

becomes more and more like the venture capitalist financial definition and moves gradually 

away from their initial more personal- and interpersonal definition. 
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APPENDIX:  SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 
Subject: 

Time: 

Place: 

 

1. Personal/entrepreneurial background 

Age: 

Education: 

Previous work experience: 

Years/months of being an entrepreneur in the current (first) venture: 

Percentage of ownership in the company: 

 

2. Venture background 

Sector: 

Size: 

Number of employees: 

Number of founders: 

Original board members (pre-investment): 

Current board members (post-investment): 

Investors: 

Type of venture capitalist: 

Amount invested: 

Number of investors: 

Date (how long ago): 

 

3. What is your view of success now? 

Financial, professional autonomy, work-life balance, personal fulfilment, creating something 

new, making the world a better place etc. 

 

4. Think back, what was your view of a success when you started the venture? 

Personal goals? What motivated you to start the venture? 

Financial, professional autonomy, work-life balance, personal fulfilment, creating something 

new, making the world a better place etc. 
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5. How did venture capital change your venture? 

Encourage risk 

Knowledge 

Work methods/structure etc. 

Business mind-set 

Means to hire employees, expand etc. 

Make money, enable an exit 

 

6. How did the venture capital investment change your perception of success? 

 

7. Describe your interaction with the venture capitalists. 

 

8. How do you feel about how venture capital has changed your venture? 

Improved the venture’s chance of success? 

Changed the goals of the venture in a good or bad way? 

 

9. How do you feel about how venture capital has changed you as an entrepreneur? 

Adapted properly or had to give up on your goals and beliefs? 

 

10. If you had the capital yourself, would you still seek venture capital financing? 

Was the venture capital financing just for the money or did it bring something else? 

Were the changes overall positive or negative excluding the capital? 


