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Abstract (English)

There is consensus in literature that green start-ups, which develop sustainable and partly
disruptive technologies, play a decisive role in the sustainable transformation of the economy.
However, despite the immediate need for sustainable transformation and their key role in it,
such green start-ups face a variety of challenges that exceed those of conventional start-ups.
This approach proposes a strategic alliance consisting exclusively of green start-ups from
various markets and countries to drive sustainable transformation by enabling companies to
achieve CO2-neutrality through the alliance product portfolio. The objectives of this research
are twofold. First, an overview of the current state of research on green start-ups and their
challenges, as well as on strategic alliances with an overarching purpose as their market entry
mode, is created. Second, the overall aim of the research is to determine whether such
strategic alliance can facilitate market entry into each other's markets and thus lead to a
sustainable transformation of the economy. An extensive literature review was compiled in
the first step. This was followed by four expert interviews with founders of green start-ups,
who can be considered as possible alliance partners based on their solutions, to critically
scrutinize or support the current state of research. The research provides a comprehensive
overview of the current state. The question of the extent to which such an alliance can
facilitate market entry into the respective other markets can be answered primarily by
promoting legitimacy, as well as access to the customer base of the other partners and to
valuable market knowledge. In addition, the sustainable transformation of the economy can
be driven forward through the formation of system-level legitimacy and consequently
through the creation of system-level resources. This study closes several research gaps. By
providing a foundational understanding of the challenges faced by green start-ups, it can
contribute to developing strategies to overcome them. Furthermore, it offers a comparative
analysis of the opportunities afforded by strategic alliances specifically for green start-ups
versus conventional companies, and evaluates the effectiveness of these alliances as a market
entry mode. Additionally, the research explores if and how strategic alliances among green
start-ups can drive the sustainable transformation of the economy. In conclusion, the study
also opens up new research fields by identifying new gaps.



Abstract (German)

In der Wissenschaft besteht Konsens, dass grüne Start-ups, die nachhaltige, teils disruptive
Technologien entwickeln, eine entscheidende Rolle in der nachhaltigen Transformation der
Wirtschaft spielen. Doch trotz der unmittelbaren Notwendigkeit für nachhaltige
Transformation, sowie deren Schlüsselrolle dabei, kämpfen grüne Start-ups mit einer Reihe
von Herausforderungen, die über die von konventionellen Start-ups hinausgehen. Der Ansatz
dieser Arbeit umfasst eine strategische Allianz, bestehend aus grünen Start-ups aus
verschiedenen Märkten und Ländern, die beinahe jedes Unternehmen durch das
Produktportfolio der Allianz CO2-neutral machen kann. Die Ziele dieser Untersuchung sind
zweigeteilt. Einerseits wird ein Überblick über den aktuellen Stand der Forschung zu grünen
Start-ups und ihren Herausforderungen sowie zu strategischen Allianzen mit einem
übergreifenden Zweck als Markteintritts-Modus geschaffen. Andererseits soll untersucht
werden, ob solche strategischen Allianzen den Markteintritt in die jeweils anderen Märkte
erleichtern und damit zu einer nachhaltigen Transformation der Wirtschaft führen können. Im
ersten Schritt wurde eine umfangreiche Literaturrecherche durchgeführt. Es folgten vier
Experteninterviews mit Gründern grüner Start-ups, die aufgrund ihrer Lösungen als mögliche
Allianzpartner in Frage kommen. Die Untersuchung gibt einen Überblick über den aktuellen
Stand der Forschung. Die Frage, inwieweit eine solche Allianz den Markteintritt in die
jeweils anderen Märkte erleichtern kann, lässt sich vor allem durch die Förderung der
Legitimität sowie den Zugang zum Kundenstamm der anderen Partner und zu wertvollem
Marktwissen beantworten. Darüber hinaus kann die nachhaltige Transformation der
Wirtschaft durch die Bildung von Legitimität auf Systemebene und damit durch die
Schaffung von Ressourcen auf Systemebene vorangetrieben werden. Diese Arbeit schließt
mehrere Forschungslücken. Indem sie ein grundlegendes Verständnis der Herausforderungen
grüner Start-ups vermittelt, kann sie zur Entwicklung von Strategien zur Bewältigung
beitragen. Darüber hinaus bietet sie eine Analyse der Möglichkeiten, die sich durch
strategische Allianzen speziell für grüne Start-ups im Vergleich zu konventionellen
Unternehmen ergeben, und bewertet die Wirksamkeit dieser Allianzen als
Markteintritts-Modus. Darüber hinaus untersucht die Studie, ob und wie strategische
Allianzen zwischen grünen Start-ups die nachhaltige Transformation der Wirtschaft
vorantreiben können. Abschließend eröffnet sie neue Forschungsfelder, indem sie Lücken
aufzeigt.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Relevance

Al Gore, Nobel Peace Prize Laureate (2010)

We all perceive the earth as a grand playground, the stage where every event of our lives has
unfolded and where, for most of us, our future experiences will continue to occur. We have
long seen the earth as indestructible, self-sustaining and only conditionally changeable,
believing that landscapes and coastal areas will remain the same, that summer remains
summer and that winter will reliably bring snow to clear from the driveway at Christmas. But
that is not the case.

This is the reality. Climate change is like a complex puzzle whose pieces are slowly
assembling to form a picture of devastating power and immeasurable significance. Each
piece, whether it is excessive wildfires, more frequent storms or melting glaciers, contributes
to forming the overall picture of a changing world. This puzzle is man-made. The majority of
scientists today agree with the notion that humans are severely degrading many of earth's
ecosystems and are responsible for releasing excessive amounts of greenhouse gasses (Cohen
and Winn 2007). Initially, nature maintained a balance for millions of years. However, with
the advent of human activity, excessive CO2 began to be released. Natural buffers, like
forests and oceans, once absorbed some emissions, but human actions have compromised
their effectiveness. As a result, CO2 emissions are rising while natural carbon absorption is
declining, exacerbating climate change. But who or what is to blame? Can global warming
and its consequences be halted, and if so, how?
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The economy is often viewed as one of the largest contributors to environmental degradation.
Companies are considered by many to be the main players creating environmental and social
problems and thus to be the source of a lack of sustainability in society (Schaltegger and
Wagner 2011). Profit-related goals are pursued in their production using massive amounts of
resources and emitting large quantities of CO2. The potential negative impact of business on
the environment has raised concerns among practitioners and academics in the field of
sustainability and sustainable development (Cohen and Winn 2007). But do large
corporations automatically have to exploit and destroy in order to operate profitably?

There is no doubt that something has to change; the economy has to become permanently
sustainable. In science, this is partly referred to as 'sustainable transformation'. The term
refers to fundamental, cross-sectoral changes that do not have a negative impact on other
sectors or dimensions of sustainability, representing processes of change in human society
involved in moving towards more sustainable and equitable futures (Salomaa and Juhola
2020). This transformation requires profound technological, organizational and institutional
changes and is partly the result of purposeful strategies (Köhler et al. 2019; Tziva et al.
2021). Such strategies are often pursued by aspiring entrepreneurs who develop and market
products or services that not only contribute to achieving environmental goals, but are also
geared towards making the economy greener and who found a business from this - green
start-ups (Bergset and Fichter 2015).

Green start-ups are anticipated to be more innovative and more credible than established
companies in their approach to sustainability, positioning them as key actors in the
transformation toward a sustainable future (Ribeiro-Soriano and Piñeiro-Chousa 2021;
Hockerts and Wüstenhagen 2010). These efforts prove crucial because, if we have not yet
passed the critical tipping points in our ecosystems, it is imperative to have proactive leaders
who initiate and drive meaningful changes. Humanity has a duty not only to the earth, which
sustains our lives, but also to future generations. However, small actors alone cannot muster
the necessary resources or achieve the scale required for such transformative change.
Collective action is essential, ambitious minds must unite to address the consequences of our
actions over recent decades. One effective approach is to form strategic alliances.

The idea behind this research involves a strategic alliance of green start-ups that, by joining
forces, can make any company CO2-neutral. Each start-up operates in different countries and
industries offering different solutions and together they form a product portfolio that can be
tailored to any company. For instance, a target company in the manufacturing industry may
need more support to become carbon-neutral in the area of energy and less in the area of
business travel. A consultancy whose consultants are permanently on the road, on the other
hand, needs less support in the energy sector. The first step is to increase the sphere of
influence of each green start-up by facilitating their access to the other markets, so that they
can then move on to driving forward the sustainable transformation of the economy and thus
creating a solution to combat global warming. It is therefore a matter of pushing the small but
so essential expanding their impact and making a genuine contribution. Because individually,
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they also represent puzzle pieces, each offering only a partial view. However, when
combined, they create a complete picture and convey a powerful message.

There certainly are paths to lowering the earth's fever, but this requires everyone to unite.

1.2. Research gap

This academic research deals with such an alliance and attempts to investigate its possibilities
and influence. A large number of topics are still unexplored on several levels and require
increased focus. The gaps that this work attempts to close are presented below. These
research gaps are first explained in ascending order with regard to the academic context, and
then in the economic context.

Academic context

Still, there remains inconsistency in the literature regarding the terminology of such start-ups.
For instance, no distinction is frequently made between sustainable entrepreneurship
(Hoogendoorn, Van Der Zwan, and Thurik 2019; Muñoz and Cohen 2018), ecological
entrepreneurship (Kuckertz, Berger, and Gaudig 2019), or green start-ups (Bergset 2018;
O’Neill and Gibbs 2016). In this work, the terminology of green start-ups is utilized and all
sources are evaluated and elaborated with regard to such definition.

In an academic context, there is barely any comprehensive overview of the green start-ups
challenges that they have to contend with. According to Bergset and Fichter (2015), little is
known about the challenges facing green start-ups. The sources identified in the following
literature review relate exclusively to sub-areas and, if at all, address these at a more general
level. The focus is mainly on individual challenges that underlie the respective research topic,
be it financial challenges (Bergset 2018; De Lange 2017; Gast, Gundolf, and Cesinger 2017),
institutional challenges (Pacheco, Dean, and Payne 2010; Vermunt et al. 2019), or challenges
relating to the business model (Kuckertz, Berger, and Gaudig 2019; Ribeiro-Soriano and
Piñeiro-Chousa 2021; Schaltegger and Wagner 2011; Weissbrod and Bocken 2017). With
regard to the business model, the focus is also predominantly on target companies and how
they can adapt to a more sustainable business model (Geissdoerfer, Vladimirova, and Evans
2018). This study therefore serves as an initial overview in which all areas of challenges
faced by green start-ups are presented. This also involves the first comparison of general
start-ups and companies with green start-ups.

With regard to the opportunities offered by strategic alliances, the participants mostly
comprise various players such as established companies (Lopes Cancela, Coelho, and Neves
2023; Shah 2011). Furthermore, there can be identified considerable literature on strategic
alliances with institutional organizations at both governmental and non-governmental level
(Doblinger, Surana, and Anadon 2019; Tziva et al. 2021). A strategic alliance and its
opportunities exclusively between green start-ups has not yet been investigated in the
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literature. Also, no distinction has been made to date between general start-ups or established
market players such as MNCs and green start-ups. There is hardly any literature on a
comparison of the extent to which strategic alliances can offer green start-ups other
opportunities than general start-ups and companies, as well as the foundation of such
arguments on the previously identified challenges of such green start-ups.

An elaborated overview of strategic alliances with the overarching purpose of contributing to
the sustainable transformation of the economy - here by providing a diversifiable product
portfolio that can make any company CO2-neutral - has not yet been examined. There do
exist studies that examine systemic change towards sustainable transformation and
investigate how this can be achieved through alliances (e.g. Tziva et al. 2021). However,
there are hardly any publications that consider the key actors in the form of green start-ups,
which operate as a driving force with their partly disruptive innovations and technologies,
and how such an alliance between these green start-ups can provide a meaningful
contribution.

Economic context

In the economic context, a strategic alliance of different green start-ups, all of which offer
software-as-a-service, which operate in different sectors or industries and which are based in
different countries, has rarely been implemented to date. Although each of the green start-ups
is driven by the motive of pushing forward the sustainable transformation, it is rare to identify
a strategic alliance that has set itself the goal of creating a product portfolio that can lead
almost any company to carbon neutrality. As founders of such disruptive innovations and
technologies often find themselves in similar circumstances, valuable synergies can certainly
arise here. True to the principle 'We're all in this together'. Not only does such an alliance
offer economic added value, it also carries a symbolic value in that players from different
situations and circumstances join forces with the same overarching goal and jointly combat
climate change.

1.3. Research questions

Like any other newly founded company, green start-ups also encounter a variety of
challenges. In addition, with their sustainable and sometimes disruptive technologies, they are
pursuing an overarching goal that also requires a social rethink, namely to make a decisive
contribution to combating climate change and to restructure the economy as it is carried out
today. As a result, green start-ups can face a range of challenges that may well exceed those
of conventional start-ups. By joining forces through a strategic alliance with other green
start-ups, these can be tackled collectively. As the start-ups are further located in different
markets, this could make it easier to enter each other's markets. In addition, the broad product
portfolio, consisting of various software solutions for different objectives, that can lead any
company to carbon neutrality can enable a truly decisive contribution to be achieved. This
leads to the following overarching research question RQ:
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RQ - Given the challenges a green start-up faces, how can a strategic alliance between green
start-ups from different markets facilitate their market entry into the other start-ups markets and,

subsequently, lead to sustainable transition of the economy?

The first stage involves developing the components of the overarching research question
based on scientific literature, starting with the challenges a green start-up faces. Such
start-ups with sustainable solutions represent partly disruptive innovations, which leads them
to be involved in business activities where markets are generally characterized by
imperfection and failure (Gast, Gundolf, and Cesinger 2017). Not only do these startups have
to overcome different or additional challenges beyond those of a conventional start-up, as
already mentioned, but these can also complicate a successful market entry into international
markets. Thus, the first step is to work out which market entry challenges green start-ups face
in order to then design a strategic alliance that can be used to overcome them and,
subsequently, ensure a successful market entry. In order to make the conclusions and
arguments coherent, it is necessary to focus on the challenges that arise when successfully
entering other markets and that can be overcome by entering into a strategic alliance. To
investigate this phase, the first sub-research question Sub-RQ1 is as follows:

Sub-RQ1 - Which challenges that green start-ups face can arise for a successful market entry, for
which a strategic alliance between green start-ups from different markets can offer solutions?

The planned alliance consists exclusively of green start-ups, which is a novelty insofar as it
remains largely unexplored in the literature. This can provide green start-ups with equally
differentiated opportunities compared to conventional start-ups and larger companies, partly
due to the fact that the latter are not incorporated into the alliance. In addition to conventional
opportunities through strategic alliances, the circumstance that the green start-ups are
domiciled in different markets may also offer increased potential to facilitate market entry
into each other's markets. The logical subsequent stage represents to determine what
opportunities are emerging to facilitate mutual market entry and therefore results in the
second sub-research question Sub-RQ2:

Sub-RQ2 - What opportunities are offered specifically for green start-ups by a strategic alliance
between green start-ups from different markets that can be used to facilitate market entry into each

other's markets?

The overarching purpose that practically every green start-up pursues is to make a
contribution to sustainability in their own specific manner. This is because they play a
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fundamental role in developing solutions for, and fostering, a societal transition towards a
low carbon society (Bergmann and Utikal 2021). It can be speculated that an even more
significant contribution can be achieved by joining forces. The final step is therefore to work
out how a strategic alliance consisting exclusively of green start-ups can contribute to the
sustainable transformation of the economy and what actions need to be taken to achieve this.
This results in the final sub-research question Sub-RQ3:

Sub-RQ3 - How can the opportunities offered by a strategic alliance between green start-ups from
different markets be used to lead to sustainable transition of the economy?

The research question and sub-research questions are processed in the findings in the
following order: First, the individual sub-areas must be answered in order to subsequently be
able to address the overarching research question, which is why the process starts with
sub-RQ1 and continues to sub-RQ3, whereby propositions are set up for each. Finally, the
overarching Research Question RQ can be considered.

2. Literature review

The first approach involves analyzing and compiling existing scientific literature in order to
identify all the prevailing barriers or challenges faced by startups that want to make a
contribution to the sustainable transformation towards a circular economy with their
innovative solution/product. Once these have been identified, the next step is to work out
opportunities for covering or overcoming them through a strategic alliance in order to create a
sufficient foundation of argumentation for the design of such an alliance. It is then imperative
to determine success factors for the effective functionality of such an alliance in order to
derive recommendations for planning and action in the initial conceptualization. The aim of
such a strategic alliance is to enable or at least facilitate the successful entry of sustainable
start-ups into international markets. In order to concretize the overall picture, the final step of
the literature review will examine which different market entry modes exist, which scientific
theories can be used to explain the choice of a suitable one and, more narrowed, which
theories can be applied to determine the suitability of strategic alliances as a market entry
mode for green start-ups. This agenda is pursued after the inclusion criteria, the review
procedure, the definitions of green start-ups, of strategic alliances and of market entry modes
are briefly presented in the preliminary step.
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2.1. Data & Method

2.1.1. Inclusion criteria & Article selection

In order to ensure a consistent argumentation, a strict selection mechanism is applied in the
literature review. To identify a comprehensive range of sources, several databases were
consulted. The focus here was primarily on ScienceDirect and Scopus database as primary
source of data. The greatest thoroughness is applied in these databases. For a more broader
outlook, further databases were then consulted, specifically Emerald Insight, SageJournals,
JSTOR and Wiley Online Library and, in order not to overlook frequently cited documents,
Google Scholar was used for verification as a third stage. Only peer-reviewed papers from the
leading scientific economics and sustainability journals and renowned books are considered
and no exceptions are made. Furthermore, only keywords that demonstrably contribute to or
are associated with the existing topic are used for the research. For the novel companies
considered here, numerous modifications of the keywords were taken into account, which
could be linked by definitions and explanations from previous literature - more specifically
green startups, sustainable startups, sustainable entrepreneurship, green entrepreneurship,
ecopreneurship, ecological entrepreneurship, sustainable SMEs, green SMEs. Furthermore,
the following keywords were applied in the second and third sections of the review in order
to address the opportunities for and the success factors of strategic alliances: alliance success
factors, alliance requirements, alliance performance, alliance outcome, alliance longevity,
value co-creation, alliance drivers, strategic motives and alliance capabilities. In the last
section on market entry modes, the following terms were primarily utilized: Market entry
mode, market entry strategy, organizational (entry) structure, market establishment mode,
market entries, foreign establishment mode, entry choice. A comprehensible justification for
the addition of the keywords can also be found in 7.1 in the appendix. It is also relevant to
emphasize that sections 2.2.2. and 2.2.4. of the literature review also include a limited
number of papers that deal with multinational enterprises (MNEs) and conventional start-ups
and therefore not specifically with green startups. The background to this is to obtain an
all-encompassing level of knowledge in order to cover all eventualities on the one hand and
to be able to draw possible overarching conclusions on the other. However, these are
purposely distinguished from each other.

2.1.2. Review method

Due to the use of the different databases, it was possible to carry out a strict selection process
involving three rounds of selection. The first phase involves using the keyword search to
examine the thematic relevance of articles found by comparing the title, abstract and
keywords used with the existing ones. In the second phase, the focus is already partly placed
on a strategic fit in order to have a sufficiently solid argumentation base for the development
of such an alliance network through the literature review. The selection here is undertaken on
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the basis of managerial implications and limitations and examines not only the thematic fit
but equally the strategic fit. In the third round of the selection process, full emphasis is then
placed on the strategic component, which is why articles that might be related thematically
but did not fit in strategically were eliminated. Of the approximately 200 papers screened in
this way in each subsection, 54 papers remained in the first section on the challenges of green
start-ups, 44 papers on the opportunities of strategic alliances, 46 on the success factors of the
latter and 50 articles that were deemed relevant with regard to market entry modes. Fig. 1
visualizes the literature selection process, including a schematic representation of the main
reasons for the exclusion of articles in each of the three rounds.

Figure 1: Own Illustration (2023)

In the following step of the review process, all the papers included were analyzed in detail,
the most relevant findings were compiled and, in the final phase, the overarching outcomes
were drawn together. This complete composition can be taken from the appendix, and the
elaborated findings are presented in the following.

2.1.3. Terminology of green startups

The research field on startups, which aim to contribute to a greener economy with their
sustainable solutions, is still relatively new and certainly unfounded and, also, there is still
little consensus on the terminology used to define such ventures. Many authors use the term
sustainable entrepreneurship, which, however, includes not only new types of start-ups but
also existing market players that are refocusing their business ventures on more sustainable
(production & marketing) approaches. In general, the term sustainable entrepreneurship can
be defined as an innovative, market-oriented approach that integrates economic, social, and
environmental goals, creating value by identifying and capitalizing on opportunities to
advance sustainability and address market failures (Dean and McMullen 2007; Hockerts and
Wüstenhagen 2010; Kuckertz and Wagner 2010; Lans, Blok, and Wesselink 2014;
Schaltegger and Wagner 2011; Shepherd and Patzelt 2011). Sustainable entrepreneurship is
therefore focused on the preservation of nature, life support, and community in the pursuit of
perceived opportunities to bring into existence future products, processes, and services for
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gain, where gain is broadly construed to include economic and non–economic gains to
individuals, the economy, and society (Shepherd and Patzelt 2011). The terms ecopreneurship
and ecological entrepreneurship serve more as subcategories of sustainable entrepreneurship.
Ecopreneurship is the practice of creating new businesses that are profitable and based on
goods or services that are impure public goods with environmental benefits, but it is only part
of sustainable entrepreneurship and thus not synonymous because, for example, it does not
explicitly include the preservation of communities and the development of non-economic
benefits for individuals and societies (Shepherd and Patzelt 2011). Ecological
entrepreneurship is the process of identifying, evaluating and exploiting entrepreneurial
opportunities that minimize a company's impact on the natural environment and thus create
benefits for society as a whole and for local communities, but shifts the focus from economic
growth (Gast, Gundolf, and Cesinger 2017). Another frequently applied terminology is green
entrepreneurship. This refers to a commercially oriented business that focuses on
technological development that can help reduce human impact on the environment and
addresses global environmental issues (Mrkajic, Murtinu, and Scalera 2019; Potluri and
Phani 2020). But while sustainable entrepreneurship examines the process of discovering,
evaluating and exploiting entrepreneurial opportunities, taking into economic, social and
environmental aspects, green entrepreneurship focuses only on the environmental dimensions
of sustainability (Binder and Belz 2015). Also, there are two primary justifications for not
adopting the terminology sustainable entrepreneurship in this work. Firstly, the concept of the
triple bottom line is decisive. This represents the balance between economic health
(economy), social equity (people) and environmental resilience (planet) through their
entrepreneurial behavior (Elkington and Rowlands 1999). Aside from the term sustainable
entrepreneurship, the other definitions are each identified with a focus exclusively on
sub-sectors of this, which is why they are taken into account but not utilized as an
overarching terminology. Furthermore, the term sustainable entrepreneurship is not used here,
as it also includes existing market players that are relocating their business ventures to more
sustainable (production & marketing) approaches, which are consequently not considered as
overarching terminology in this analysis. The term green startups is therefore applied here.
Such green start-ups are young and innovative companies that are committed to the triple
bottom line value-creation, that strategically develop and market products or services that not
only contribute to achieving environmental goals, but are also designed to make the economy
greener, and that focus on profitability while minimizing environmental impact and
pioneering market-based solutions to environmental problems traditionally addressed by
governments and non-profit organizations (Bergset 2015; Bergset and Fichter 2015;
Bhatnagar, Taneja, and Özen 2022; Criscuolo and Menon 2015; Kuckertz, Berger, and
Gaudig 2019; Sadma 2021).

2.1.4. Definition of strategic alliances

Numerous definitions of strategic alliances have been published in the literature, the most
relevant of which have common points of focus. For example, Hitt, Dacin, and Levitas (2024)
define strategic alliances as 'long-term cooperative arrangements between two or more firms
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to improve their competitive position and performance by sharing resources.' Of particular
relevance here is the concept of long-term, which shows that strategic alliances are in most
cases based on long-term motivations. Furthermore, Agarwal, Croson, and Mahoney (2010)
define them as an 'inter-organizational form where multiple exchange partners agree to invest
resources, share knowledge, and engage in economic value-creating activities that build on
synergies between the resources and capabilities that each of the exchange partner firms bring
to the alliance.' This in particular focuses on joint value creation, also known as value
co-creation, through synergy effects of the resources available to the respective partners. A
further relevant definition for this analysis was provided by Windsperger, Galak, and Raha
(2023) who consider strategic alliances to be 'inter-organizational networks that are
characterized by two forms of governance: Either only decision-making rights are assigned
between the network partners, or decision-making and ownership rights are assigned between
them.' In this case, there comes the level of control, which plays a primary role in the
subsequent design of the alliance. Finally, Lambe, Spekman, and Hunt´s (2002) definition is
considered, viewing it as a 'cooperative effort between two or more companies in which the
companies pool their resources to achieve compatible goals that they could not easily achieve
alone.' It shows that companies primarily enter into strategic alliances when they cannot
easily accomplish objectives on their own. To summarize the above definitions, strategic
alliances primarily describe an inter-organizational collaboration that pursues a long-term
motive and generates value co-creation through resource and knowledge synergies that a
partner company would not have been able to achieve on its own to this extent. In addition,
the level of control of the individual partners in the alliance represents a key strategic
decision in the formation of such.

2.1.5. Definition of market entry modes

A wide range of definitions also exist for market entry modes, the most relevant of which are
examined here. Generally, market entry modes refer to institutional agreements that enable
the entry of a company's products, services, technology, human capabilities, management or
other resources into another country (Calof 1993; Robles, El-Ansary, and Root 1988). A more
detailed perspective is provided by Sharma and Erramilli (2004), who address a structural
arrangement that allows a company to implement its product market strategy in a host
country by either marketing only or both producing and marketing there itself or in
partnership with others. This already provides an initial insight into the distinction between
these entry modes, which can be categorized according to their level of control or the extent
of their equity rights. In this context, it is also crucial to differentiate from the term
'internationalization'. Internationalization essentially refers to the strategic process of
selecting entrance and allocating and implementing organizational resources and capabilities
in foreign markets, primarily expanding companies' businesses (Autio and Zander 2016). The
process of corporate internationalization involves a number of key decisions: Location
(whether a company should invest in a particular host country), mode of entry, level of
investment, and how the foreign company should be controlled and managed (Beugelsdijk et
al. 2018). Thus, the main difference consists in the fact that 'internationalization' describes the
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entire process of expansion into international markets, meanwhile 'market entry modes' refers
specifically to the different methods or strategies a company can apply to enter a new market.

2.2. Comparison of literature

2.2.1. (Market entry) Challenges of green startups

With the assistance of the literature research approach described above, 10 overarching areas
of challenges or barriers of green startups could be identified in which the most diverse
characteristics arise. These are outlined in the following in ascending order of importance for
this research or of occurrence in the literature.

Green start-ups face various technological challenges. For instance, Khan and Bohnsack
(2020) identified that disruptive innovations (sustainable technologies) often have difficulties
penetrating the mainstream market, especially those that benefit society. They tend to
underperform on attributes that are considered as key attributes of incumbent technologies
(Bohnsack and Pinkse 2017). Disruptive innovation places significant emphasis on the
transformative effect an innovation has within the market, encompassing both disruptive
technologies and disruptive business models (Khan and Bohnsack 2020). The success of
those is therefore determined by technological progress and the business model. If
technological progress is not fast enough to cross the trajectory of the incumbent technology,
the technology might fail (Khan and Bohnsack 2020). In addition, technological barriers
emerge in the continuing education of the entrepreneur, reflecting the challenges of
developing new solutions and improving entrepreneurial performance, as the CEO of the
company often pursues other academic activities (Nunes, Morioka, and Bolis 2022).
Regarding a disruptive business model, due to the combination of market, technology and
socio-cultural uncertainties, it is difficult to capture value (Susteras and Brito 2023). Further
to that, due to the underperformance of attributes that are considered as key attributes of
incumbent technologies, an adequate value proposition of the disruptive innovation is
required to increase mainstream customer appeal (Bohnsack and Pinkse 2017). Accordingly,
it can be summarized that disruptive innovations/technologies, such as those of green
start-ups, generally struggle to convince a critical mass with a corresponding value
proposition and thus surpass established technologies, and that founders face significant time
limitations in order to develop the disruptive technology and, thus, to achieve a competitive
technological advantage.

Furthermore, challenges also emerge from the inherent characteristics of the entrepreneurs
themselves, accentuating the tension between ethical objectives and profit motives (Linnanen
2016). Some entrepreneurs prioritize social benefit over financial gain, facing obstacles
rooted in the continued dominance of conventional interpretations of entrepreneurship and
associated values that still perpetuate ideals associated with entrepreneurship that emphasize
characteristics such as profit-seeking, economic growth and aggressive behavior in
mainstream society (Linnanen 2016; O’Neill and Gibbs 2016). Green entrepreneurs,
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motivated by diverse backgrounds, grapple with the intricate task of balancing private and
societal value creation on the one hand and are more concerned about personal failure than
ordinary entrepreneurs on the other, as they have to tackle more complex relationships with
stakeholders that surpass the challenges encountered by regular founders (Hoogendoorn, Van
Der Zwan, and Thurik 2019). Moreover, their varied motivations and non-business-oriented
backgrounds contribute to the struggle of legitimizing their presence in the market,
compelling alignment with diverse audience expectations. This alignment, however, may
conflict with the founder's original intent to create a tangible impact on the transformation
toward a more sustainable economy.

Green startups, like any other type of startup, must overcome the challenge of building and
managing strategic relationships to relevant counterparts that can be of assistance and
support to scale and diffuse the sustainable solution (suppliers, customers, investors and
policy makers) in order to develop their business, build a new network or gain a foothold in
an existing network (Baraldi et al. 2019; Ribeiro-Soriano and Piñeiro-Chousa 2021).
Crucially, these partnerships should help them to meet their triple-bottom-line value creation
objective, which is not a primary focus for ordinary start-ups. A green start-up with an
excellent economic value creation capacity needs to achieve comparable environmental and
social outcomes through collaboration with other companies (Weissbrod and Bocken 2017).
A start-up that primarily serves environmental and social outcomes needs to enter into
strategic partnerships that help them create the economic value required for the long-term
viability of the company. It can be concluded that green start-ups need to follow a different,
more cautious approach when establishing a portfolio of strategic partnerships, which does
not only consider economic motives, as otherwise there will appear to be a requirement to
trade-off between the triple bottom line objectives (Sreenivasan and Suresh 2023).

A further challenge identified is the difficulty of scalability of green start-ups
(Palomares-Aguirre et al. 2018). According to the entrepreneurship literature, scaling refers
to organizations undertaking a 'persistently rapid growth' (Reuber, Tippmann, and Monaghan
2021). Here, this is often referred to as the 'green prison' in which they are trapped (Ball and
Kittler 2019; Hockerts and Wüstenhagen 2010; Pacheco, Dean, and Payne 2010). Given that
environmental wellbeing is a public good and therefore non-excludable and that improving
environmental wellbeing benefits all economic actors, regardless of whether they have paid
for it or incurred costs to contribute to it, entrepreneurs are always at a competitive
disadvantage (Ball and Kittler 2019; Pacheco, Dean, and Payne 2010). According to Pacheco,
Dean, and Payne (2010) this is due to the circumstance that they incur additional costs by
implementing the sustainable approach, which they must bear that other less sustainable
actors do not, even though they also benefit from the resulting improvement in environmental
well-being. This characteristic of non-excludability and the lack of economic returns from
pursuing opportunities for sustainable development for target customers can therefore push
green entrepreneurs into boundary areas and make the markets for large-scale production
better suited to incumbents (Pacheco, Dean, and Payne 2010). Furthermore, new innovative
market entrants, which can include green start-ups, face the challenge of both the 'liability of
smallness' and the 'liability of newness'. The former refers to the lack of resources necessary
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to effectively deploy the routines and structure required to implement and scale their strategy
(Gimenez-Fernandez, Sandulli, and Bogers 2020). The latter refers to the difficulty for new
companies to compete with established market players due to limited experience and
establishment of effective operating practices (Stinchcombe 1965). According to
Gimenez-Fernandez, Sandulli and Bogers (2020), the addition of external resources such as
knowledge sources predominantly leads the way in overcoming both liabilities, especially in
high-tech environments, whereas existing internal resources and monetary investment have a
limited impact. Consequently, innovative start-ups face the difficulty of not being able to
grow rapidly enough to compete with established market players and thus face an even
greater difficulty in escaping the 'green prison'.

At the domestic institutional and political level, green start-ups face a number of obstacles.
Many authors argue that green startups struggle with insufficient regulatory support by
domestic institutions, making a general transition to sustainable practices necessary and
possible for all market participants (Berrone et al. 2013; Laukkanen and Patala 2014; O’Neill
and Gibbs 2016; Pinkse and Groot 2015; Vermunt et al. 2019). Already when founding a
green venture, more institutional obstacles in the form of a lack of financial, administrative
and informational support are perceived than with normal entrepreneurs (Hoogendoorn, Van
Der Zwan, and Thurik 2019). They argue that administrative procedures and business
information are not necessarily tailored to sustainable entrepreneurs, that there is still a lack
of support from qualified advisors who disseminate information on best practice models and
are able to tailor such models to local circumstances, and that there remains a lack of
dedicated support structures such as sustainable business incubators and investment funds for
sustainable start-ups. Furthermore, green start-ups often provide solutions that market players
can implement to improve the sustainability of their economic activities. For instance, when
it comes to a reporting solution for CO2 emissions, this only gains relevance for target
companies when the regulatory framework requires them to set limits. Dean and McMullen
(2007) highlight that transaction costs make the internalization of negative environmental
externalities difficult without particular institutions to attribute responsibility for
environmental damage to market actors and charge them for the damage their activities cause.
A clear allocation of responsibility for environmental damage by market players, which could
enable green start-ups to contribute significant value through their sustainable solutions, has
yet to materialize. Thus, in the absence of a regime of property rights that converts
non-excludable and excludable benefits, there will always remain an inefficient supply of
clean technologies (Pacheco, Dean, and Payne 2010). The institutional inadequacy and lax
enforcement of anti-pollution laws renders the markets particularly challenging for green
companies, due to the resulting limited public knowledge and the fact that residents do not
prioritize environmental issues (Sreenivasan and Suresh 2023). In addition to that, a further
challenge to already existing regulations could be identified. Generally speaking, long-term
planning predictability is lacking due to the risk of changes to legislation on environmental
permits (Engelken et al. 2016; Nunes, Morioka, and Bolis 2022; Sreenivasan and Suresh
2023). A country's existing regulations can certainly support the green start-up's solution, but
there is no guarantee that this configuration of institutional laws and norms will remain in
place in the long term and will not be adapted or annulled. Relying solely on regulatory
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support as an argument for a start-up's own solution is therefore not a viable long-term
business strategy. For instance, abrupt legislative changes to taxes, incentives, etc. can change
the sector's market opportunities. In an optimal institutional environment, companies that
want to take advantage of the old policies should continue to do so in order to avoid
disruption to current business models, but in most cases this is simply not the reality
(Sreenivasan and Suresh 2023). Furthermore, there is also a call for entrepreneurial action at
an institutional level. There are certainly limitations to the ability of green entrepreneurs to
engage in policy activities (e.g. information-based activities, activities to influence expert
opinion or self-regulatory activities) and thus gain access to policy makers and influence
public policy (Pinkse and Groot 2015). Nevertheless, green entrepreneurs must initiate
institutional change to bring about changes to existing rules, public policies, standards and
laws (Hoogendoorn, Van Der Zwan, and Thurik 2019; Pacheco, Dean, and Payne 2010).
There is consequently a necessity to change existing institutions in the realm of sustainable
entrepreneurship. It can thus be concluded that green startups typically exploit opportunities
in markets that are characterized by imperfection and failure and that these have a more
significant relationship with institutional regulation, as government regulation in imperfect
markets plays a crucial role in setting the rules of the game and shaping market access
(Cohen and Winn 2007). However, in addition to the fact that there are often inadequate
regulations, there is moreover the risk that these will be adapted or completely changed in the
future and therefore no longer provide a supportive contribution to a sustainable solution,
which the entrepreneur's actions require.

Like any start-up, green start-ups are reliant on the acquisition of sufficient resources, which
most of them lack (Bocken 2015; Ferri and Lipari 2019; Skala 2019; Sreenivasan and Suresh
2023). As the types of entrepreneurial motivation, knowledge and backgrounds of green
entrepreneurs are more diverse and often less business-oriented than typical start-ups, they
primarily face a lack of knowledge and base of information about the target markets, be it
overestimating demand or not understanding customer needs (Bergset 2018; Bergset and
Fichter 2015; Engelken et al. 2016; Skala 2019). As targeted markets in this instance are
often characterized by imperfection and failure, it is particularly essential to have a profound
knowledge base in order to avoid being drowned out in such a challenging market landscape
(Cohen and Winn 2007). However, the availability of information about the markets is
frequently limited and knowledge impedes well-grounded strategic decision-making
(Engelken et al. 2016). Existing resources must therefore be invested in the acquisition of
external knowledge, in the creation of internal knowledge and simultaneously in cooperation
with strategically advantageous partners who can assist in overcoming any issues that may be
encountered, for which they often lack sufficient time resources, since green entrepreneurs
often pursue other academic activities additional to founding a new business (Hoogendoorn,
Van Der Zwan, and Thurik 2019; Nunes, Morioka, and Bolis 2022). But beyond that,
Engelken et al. (2016) identified a shortage of skilled personnel and insufficient knowledge
about potential customers for the renewable energies market, which suggests the general
conclusion that knowledge-intensive markets/sectors such as renewable energies are
confronted with a shortage of qualified, skilled personnel and therefore also green start-ups,
trying to serve solutions for that. In addition, green startups face difficulties in accessing
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venture capital with limited or no collateral to offer their investors due to their lack of
business education, high level of innovation and especially information asymmetries between
entrepreneurs and investors (Bergset 2018; Gast, Gundolf, and Cesinger 2017; Ning, Wang,
and Yu 2015; Randjelovic, O’Rourke, and Orsato 2003). It is problematic for entrepreneurs to
make their sustainable, but rather long-term, value generation attractive to mainstream
investors and thus generate a substantial financial resource base. Green entrepreneurs seem to
know little about the investment community, and many investors believe that green
entrepreneurs lack knowledge about the realities of financial markets and do not comprehend
the interests of investors (Linnanen 2016). In a certain sense, green start-ups convert (parts
of) a public good into private goods, which is a specific phenomenon in corporate financing
(Bergset 2015). The short-term focus of mainstream investors and the long payback periods
of green startups create a dissonance that makes the acquisition of sufficient monetary capital
a challenge for such entrepreneurs (Bergset and Fichter 2015; Bocken 2015; De Lange 2017;
Migendt et al. 2017). This dissonance between the expectations of venture capitalists
regarding quick returns on the one hand and a triple bottom line related potential risk of
'mission drift' of the green company on the other hand are not compatible (Ferri and Lipari
2019; Randjelovic, O’Rourke, and Orsato 2003). As a result, only smaller, weaker groups of
investors are normally accessible (Bocken 2015; Randjelovic, O’Rourke, and Orsato 2003).

One of the most frequently reported challenges for green start-ups is the choice of a suitable
business model (BM). It can generally be difficult to commercialize a start-up's business
solution if customers are not willing to pay for the additional social and environmental value
created by the more sustainable character of its products and services (Kuckertz, Berger, and
Gaudig 2019). To overcome this challenge, the choice of a suitable BM is crucial. Veleva and
Bodkins (2018) view of BM is applied here, using three main elements: the value proposition,
value creation and value capture. A business model is used as a plan that indicates how a new
business can become profitable (Boons and Lüdeke-Freund 2013). According to Boons and
Lüdeke-Freund (2013), it is quite feasible for existing companies to specify these elements of
a general business model concept, but for new sustainable ventures this may be unclear.
There are no comparable conceptual ideas of sustainable business models yet, for which the
lack of clear content related to sustainable development could be an explanation (Boons and
Lüdeke-Freund 2013). Thus, how to translate such a value proposition and the resulting value
creation into a suitable BM depends in the first instance on the overall understanding of the
impact a firm can have (Kuckertz, Berger, and Gaudig 2019). Particular emphasis therefore is
placed on value creation along the triple bottom line, as green start-ups are often forced to
make a trade-off between the three objectives - social, environmental and economic. Of
crucial significance here is the required shift from a focus on environmental issues to the
inclusion of economic aspects on the one side and the necessity to look beyond traditional
business models and include additional environmental and social value creation on the other
side, whereby expected environmental and social objectives often have to be made
subordinate to economic ones to survive (Bergset and Fichter 2015; Kuckertz, Berger, and
Gaudig 2019; Muñoz and Cohen 2018; Ribeiro-Soriano and Piñeiro-Chousa 2021;
Schaltegger and Wagner 2011; Sreenivasan and Suresh 2023). In order to prevent such a
potential 'mission-drift' of the company, the choice of the suitable BM is essential (Ferri and
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Lipari 2019). This paper focuses primarily on green start-ups that offer their sustainable
solution as a product/software-as-a-service. The value proposition of this sustainable BM
focuses on the provision of services; in essence, the ownership of a product remains with the
company and not with the customer and the product is made available to the customer as part
of a rental agreement (Vermunt et al. 2019). This implies that the provider assumes more
responsibility and (financial) risks. In terms of the appropriate value capture, the start-up also
faces the challenge of achieving a scale of operations that is adequate to meet the quantity
and depth of needs in their markets, which can also act as an adequate signal for potential
mainstream investors (De Lange 2017; Palomares-Aguirre et al. 2018). Furthermore, an
ability to rapidly adapt to new BM - namely BM innovation - is required as a critical factor in
securing a sustainable competitive advantage for green start-ups, as it provides them with the
flexibility to overcome the challenges associated with evolving market dynamics
(Chesbrough 2010; Geissdoerfer, Bocken, and Hultink 2016). If technological progress is not
fast enough to cross the trajectory of the incumbent technology, BM innovation can help to
appeal to a wider market and still disrupt the incumbent technology (Khan and Bohnsack
2020). Despite the transformative potential, the market poses a major challenge for BM
innovation, as many of these fail over time, especially in the early stages (Geissdoerfer,
Bocken, and Hultink 2016). The delicate balance between radical innovation and
sustainability is highlighted, emphasizing the risk associated with adopting untested or
inadequately adapted novel BMs, which can lead to the failure of sustainable businesses
(Bocken 2015).

Also in terms of market challenges, a sustainable start-up may experience further and
different types of obstacles than regular start-ups due to their involvement in business
activities where markets are generally characterized by imperfection and failure, which
makes a possible entry more complex and challenging for these companies (Cohen and Winn
2007; Gast, Gundolf, and Cesinger 2017; Hoogendoorn, Van Der Zwan, and Thurik 2019;
Shepherd and Patzelt 2011). In terms of imperfection, on the one hand, many authors can be
cited who attribute to green start-ups generally limited knowledge and information about
markets and combinations of market, technological and socio-cultural uncertainties as well as
inefficiencies, such as the nature of public goods, inefficient use of resources, monopoly
power, externalities (e.g. flawed pricing mechanisms) (Engelken et al. 2016; Pinkse and
Groot 2015; Schaltegger and Wagner 2011; Skala 2019; Susteras and Brito 2023). Such new
markets are associated with risks for the entrepreneur, who can navigate their market
environment in a more or less well-informed manner (Bergset 2018). In terms of market
failures, it can be noted that existing prevailing market structures also create difficulties
within the triple bottom line in terms of trade-offs and decision-making (Bergset and Fichter
2015). Most notably, Ball and Kittler (2019) have identified a significant number of
challenges for green start-ups that are claimed to be due to environmentally relevant market
failures that hinder entrepreneurial efforts to address environmental problems. Thus,
according to him, the market generally places a lower value on environmental benefits or
'goods', putting these start-ups at a competitive disadvantage compared to conventional
technologies. The existence and duration of such market failures suggest that there are
barriers to their removal that act as disincentives to green entrepreneurship. This can further
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be illustrated by the fact that communicating environmental issues is challenging for green
start-ups due to the difficulty of establishing clear cause-and-effect relationships, making it
hard to develop a new market for new products (Linnanen 2016). The economic obstacles
faced by green start-ups are closely linked to the environmentally friendly nature of their
activities. Simply put, improving environmental wellbeing is perceived by all economic
entities, regardless of whether they have made a financial contribution or incurred costs to
make this possible (Ball and Kittler 2019). The persistence of these market inefficiencies
indicates the presence of barriers that make them difficult to remove and limit environmental
entrepreneurship.

Whilst also part of the market challenges, established incumbents are considered separately
here. These represent mature and large established organizations with a rich resource base
(Oberländer, Röglinger, and Rosemann 2021). Generally, green start-ups face a strong
established industry, characterized by the interests of those incumbents to maintain the status
quo (Bocken 2015; Engelken et al. 2016). Innovative green technologies thus compete with
established, older technologies already on the market, which have been optimized and refined
over the years and are therefore at a much higher stage of development, with broader
company-specific capabilities developed over the time, a broader resource base and, as a
consequence, greater market power (Kowszyk, Abou-Ali, and Arroyo 2022; Palmié et al.
2021). Hockerts and Wüstenhagen (2010) take a closer look at these challenges. According to
them, 'born green' startups, referred to here as 'emerging Davids', are innovation catalysts that
explore new technologies towards green sustainability, while resource-intensive 'going green'
incumbents, herein the 'Greening Goliaths', are considered crucial to harness green innovation
and set new industry standards. In the context of growing competition from these emerging
Davids, greening Goliaths are increasingly engaging in their own form of sustainable
entrepreneurship. They expect to have a broader impact as they have the potential to reach a
mass audience and pursue sustainability initiatives that are broader in scope than the
initiatives of the green start-ups they are responding to (Hockerts and Wüstenhagen 2010).
Therefore, they may respond by mimicking/adapting the start-ups' innovations without
formalized interactions, thus engaging as sustainability entrepreneurs themselves (Hockerts
and Wüstenhagen 2010). In order to escape this dilemma, the choice of a suitable business
model for the green start-up is of strategic importance and thus goes hand in hand with the
findings in the paragraph on 'business models'. This is because incumbents will not fully
adopt more 'radical' circular economy business model approaches or imitate start-ups, as they
usually focus on common methods such as recycling that do not require a change in their
main business models, while start-ups are better placed to adopt more disruptive circular
business models due to their greater flexibility and responsiveness to market changes, which
can give them a competitive advantage over incumbents (Henry et al. 2020; Hockerts and
Wüstenhagen 2010; Palmié et al. 2021).

Lastly, the focus is placed on the challenges associated with the target groups of green
start-ups. On the one hand, there remains the difficulty of establishing an appropriate value
proposition. Green start-ups have difficulties in creating value due to the combination of
market, technological and socio-cultural uncertainties and the circumstance that newcomers
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with a value proposition that creates environmental and social value, but little additional
customer value compared to competing offerings, foster skepticism among the target group
(Ciulli et al. 2022; Susteras and Brito 2023). Although a newcomer would generally have less
difficulty establishing the credibility of the environmental and social component of its
offering, it will find it difficult to convince customers of the overall value of its value
proposition given the low level of differentiation (Ciulli et al. 2022). To address customers'
skepticism and their lack of understanding of the benefits of their innovative solution over a
conventional solution, founders must develop and convincingly communicate a superior
value proposition (Susteras and Brito 2023). It is necessary that they go beyond traditional
business models and include additional environmental and social value creation to develop
this superior value proposition (Kuckertz, Berger, and Gaudig 2019). This also results in the
necessity for green start-ups to educate potential customers about their green products and/or
services, partly due to their lack of awareness (Rodgers 2010; Vermunt et al. 2019). Many
sustainable and innovative business models have failed to convince consumers of the benefits
of sustainable products, so in an institutional category, the lack of acceptance by the
consumer or customer leads to a need for education to broaden this awareness of
sustainability (Todeschini et al. 2017). A more aggressive and targeted approach to green
marketing is required for this, partly because green products can be more costly than
non-green ones (Bird, Wüstenhagen, and Aabakken 2002). The persistently limited
distribution of given products/services is a result of the complex nature of the sustainability
challenge. The difficulty in defining clear cause-and-effect relationships hinders targeted
communication of such environmental problems and leaves the public still discrediting
environmental and sustainable business practices (Gast, Gundolf, and Cesinger 2017;
Linnanen 2016). This leads to low customer and societal acceptance and trust in circular
products (Linnanen 2016; Vermunt et al. 2019) and a degree of customer inertia due to often
lax enforcement of environmental laws and residents not prioritizing environmental issues
(Bird, Wüstenhagen, and Aabakken 2002), making a customer base beyond green customers
challenging (Bocken 2015; Sreenivasan and Suresh 2023). This customer inertia also results
from the need for significant changes in customers' processes when implementing a
sustainable solution, which can also result in this kind of perseverance due to the fact that
more traditional business model approaches are pursued (Sousa-Zomer and Cauchick Miguel
2018).

A detailed elaboration of the references used can be found in the appendix, the overall
challenges developed for green start-ups are summarized in the following table.

Technological challenges ➢ Mainstream market penetration
➢ Technological progress
➢ Superior value proposition

Entrepreneurial characteristics ➢ Tension between ethical objectives & profit
motives

Building & managing strategic relationships ➢ Strategic relationships aligned with
triple-bottom-line value creation
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Lack of scalability ➢ 'Green Prison'
➢ Overcome liabilities of smallness and liabilities

of foreignness

Institutional/political challenges ➢ Lack of financial, administrative &
informational support by institutions

➢ Lack of regulatory incentives/norms
➢ Entrepreneurial action required
➢ Lack of long-term planning reliability due to

threat of changing laws/regulations

Resource challenges/constraints ➢ Lack of knowledge & base of information
➢ Lack of skilled personnel
➢ Difficulties in accessing capital

Business model choice ➢ Possible necessity of trade-off in
triple-bottom-line value creation

➢ Product ownership, responsibility & risks
remains with start-up

➢ Possible adequate BM innovations lack use
cases

Market-related barriers ➢ Market imperfection creating limited knowledge
& information, uncertainties and inefficiencies

➢ Ongoing market failure due to lower value on
environmental benefits/'goods'

Threats from incumbents ➢ Established companies with broader resource
base, greater market power and the ability to
reach a mass audience

➢ Risk of being mimicked by them

Target group/Customer barriers ➢ Developing a superior value proposition
➢ Need for customer education
➢ Need for careful, but aggressive and targeted

green marketing
➢ Low customer trust
➢ Customer inertia due to lack of prioritization of

sustainable issues

Table 1: (Market Entry) Challenges of green Start-Ups, Own Illustration (2024)

2.2.2. Opportunities of strategic alliances (Networks)

From this section of the literature review onwards, a conscious distinction is made between
sources that refer to established, partly larger companies, some of which have sustainable
motives as drivers, but also consider overall start-ups, and ultimately sources that specialize
in green start-ups. This approach is intended to provide a comprehensive overview, which
also creates a useful foundation for comparison. The following section highlights 8 key areas
in which strategic alliances can provide significant opportunities for companies. These are
presented in ascending order of importance for this study or their occurrence in the literature.
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Technological opportunities through strategic alliances are the first area to be considered
here. In terms of conventional, established companies and start-ups, strategic alliances are a
means of responding to radical technological change. Established companies make use of
alliances with new entrants to adapt, while the new entrants benefit primarily from the ability
to commercialize their new technology (Rothaermel and Boeker 2008). Quite often
technology agreements involve transfer to a large firm with the necessary manufacturing,
scale and distribution outlets, and transfer by a smaller firm that does not have the necessary
manufacturing and/or marketing scale, but which benefits from the alliance through the
commercial exploitation of the technology by the larger firm (Glaister and Buckley 1996).
Significant innovations and knowledge are likely to result from the fusing of complementary
skills, a result which is unlikely to be achieved by one firm acting alone (Glaister and
Buckley 1996). In particular, technological knowledge can be enriched. Through the
possibility of so-called knowledge spillovers, both the source and the recipient gain the
ability to acquire external knowledge in complementary areas as well as in the technological
area of the spillover (Phene and Tallman 2014). Furthermore, this accessibility to new
technological knowledge can provide investors with indices of the company's future
performance prospects, which has a lasting impact on their expectations (Koval 2021).
In terms of literature that refers to green start-ups, it can be stated that in the transition to a
more sustainable world, the development of sustainable technologies must be accompanied
by the promotion of the legitimacy of the technologies (Kishna et al. 2017). Legitimacy is a
generalized perception or assumption that an entity's actions are desirable (Rao, Chandy, and
Prabhu 2008). According to Kishna et al. (2017), organizations can collaborate to improve
this legitimacy of new technologies. Alliances aim to promote specifically technology-based
market and social legitimacy by providing access to a partner's sustainable technology, by
jointly developing a sustainable technology, or by providing a partner's technology with
access to customers and production capacity. Accordingly, alliances promote technological
legitimacy by relying on positive externalities, exercising their signaling function and acting
as institutional entrepreneurs (Kishna et al. 2017). When considering technological progress,
green start-ups rely on both inbound and outbound innovation (Pakura 2020). These
outbound innovations are often facilitated by suitable partners such as academic institutions,
support platforms/other start-ups, established companies or customers. Therefore, these
collaborations contribute significantly to the start-up's technological progress and technology
commercialization and, consequently to their business development (Pakura 2020).

Furthermore, opportunities can arise to advance one's own marketing strategy through
strategic alliances. Considering general, partly already established market participants, Koval
(2021) shows that an extensive alliance portfolio can serve as a signal for gaining access to
new marketing knowledge, as it facilitates adaptation to environmental dynamics and the
development of new opportunities. This assumption is followed by Nakos, Brouthers, and
Dimitratos (2014), who further emphasize this adaptation and attribute to alliance participants
in the form of SMEs with non-competitors the ability to align their own strategy, structure
and goods/services to those dynamics and thus promote international credibility in a foreign
market. Moreover, in adopting strategic alliances for marketing purposes, SMEs find out
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more about the wider market place and become more discriminating in relation to which
markets to serve (O’Dwyer, Gilmore, and Carson 2011).
With respect to green start-ups, especially Kishna et al. (2017) can be identified stating that,
through the combination of respective reputations and strengths, alliance partners can provide
a complete package of innovative product performance. A firm may enter into an alliance to
enhance its rights or qualifications to operate in a particular market, and it may use the
reputable image of the alliance partner as a source of market legitimacy (Kishna et al. 2017).
This need for market legitimacy can be driven by reputation, a lack of experience or the
performance of a firm. Thus, this combination of reputations and strengths in such a
collaboration enables a holistic sustainable brand effect. The combination of different
expertise and brand images creates trust and credibility among target customers, which has a
positive effect on green market positioning (Kishna et al. 2017). Consequently, marketing
alliances are focused on bringing sustainable products to specific markets by enhancing
market legitimacy.

In terms of political or institutional opportunities for established companies, the most notable
relates to the circumvention of domestically imposed government trade restrictions in the
target market (Taylor 2005). Companies in the defense industry, telecommunications and
parts of the financial services industry are often forced to establish relationships with local
corporations due to restrictions imposed by the host government to protect certain industries,
which allow them to enter these markets (Glaister and Buckley 1996). In addition, an alliance
of SMEs with non-competitors in the foreign market provides access to government relations
and market/regulation-specific knowledge, which increases international performance or even
enables it in the first instance (Nakos, Brouthers, and Dimitratos 2014).
Green start-ups can benefit from strategic alliances in other fields at a political or institutional
level. In this context, as well, alliances with non-competitors such as government
organizations are considered in particular, as these can help to shape the market environment
and demand for the commercialization of green start-ups' products or services through
demand-promoting initiatives (Doblinger, Surana, and Anadon 2019). Doblinger, Surana and
Anadon (2019) argue that they can furthermore provide access to important social resources,
such as greater credibility or a higher status for external (financial) stakeholders. The main
explanation for this is the missing profit orientation of government organizations and their
mandate to promote (energy) innovation and technology transfer (Doblinger, Surana, and
Anadon 2019). Tziva et al. (2021) also support this argument and identify the role of
alliances and networks as the strategic creation of beneficial institutional conditions for
sustainable transition, as they promote the adoption of potentially useful innovations and
sustainable consumption. The most relevant consideration for green start-ups, however,
relates to strategic alliances with other market actors. Glaister and Buckley´s (1996)
reasoning can be applied here, which describe the possibility of conformity with the host
government's policies or regulations through such an alliance. The domestic alliance partners'
specific knowledge of local regulations enables green start-ups to conduct a higher quality
evaluation of the suitability of the foreign market for their sustainable solution. This can
include an initial demand assessment as well as a better strategic predictability of future
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regulatory changes and thus contribute to the long-term prosperity of the green start-up in the
foreign market.

Looking at the opportunities of a strategic alliance in relation to the business model, a range
of aspects can be highlighted - all based on Veleva and Bodkin´s (2018) classification, which
describes the business model using the aspects of value proposition, value creation and value
capture - looking at conventional companies and start-ups in the first instance. According to
Sambasivan et al. (2013), alliances place companies in a better competitive position in their
industry and enable them to respond more effectively and appropriately to environmental
changes. This enables them to tailor their value proposition to address changing customer
demand (Sambasivan et al. 2013). A strategic alliance also contributes significantly to value
creation. By engaging in external cooperation, micro-firms might be capable of compensating
for their size-inherent competitive disadvantage, because alliances are typically formalized
when the firms forge a vulnerable position (Gundolf, Jaouen, and Gast 2018). Collaboration
not only bridges critical resource gaps, but also indirectly contributes to gaining a competitive
advantage in the market by creating unique and idiosyncratic resources (Wittmann, Hunt, and
Arnett 2009). In a successful alliance, complementary resources can be integrated to create
added value (Ireland, Hitt, and Vaidyanath 2002; Van Gils and Zwart 2009; Wittmann, Hunt,
and Arnett 2009). Companies seek to create a bundle of resources that is valuable, unusual
and difficult to replicate, helping to ensure that competencies do not become rigid core
competencies that would limit the company's competitiveness (Ireland, Hitt, and Vaidyanath
2002). In terms of enhanced value capture, reference can be drawn to Glaister and Buckley
(1996), who argue that the expansion of a firm through alliances can be viewed as a means to
gain economies of scale and some control over inputs (vertical linkages) at low cost, to
reduce the risks associated with replacing external markets with quasi-internal markets, and
to extend the firm's sphere of control.
In the following, sources will be referred to that examine green start-ups, with the emphasis
on meeting the triple bottom line. According to Boons and Lüdeke-Freund (2013), the
sustainable value proposition offers measurable ecological and/or social value in concert with
economic value. To this purpose, compromises between optimized product and service
performance (e.g. convenience, low costs) and improved social and ecological impact (e.g.
dematerialization, better working conditions) must be found in the business-society dialogs
(Boons and Lüdeke-Freund 2013). However, in a scenario where the initiator of the
sustainable business model is a newcomer to the market whose value proposition creates
environmental and social value, but offers little additional customer benefit compared to
competing offerings, it will be difficult for the green start-up to convince customers of the
overall merit of its value proposition given the low level of differentiation (Ciulli et al. 2022).
A cooperative approach in the form of a strategic alliance is therefore likely to be adopted to
overcome these difficulties (Ciulli et al. 2022). When it comes to value creation, these
alliances primarily serve to hit the triple bottom line. A sustainable start-up with an excellent
economic value creation capacity can achieve comparable environmental and social results
by collaborating with other companies (Weissbrod and Bocken 2017). Inversely, a green
start-up that primarily makes an ecological and social contribution can achieve an improved
economic value creation capacity (Ribeiro-Soriano and Piñeiro-Chousa 2021). In terms of
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value capture, alliances are also a viable instrument because, according to Chen, Xu, and
Zhou (2017), alliance members can use the alliance to obtain and internalize the resources
that are lacking and that help companies to overcome internal obstacles in order to advance
their sustainable development. Therefore, this alliance is seen as a means of value creation to
break down these barriers (Chen, Xu, and Zhou 2017). Strategic alliances can therefore
contribute to an improved and more adequate definition and scalability of the business model
of a green start-up by offering opportunities to value proposition, creation and capture on the
foundation of the triple bottom line.

Market-related opportunities through alliances for conventional, partly already established
companies and start-ups are an intensively researched field of science. Strategic alliances
offer firms easier expansion/access to unfamiliar territories or markets and are therefore
useful for obtaining or maintaining a competitive advantage, especially in relation to small
firms (Ireland, Hitt, and Vaidyanath 2002; Lorange, Roos, and Brønn 1992; Prashant and
Harbir 2009; Sambasivan et al. 2013; Van Gils and Zwart 2009). Marketing/distribution
alliances in particular significantly reduce the decisive distance to a market (Van Gils and
Zwart 2009). This simplified access to foreign markets is also facilitated by the circumstance
that alliances are a vital source of external market knowledge for the company through
partners of various countries, facilitating the pursuit of identified market opportunities and
the creation of new goods and competencies by knowledge spillovers, meaning the
inadvertent and unpaid sharing of knowledge among organizations (Haase and Franco 2015;
Phene and Tallman 2014; Van Gils and Zwart 2009; Zahoor, Al‐Tabbaa, and Khan 2023).
Given the advantages that early entrants can enjoy - such as the ability to command premium
prices and the potential to acquire a sizable market share - the pace of internationalization
facilitated by this can be crucial (Glaister and Buckley 1996; Haase and Franco 2015).
Furthermore, various authors have recognized that alliances help established market players
to increase their market power (Arora, Belenzon, and Patacconi 2021; Glaister and Buckley
1996; Prashant and Harbir 2009). Among other reasons, this is accomplished through the
ability to respond better to market dynamics. Companies that face pressure from the
technological environment and lack the necessary resources and expertise to compete
successfully in the dynamic market are more likely to create alliances with companies that
have complementary resources and expertise (Haase and Franco 2015; Sambasivan et al.
2013; Van Gils and Zwart 2009). This market power can further be increased by focusing on
one's own market legitimacy. Kishna et al. (2017) recognize that a firm can enter into an
alliance to enhance its rights or qualifications to operate in a particular market and that it can
use the reputable image of the alliance partner as a source of market legitimacy. This need for
market legitimacy may be due to a company's lack of experience, reputation or performance
(Kishna et al. 2017). In addition, strategic alliances increase the competitiveness of the
partners through the combined internal resources of diverse firms, which can be used
defensively to reduce competition or offensively by working together to dominate a common
rival (Glaister and Buckley 1996).
Literature analyzing the opportunities for strategic alliances for green start-ups with regard to
the market has so far been extremely limited and mainly refers to alliances between
sustainable start-ups and established larger market players or institutions. Since green
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start-ups primarily operate in markets that are characterized as market failures or inefficient,
Ball and Kittler (2019) have investigated support mechanisms developed through
collaboration with institutions to overcome them. These support mechanisms for green
start-ups serve as a catalyst, as they mitigate the environmental market failure that hinders
eco-innovation and thus minimize the barriers to entry into the energy market for startups.
For green start-ups engaged in renewable energy, support mechanisms have profoundly
changed the rules of the game thanks to their interventionist approach in establishing a
market for entrepreneurial actors (Ball and Kittler 2019). Strategic alliances with institutions
in the respective countries can therefore remedy the market failure and create more
advantageous market conditions for green start-ups. Considering the 'Green Prison', also
related to market failure and inefficiency, mentioned in the section 'Challenges of green
start-ups', which puts green start-ups at a competitive disadvantage, Pacheco, Dean, and
Payne (2010) has recognized that entrepreneurs can also take advantage of inter- or
intra-industry alliances to attempt to transform the rules of the game and create sustainable
development opportunities. By building relationships with powerful and reputable players,
entrepreneurs can increase their credibility and overcome customer inertia and market
circumstances associated with escaping the green prison (Ciulli et al. 2022; Pacheco, Dean,
and Payne 2010). While this involves collaboration with institutions, entrepreneurs
themselves can escape the green prison by changing or creating the institutions - norms,
property rights and legislation - that incentivize competitive games (Pacheco, Dean, and
Payne 2010). If one then considers that most of the sustainable solutions of green start-ups
are disruptive innovations, the disruptor's dilemma can also be mentioned, which can be
overcome with the help of strategic alliances. This disruptor's dilemma represents the
challenge that innovative technologies face as they scale, as the need for broader market
appeal can compromise the simplicity and efficiency that originally characterized them
(Petzold, Schmidt, and Scaringella 2023). Here, Petzold, Schmidt, and Scaringella (2023)
show that disruptive market participants are proactive, strategic players who can consciously
enter into strategic alliances with partners who are not affected by the disruption in order to
secure resources, relationships and legitimacy at an early stage in order to develop their
disruptive business models in niche markets. Over time, they move closer to the mainstream
market and engage in alliance portfolio reconfigurations, allowing affected incumbents to
enter their portfolio but using the power of unaffected partners to limit incumbents' strategic
interference (Petzold, Schmidt, and Scaringella 2023). It can therefore be concluded that
strategic alliances certainly offer market-related opportunities for green start-ups, particularly
in terms of their credibility (Kishna et al. 2017), in overcoming the green prison by removing
market failures and inefficiencies and in overcoming the disruptor's dilemma. The choice of
alliance partners appears to be crucial here and involves other green start-ups as well as
institutions and incumbents at different stages of market penetration.

With regard to strategic or scalability opportunities, the first phase again draws on literature
that relates to general businesses or start-ups. For a number of authors, for a start, the
potential for identifying growth opportunities through alliances is addressed. Kohtamäki,
Rabetino, and Huikkola (2023) consider alliance networks as a source of learning and
competitive advantage by providing a platform for interaction and learning and by providing
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alliance experiences that increase a company's ability to absorb knowledge from alliance
networks. This is particularly beneficial in accelerating the post-entry internationalization of
SMEs after market entry, as they gain access specifically to external knowledge and market
insights (Zahoor, Al‐Tabbaa, and Khan 2023). Also, when it comes to regulatory
circumstances in the target market, alliances with local partners can help accommodate the
host government's policies, which is crucial for scaling (Glaister and Buckley 1996).
Strategic partnerships are commonly formed to circumvent government-imposed trade
restrictions (Taylor 2005). Other sources focus on potential resource allocation and process
optimization through strategic alliances. These are often considered key options for
businesses to grow both internally and externally due to the lack of crucial resources and time
(Gundolf, Jaouen, and Gast 2018). Strategic alliances enable companies to improve their
overall performance by leveraging the strengths of collaboration, reducing non-value-adding
activities and promoting a focus on individual competencies (Whipple and Frankel 2000).
Partners can thus complement one another and gain access to new resources and
competencies for innovative activities (Hajdini et al. 2017; Sambasivan et al. 2013; Swoboda
et al. 2011; Whipple and Frankel 2000). Gundolf, Jaouen, and Gast (2018) emphasize, for
instance, that product alliances between small companies can expand the product range and
open up new markets without enlarging the size of the company. Activity alliances, on the
other hand, offer the opportunity to jointly develop new services, question strategies and
rethink fundamental activities (Gundolf, Jaouen, and Gast 2018). It is fundamentally
emphasized that companies forming alliances can thus achieve a better competitive position
in their industry and are able to react better to steady changes in the environment by gaining
internal and external knowledge (Sambasivan et al. 2013).
Up from here, due to the limited literature available on the scalability of green start-ups, the
approach is based on Horne and Fichter´s (2022) systematic literature review on empirically
verified factors that promote the growth of impact start-ups. Impact start-ups are
growth-oriented start-ups that replace less sustainable practices with new technologies,
products or services that have a net benefit for sustainability, which includes green start-ups
(Horne and Fichter 2022). In general, organic growth for start-ups may be limited due to low
product demand and the costs of company growth, which is why scaling beyond a niche of
concerned customers is problematic without adopting a collaborative attitude to overcome
this (Ciulli et al. 2022; Glaister and Buckley 1996). Horne and Fichter (2022) empirically
identified 10 factors for this purpose, which are listed below and sources are consulted to
provide evidence that strategic alliances can offer added value. The first of these is 'venture
internal factors', more specifically the entrepreneurial orientation and experience of the team,
which has an influence. Thus, Zahoor, Al‐Tabbaa, and Khan´s (2023) suggestion that
strategic alliances provide access to and use of important external knowledge and external
talent expertise can be applied to accelerate the internationalization of SMEs after market
entry. The next two factors 'ecologically-oriented business practices' and 'sustainable
entrepreneurship' can also profit from this, as alliances enable access to external knowledge
and resources on eco-design and eco-innovation or sustainable business models that allow
them to create societal and environmental value while ensuring profitability (Zahoor,
Al‐Tabbaa, and Khan 2023). The factor 'Access to knowledge and networks' can also be
explained by this, as the facilitated flow of knowledge and access to social capital of the
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network of other partners also offers potential benefits (Ahuja 2000; Hajdini et al. 2017;
Ireland, Hitt, and Vaidyanath 2002; Sambasivan et al. 2013; Zahoor, Al‐Tabbaa, and Khan
2023). The factor 'Regulatory and Policy Support' can be supported by Glaister and
Buckley´s (1996) statement that strategic alliances can help to accommodate the policies of
the host government, which is essential for scaling. Furthermore, the factors 'Access to
financial resources' and 'Technological innovation and adoption' can be improved by the fact
that a larger alliance portfolio signals to investors a company's ability to exploit new
opportunities, adapt to environmental dynamics, improve financial performance and utilize
technological knowledge or access to cutting-edge technology (Koval 2021; Zahoor,
Al‐Tabbaa, and Khan 2023). When it comes to the growth factor 'Organizational culture and
leadership', Haase and Franco (2015) have found that international strategic alliances are
useful for sharing experiences in the areas of innovation and organizational learning, which
helps to build values and promote a culture of innovation and sustainability. The 'market
demand and customer acceptance' factor is enhanced by alliances in that they provide access
to new customers, provide credibility in the market and promote the legitimacy of the green
start-up's technology (Baraldi et al. 2019; Kishna et al. 2017; Nakos, Brouthers, and
Dimitratos 2014). The last factor mentioned by Horne and Fichter (2022), 'Intellectual
property protection', is supported by the pooling of resources within alliances, as green
start-ups can concentrate on expanding and protecting their own expertise while relying on
their partner(s) in other areas (Swoboda et al. 2011).

Next, considering resource opportunities through strategic alliances, the first section again
refers to sources that consider general companies or are generalizable. Experts generally
share the consensus that alliances enable access to new (material) resources that a company
or start-up itself does not possess (Baraldi et al. 2019; Baum, Calabrese, and Silverman 2000;
Hajdini et al. 2017). According to the findings of Das and Teng (2000), alliances can enable
access to different types and characteristics of resources from the time of foundation,
subsequently divided into property-based resources and knowledge-based resources. On the
one hand, required resources can be characterized by imperfect mobility, meaning that they
are difficult to acquire due to incomplete or inefficient factor markets, which is why strategic
alliances can help to facilitate access to these resources by creating a common platform for
exchange and sharing (Das and Teng 2000; Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001; Panico 2017).
Property-based resources, which are characterized by imperfect mobility, are, for example,
human resources, while knowledge-based resources can be organizational resources (e.g.
culture) (Das and Teng 2000; Horne and Fichter 2022). A further characteristic of such
potential resources is that they are imperfectly imitable, i.e. it is particularly challenging for
companies to acquire or replicate similar resources that give another company a competitive
advantage (Das and Teng 2000). Such critical resource gaps can be closed through strategic
alliances (Nakos, Brouthers, and Dimitratos 2014; Wittmann, Hunt, and Arnett 2009).
Property-based resources, which are characterized by imperfect imitability, include patents,
contracts, copyrights, trademarks and registered designs, while knowledge-based resources
can represent technological and management resources (Das and Teng 2000). The last
characteristic of resources to which strategic alliances grant access relates to imperfect
substitutability, i.e. resources that cannot simply be replaced by others, especially if they are
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specific to a company's value creation (Das and Teng 2000). Such resources are physical
resources on a property basis and technological and management resources on a knowledge
basis (Das and Teng 2000). The focus here can be placed specifically on complementary
resource combinations that lead to the creation of unique and idiosyncratic resources, difficult
to replace or replicate (Wassmer and Dussauge 2011; Wittmann, Hunt, and Arnett 2009).
Following on from this, once the alliance has been established, it can be observed that it can
generate value in the form of unique resources and ultimately a competitive advantage by
pooling complementary resources and capabilities and utilizing synergy effects (Ahuja 2000;
Arora, Belenzon, and Patacconi 2021; Ireland, Hitt, and Vaidyanath 2002; Panico 2017;
Zahoor, Al‐Tabbaa, and Khan 2023).
If one considers the literature on green start-ups in the second step, one can again build on the
characteristics of resources identified by Das and Teng (2000). The general access to
resources through strategic alliances is also evidenced here (Cacciolatti et al. 2020; Ciulli et
al. 2022; Ribeiro-Soriano and Piñeiro-Chousa 2021). Resources characterized by imperfect
mobility can also represent reputation, which is not easily acquired (Das and Teng 2000).
Here, Kishna et al. (2017) identified that alliances can promote the legitimacy and thus the
associated reputation of sustainable pioneer technologies by tying companies and their
resources to the technology through a signaling function. Alliances also bring advantages for
green start-ups with regard to imperfectly imitable resources, as they can close critical
resource gaps and thus gain a competitive advantage with complementary resources (Ciulli et
al. 2022). These can prove essential, particularly with regard to green start-ups and their
triple-bottom-line value creation, for instance in order to utilize exclusive partnerships from
other partners or provide expertise in communicating the value of sustainable solutions to
target customers. For a green start-up acting in isolation, these can certainly pose a challenge
to imitate. Das and Teng (2000) also justify the emergence of imperfectly imitable resources
with causal ambiguity, which refers to the opaque link between a company's resources and its
competitive advantages (Das and Teng 2000). In the learning process about sustainable
alliance partners within an alliance, this can be overcome and thus access to such imperfectly
imitable resources can be created (Hübel, Weissbrod, and Schaltegger 2022). The last
characteristic of resources of imperfect substitutability can be explained insofar as these
resources are essential for the value creation of the green start-up within the
triple-bottom-line (Das and Teng 2000). Especially in terms of value creation according to
this principle, partnerships with other green start-ups can help to obtain the resources that
start-ups lack and thus overcome internal obstacles, for example through exclusive access
rights to markets with high environmental regulations (Chen, Xu, and Zhou 2017; Weissbrod
and Bocken 2017).

To conclude, the literature about knowledge/skills/learning opportunities of strategic
alliances is revisited here, looking at overall start-ups and other companies in the first phase.
In terms of knowledge opportunities, the argumentation is based on Grant and
Baden‐Fuller´s (2004) dichotomy between possible knowledge generation ('exploration') and
knowledge application ('exploitation') in strategic alliances. This dichotomy between the
theses 'alliances as learning' (exploration) and 'alliances as knowledge access' (exploitation)
illustrates the dual role of alliances: they facilitate the exploration and generation of
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knowledge as well as its efficient use and application, which makes them valuable for
companies when it comes to overcoming boundaries and increasing the efficiency of
knowledge utilization (Grant and Baden‐Fuller 2004). Contributing to the 'alliances as
learning' thesis is the facilitation of the embedding of tacit knowledge through strategic
alliances (Van Gils and Zwart 2009). Further, alliances provide a beneficial tool for
knowledge development, as activities such as exchange, trade, cooperative development or
the supply of goods, services or technologies are important to generate knowledge/expertise
(Khamseh, Jolly, and Morel 2017). The thesis 'alliances as access to knowledge' is supported
by the assumption that alliances enable businesses to create an expanded knowledge base that
builds on existing knowledge (exploitation) (Ireland, Hitt, and Vaidyanath 2002; Mani,
Ashnai, and Wang 2022; Panico 2017). This knowledge base also allows insights into the
ongoing research of other companies and into products being developed for
commercialization (Zahra and Hitt 2024), but also insights into foreign markets (overcome
liabilities of foreignness) and cultures, which help to improve preparedness and develop more
appropriate internationalization strategies (Baraldi et al. 2019; Glaister and Buckley 1996;
Haase and Franco 2015; Nakos, Brouthers, and Dimitratos 2014). Knowledge spillovers, the
unintended and unpaid transfer of knowledge between organizations, represent an
opportunity to use & apply external knowledge in complementary (technological) areas for
both the source and the recipient (Phene and Tallman 2014). Even for companies with
international know-how, alliances can aid access to knowledge about expansion into new
markets and the development of a multinational/global strategy (Glaister and Buckley 1996).
With respect to skills/capabilities opportunities, building strategic alliances also provides
start-ups with access to a network of complementary skills that combines competencies and
capabilities while minimizing redundancies, conflicts and complexity (Baum, Calabrese, and
Silverman 2000; Haase and Franco 2015; Lunnan and Haugland 2008; Sambasivan et al.
2013; Taylor 2005). Moreover, alliances play a crucial role in supporting SMEs in developing
various new capabilities across organizational boundaries and specialized know-how, which
is essential for the post-market entry period through their alliance partners (Panico 2017;
Zahoor, Al‐Tabbaa, and Khan 2023). In terms of competencies, alliances are also a crucial
source, whether to create new ones (Arora, Belenzon, and Patacconi 2021; Phene and
Tallman 2014), or to preserve existing ones so that they do not become rigid core
competencies, which would limit the company's competitiveness and ability to succeed in the
dynamic market (Ireland, Hitt, and Vaidyanath 2002; Sambasivan et al. 2013). Kohtamäki,
Rabetino, and Huikkola (2023) also identified learning opportunities through alliances by
dividing learning in alliances into four sub-areas. First, 'Learning in strategic alliances'
emphasizes firm-level factors with a strategic focus that enable value creation from alliances,
such as absorptive capacity (Kohtamäki, Rabetino, and Huikkola 2023). Alliances increase a
company's competitiveness by promoting rapid learning and change, especially under
complicated and volatile conditions (Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001; Van Gils and Zwart
2009). Another way of learning through strategic alliances is through 'relationship learning',
which emphasizes the marketing perspective and focuses specifically on distribution chains
and learning in the relationships between manufacturers and distributors as a context
(Kohtamäki, Rabetino, and Huikkola 2023). The third area of learning opportunity is
'learning in innovation networks', which represents the learning of partners and their impact

28

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?WlYrC3
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?HJb6IR
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?h327Nv
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xZPJRf
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xZPJRf
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?g7dDjY
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?vgQkap
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?vgQkap
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fT4w9G
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?cd9eZf
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?2Z80QD
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?2Z80QD
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?2Z80QD
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?2gszv4
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?2gszv4
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tSegtu
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tSegtu
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?WRWTPa
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3MuGlX
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3MuGlX
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Oy2vtm
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fP3zRD
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fP3zRD
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?cfzPg4


on innovation performance, precisely through the sharing of knowledge and the combination
of complementary skills. It provides opportunities through asymmetries in knowledge and
skills that shape learning in innovation networks as part of a two-way innovation process,
with the absorptive capacity of partners playing a key role in this process (Kohtamäki,
Rabetino, and Huikkola 2023). Indeed, international strategic alliances have proven to be
useful for sharing and absorbing innovation and organizational learning experiences (Haase
and Franco 2015). The last opportunity cluster, namely 'Learning in social networks', looks at
learning opportunities especially through the lens of social interaction within an alliance,
collaboration and social embeddedness (Kohtamäki, Rabetino, and Huikkola 2023). Access
to social capital of alliance partners plays a particularly important role here (Ireland, Hitt, and
Vaidyanath 2002).
Due to the fact that there is extremely limited literature on knowledge/learning/skills
opportunities related to green start-ups, a different approach is used here. Based on Bergset
and Fichter´s (2015) classification of different types of green start-ups and their
characteristics, references are drawn to sources that present knowledge/learning opportunities
through strategic alliances. The first type of green start-up is the 'alternative start-up', which
is committed to sustainability and is often rooted in social or ecological movements and
therefore brings a perspective that is characterized by personal values rather than a formal
business education (Bergset and Fichter 2015). Kohtamäki, Rabetino, and Huikkola´s (2023)
'learning in strategic alliances' sub-section, which emphasizes factors at company level that
enable value creation from alliances, such as the ability to absorb economic knowledge, can
be highlighted here. 'Relationship learning' can equally be applied here, as it focuses on
distribution chains and learning in the relationships between manufacturers and distributors
as context, which can benefit the founder's economic understanding (Kohtamäki, Rabetino,
and Huikkola 2023). This is particularly relevant because a sustainable start-up with an
excellent environmental and social value creation capacity & knowledge can achieve
comparable economic results and absorb relevant knowledge by collaborating with other
companies (Weissbrod and Bocken 2017). The second green start-up type is the 'visionary
start-up' that is driven by a global sustainability mission, prioritizes its growth, and
collaborates to meet real needs while maintaining its commitment to high-quality sustainable
principles (Bergset and Fichter 2015). The focus here can be placed on Grant and
Baden‐Fuller's (2004) 'alliances as knowledge access' (exploitation) thesis. Such a
knowledge base provides insights into other companies' ongoing research and products being
developed for commercialization (Zahra and Hitt 2024), which can help them maintain
high-quality, sustainable principles, but also insights into foreign markets to overcome their
liabilities of foreignness and drive growth (Baraldi et al. 2019; Nakos, Brouthers, and
Dimitratos 2014). The third green start-up type 'inventive start-up' is characterized by highly
innovative entrepreneurs who possess strong technical skills and often a social commitment
to their community, but have limited formal business education or experience due to their
technical or inventive background (Bergset and Fichter 2015). Kohtamäki, Rabetino, and
Huikkola´s (2023) 'learning in strategic alliances' subfield can be exclusively cited for this,
which provides them with opportunities to absorb economic knowledge from the other
alliance partners. The fourth green start-up type is the 'ecopreneurial start-up', where
entrepreneurs are primarily economically motivated and strongly market-oriented, as they
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identify opportunities that are likely to be scalable and try to achieve high growth in a short
period of time (Bergset and Fichter 2015). Since entrepreneurs are often not inventors
themselves, they rely heavily on other people and possibly a larger network to realize their
idea, which is why Kohtamäki, Rabetino, and Huikkola´s (2023) last cluster 'learning in
social networks' can be considered here in particular, which looks at learning opportunities
especially through the lens of social interaction within an alliance, collaboration and social
embeddedness. Access to the Allianz partner's social capital therefore offers an opportunity to
gain access to such a larger network (Ireland, Hitt, and Vaidyanath 2002). The last type of
green start-up referred to is the 'unintentionally green start-up', which are motivated by
economic factors and often have an entrepreneurial background, contribute to sustainability
by unintentionally occupying a niche for sustainable business activities and reflecting
traditionalist values (Bergset and Fichter 2015). Here, opportunities for strategic alliances can
be developed based on Hübel, Weissbrod, and Schaltegger's (2022) assumption that learning
about sustainable alliance partners is more relevant to the overall process of
sustainability-oriented alliance learning than learning from the partners themselves. Through
this absorption of knowledge, expertise and operations, an unintentionally green start-up with
an excellent economic value creation capacity & knowledge can achieve comparable
environmental and social outcomes by collaborating with other companies (Weissbrod and
Bocken 2017).

A detailed elaboration of the references used can be found in the appendix, the overview of
general opportunities through strategic alliances is presented in the following table.

Area of Opportunities Established companies
& overall start-ups Green Start-Ups

Technological Opportunities ➢ Responding to radical
technological change

➢ Technological knowledge
spillovers

➢ Positive investor signals

➢ Promotion of legitimacy
of technology

➢ Access to partner's
sustainable technology

➢ Development of new
sustainable technology

➢ Access to partner´s
customers & production
capacity

➢ Technological progress

(Green) Marketing
Opportunities

➢ New Marketing Knowledge
➢ Adaptation/Alignment to

environmental dynamics
➢ Promotion international

credibility

➢ Combination of
reputations & strengths

➢ Creating trust &
credibility among target
groups

➢ Bringing products to
specific markets

Political/Institutional
Opportunities

➢ Get around trade restrictions
of the foreign country

➢ Creation of beneficial
institutional conditions
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Area of Opportunities Established companies
& overall start-ups Green Start-Ups

➢ Access to government
relationships

➢ Access to market/regulation
-specific knowledge

➢ Access to social
resources (credibility)

➢ Conformity with host
government's regulations

➢ Better predictability of
future regulatory changes

Business Model Opportunities ➢ Improved adaptation of the
value proposition

➢ Improved value creation
through unique &
idiosyncratic resources

➢ Enhanced value capture
through control over inputs,
reduced risks & economies of
scale

➢ Improved value
proposition along the
triple bottom line

➢ Value creation:
Overcoming mission drift
in relation to triple
bottom line

➢ Improved value capture
from external resources

Market opportunities ➢ Facilitating access to new &
unfamiliar markets

➢ Access to market knowledge
through knowledge spillovers

➢ More efficient response to
market dynamics

➢ Overcoming market distance
➢ Increasing competitiveness
➢ Source of market legitimacy

➢ Overcome market failure
& inefficiencies

➢ Increase credibility &
legitimacy

➢ Overcome customer
inertia

➢ Escaping the 'Green
Prison'

➢ Overcoming the
'disruptor's dilemma'

Strategic/Scaling opportunities ➢ Identification of growth
opportunities

➢ Accommodation with host
government policy

➢ Resource allocation &
process optimization

➢ Better response to changes in
environment

➢ Factors like venture
internal factors,
Ecological-oriented
business practices,
Sustainable
entrepreneurship, Access
to knowledge and
networks, Regulatory and
policy support,
Technological innovation
and adoption,
Organizational culture
and leadership all
improved by access to
further knowledge

➢ Factors like access to
financial resources,
Market demand and
customer acceptance,
Intellectual property
protection all improved
by resource-pooling
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Area of Opportunities Established companies
& overall start-ups Green Start-Ups

Resource opportunities ➢ Access to resources
characterized by imperfect
mobility through platform for
exchange & sharing

➢ Access to imperfect imitable
resources through closing of
critical resource gaps

➢ Access to imperfect
substitutable resources
through unique and
idiosyncratic resources

➢ Pooling of complementary
resources & capabilities

➢ Access to resources
characterized by
imperfect mobility, e.g.
through legitimacy & the
associated reputation

➢ Access to imperfect
imitable resources that
help to overcome causal
ambiguity

➢ Access to imperfect
substitutable resources to
meet their
triple-bottom-line value
creation

Knowledge/Skills/Learning
opportunities

➢ Possible knowledge
generation ('exploration') in
strategic alliances

➢ Possible knowledge
application ('exploitation') in
strategic alliances

➢ Knowledge spillovers
➢ Network of complementary

skills
➢ Development of new

capabilities
➢ Preserve competencies not to

become rigid core ones
➢ Four sub-areas of learning

opportunities

➢ Alternative start-ups can
absorb economic
knowledge of partners

➢ Visionary start-ups can
access growth & market
knowledge of partners

➢ Inventive start-ups can
absorb economic
knowledge of partners

➢ Ecopreneurial start-ups
can learn from social
networks/capital of
partners

➢ Unintentionally green
start-ups can absorb
environmental & social
knowledge of partners

Table 2: Opportunities through strategic alliances, Own Illustration (2024)

2.2.3. Success factors of strategic alliances (networks)

In the following section, no distinction is made between conventional companies and green
start-ups referred to with regard to the success factors of strategic alliances. Nor is always the
order of occurrence of relevant sources on the respective topics taken into account, but rather
the component of the alliance life cycle. The factors that contribute significantly to the
success of strategic alliances are addressed in the following section. This is grounded in the
general temporal context of Hoffmann and Schlosser (2001), who divide the success factors
of strategic alliances in small and medium-sized enterprises into five phases, pertaining to
different stages during the relationship development: the phase of strategic analysis and
decision to collaborate, the phase of searching for a suitable partner & partner selection, the
phase of design & governance of the alliance, the post-formation phase of implementation
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and management of the alliance and finally, the termination of the alliance. This paper serves
as a reference because green start-ups also represent small & medium sized companies and
the findings therefore apply more effectively. Support for this temporal approach is further
provided by other scholars (Lorange, Roos, and Brønn 1992; Prashant and Harbir 2009;
Taylor 2005).

Phase 1: Strategic analysis and decision to collaborate

The first stage involves the company evaluating whether entering into a strategic alliance
represents a suitable means of overcoming the challenges of dynamic market conditions and
the lack of access to necessary resources and knowledge.

Two factors come into play first in the analysis and ultimately in the decision: the strategic
flexibility required due to the dynamic market conditions and, at the same time, the need for
control, or more precisely the asset-specificity, which makes an alliance appear to be a
suitable option if there is a high need for the former and a low need for the latter (Hoffmann
and Schlosser 2001). The formation of alliances requires the management of complicated
strategic interactions within interorganizational relationships that combine cooperation and
competition, thus prompting companies to invest in value creation and leading to a decision
on how much control and (a)symmetrical dependence is required and can be carefully
managed (Panico 2017).

Furthermore, there remains the need to identify one's own specific strengths and, building on
these, to search for complementary (or similar) resources (Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001). A
company looking for alliance partners must have something to offer ('surplus resources') and
look for complementary or similar resources to transfer or bundle (Das and Teng 2000;
Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001). This can lead to a high degree of dependency between
companies across company boundaries, especially if a partner's resources are considered
valuable and important for its own value creation and competitive advantage, which is why
this also entails the level of controlling (Lunnan and Haugland 2008). Start-ups in particular,
with limited resources, will likely have to make at least some trade-offs when deciding what
type of resources to invest in - whether in an alliance capability, relationship resources and/or
idiosyncratic resources (Wittmann, Hunt, and Arnett 2009).

Also, it is essential to derive alliance goals for the company itself from its own corporate
strategy or to align them in order to ensure the strategic value of the alliance (Hoffmann and
Schlosser 2001; Lorange, Roos, and Brønn 1992; Lunnan and Haugland 2008; Tziva et al.
2021). The strategic analysis must therefore assess whether and how an alliance can improve
the company's overall strategic position in the intended domain (Hoffmann and Schlosser
2001). Lorange, Roos, and Brønn (1992) developed four generic strategy motives that need to
be identified and that can be achieved by forming an alliance. These are the defense strategy
(additional access to new competencies, markets, technologies or specific resources in order
to maintain a competitive advantage in the long term), the catch-up strategy (strengthening a
company's competitive position and enabling it to take on a leading role), the retain strategy
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(companies with a marginal business area that want to maintain their presence and maximize
their efficiency) and the restructure strategy (restructuring the business area or even
abandoning it) (Lorange, Roos, and Brønn 1992). With regard to green start-ups, for instance,
strategic motives may also be attributable to regulatory conditions in the target market that
need to be aligned with the help of a catch-up strategy (Tziva et al. 2021).

If one of the main purposes of the strategic alliance is to enhance knowledge, the strategic
analysis must also be conducted to decide whether the goal is to acquire knowledge or to
access existing knowledge, in line with the company's strategic orientation (Grant and
Baden‐Fuller 2004). Since one of the primary advantages of alliances is access to knowledge,
it becomes crucial to analyze in which areas exactly knowledge is required and which
knowledge is needed in order to develop a complementary knowledge base by selecting the
most suitable partners (Grant and Baden‐Fuller 2004).

Finally, expectations regarding the time horizon must be elaborated, as it can often require a
considerable period of time for strategic alliances to achieve their identified objectives, if
only because the development of the alliance takes a long time (Hoffmann and Schlosser
2001). Whether an alliance would require a short or long longevity is an executive decision
that ought to take place prior to the formal formation of the alliance (Rahman and Korn
2014). Rahman and Korn (2014) assert that the greater the misalignment between the
preferences for the alliance horizon, the more difficult it will become to negotiate an
agreement on the alliance horizon. This decision on which type of long-termism is
appropriate for a company depends not only on the complexity of the cooperation project, but
also on the previously mentioned resources available for deployment (Rahman and Korn
2014).

It becomes evident that before the actual process of selecting suitable partners can even
begin, numerous factors must be considered to determine whether a strategic alliance
represents the right approach and, if so, which strategic goals should be the focus of the
company. The overview of success factors in the phase of strategic analysis and decision to
collaborate is presented in the following figure.
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Figure 2: Success factors - Phase 1, Own Illustration (2024)

Phase 2: Searching for a suitable partner & partner selection

In general, companies that have opted to enter into a strategic alliance need to ensure a high
level of alignment with their potential partners, as a lack of alignment can ruin a potentially
valuable collaboration (Ireland, Hitt, and Vaidyanath 2002; Russo and Cesarani 2017).
Cooperation with other companies, especially from other countries, constitutes a serious
commitment and therefore this process requires careful planning and selection of allies,
gathering detailed information about the future partner and its objectives (Haase and Franco
2015).

Building on established trust-based relationships is therefore the first stage, as trust not only
reduces the need for control, but also lowers transaction costs and ultimately leads to greater
benefits from the relationship (Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001). The development of trust
already begins in the partner selection phase, in which one party forms an initial mental
image of the other party with which it will enter into the alliance (Boersma, Buckley, and
Ghauri 2003). For Boersma, Buckley, and Ghauri (2003) trust is built in this phase of the
alliance through promissory, goodwill and competence. Choosing a partner with an
expectation of trust, a willingness to gradually but continuously disclose the company's
strategic goals for the alliance while partners do the same, and showing patience provides the
foundation (Ireland, Hitt, and Vaidyanath 2002). This runs through the entire alliance life
cycle and therefore plays a particularly crucial role at the beginning.

The selection of a partner with matching values, particularly in terms of cultural fit, and a
shared philosophy follows on from this and underlines the necessity of this for the long-term
success of an alliance (Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001; Kale, Dyer, and Singh 2002). Swoboda
et al. (2011) see this cultural fit as an implicit aspect of the configuration fit at a personal
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level. A match between the basic ethical and moral values of the partners and between their
openness, their management and leadership style and their risk and security orientation has a
positive effect on the alliance (Swoboda et al. 2011).

Prashant and Harbir (2009) further identify the critical importance of complementarity,
compatibility and commitment when selecting alliance partners. Complementarity provides
certainty of positive outcomes due to the complementarity or overlap of resources, products
or competencies, while compatibility focuses on the fit of working styles and cultures
(Nielsen 2007; Prashant and Harbir 2009). Cooperation partners who have complementary
(or similar) resources can create synergies in combination (Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001).
Partner commitment is emphasized as particularly important, as it requires their willingness
to commit valuable resources to the relationship and to commit to working together despite
possible adjustments, but can be problematic to measure (Prashant and Harbir 2009).

In addition, attention should be paid to a sustainably differentiated but partially overlapping
skills base when selecting partners. This contributes to the success of the alliance, as the
learning of skills enables the partners to work more closely together in the fulfillment of the
alliance tasks, while a low learning of skills raises doubts about the effectiveness of the
alliance and mistrust of the partner's motives (Doz 2007). Hoffmann and Schlosser (2001)
also argue that certain strengths of the partner are essential in the area of cooperation, as the
company's own resource endowment should be supplemented by access to the partner's
resources, which can certainly facilitate good cooperation skills.

Khamseh, Jolly, and Morel (2017) describe the need for an exploratory mindset for
companies as the most efficient learning mode. A potential partner with interesting
knowledge does not represent a real opportunity for the company if the company is not able
to take a flexible, self-challenging approach to adopting the external knowledge (Khamseh,
Jolly, and Morel 2017). This must be accompanied by an exploratory attitude on the part of
the partner, otherwise an inefficient approach to utilizing the external knowledge may occur
due to the fact that interacting with unknown knowledge and then deciphering and integrating
it into innovative processes is arduous (Khamseh, Jolly, and Morel 2017).

According to Das and Teng´s (2000) findings, certain resource profiles of suitable partners
should be characterized by attributes such as imperfect mobility, imperfect imitability and
imperfect substitutability in order to promise increased value creation. In terms of alliance
portfolios, Wassmer and Dussauge (2011) represent value creation at the level of the alliance
portfolio through a function of benefits arising from synergistic combinations of network
resources accessed through alliances with different partners, as well as costs arising from the
substitutability of resource combinations between the focal company and its alliance partners.
When searching for suitable additional alliance partners, care must therefore be taken to
ensure that these partners can provide network resources with the highest value enhancement
potential and that their resources are not substitutable (Wassmer and Dussauge 2011). This
non-substitutability of the partners should also be sought with regard to their knowledge
through a balance between similarity and dissimilarity. The substitutability of the partners
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here, i.e. the fact that the focal company benefits less by appropriating the knowledge of both
partners than by appropriating the knowledge of only one partner, has opposing effects on
value creation and capture (Arora, Belenzon, and Patacconi 2021).

For Nielsen (2007), reputational considerations in relation to potential partners also take on
an additional significance for a company's potential in alliances, as these determine the
perceived status of the company and can serve as a source of legitimacy. This applies in
particular to companies entering new markets or sectors or working together across national
borders, as cooperation with a well-known company can signal quality and trustworthiness
and thus serve as the basis for a positive assessment by a potential partner (Nielsen 2007).

An additional critical determinant for the successful selection of an alliance partner is the
partner's degree of country risk. If companies are confronted with conditions that prove to be
uncertain and unfavorable in the target market, the choice of a suitable alliance partner is of
vital importance. Generally considered, country risk encompasses public institutions and
political measures created by governments as a framework for economic, legal and social
relations (Nielsen 2007). The elements that determine country risk could therefore include: an
effective, impartial and transparent legal system that protects property and individual rights;
stable, credible and honest public institutions; and government policies that promote free and
open markets (Nielsen 2007). In the case of green start-ups, there are additional elements
such as existing environmental regulations, the environmental awareness of institutions and
the chance that the planned legislation will change or not be enacted, which could be risky for
green entrepreneurs (Gast, Gundolf, and Cesinger 2017; Sreenivasan and Suresh 2023). For
instance, abrupt legislative changes in taxes, incentives, etc. can alter the sector’s market
opportunities (Sreenivasan and Suresh 2023).

A final factor to consider in the selection of a suitable alliance partner involves the existing
alliance experience of a potential partner company. According to Zollo, Reuer, and Singh
(2002), the literature consensus is that the accumulation of a company's experience in an
organizational activity leads to improved performance in that activity. Companies accumulate
a collective understanding of how to perform organizational tasks, which is tacitly updated
and refined (i.e. without explicit articulation or codification) to achieve continuous marginal
improvements in performance (Zollo, Reuer, and Singh 2002). This implies that a partner
with a more distinctive general alliance experience is better suited than an inexperienced firm
(Rahman and Korn 2014; Russo and Cesarani 2017). Careful observation of the quality of the
company's existing interorganizational routines developed from previous alliance experience
should therefore be considered in the alliance formation phase when selecting partners (Doz
2007; Zollo, Reuer, and Singh 2002). With respect to partner-specific alliance experience, it
can also be argued that existing one can be considered beneficial. As the alliance partners
work out the operational details of the cooperation agreement, both develop a more detailed
understanding of each other's culture, management systems, capabilities, shortcomings and so
on (Zollo, Reuer, and Singh 2002). By participating in multiple alliances over time, the
partners can tacitly develop a set of routines that form the basis for their interaction with each
other and have a lasting impact on the effectiveness of an alliance (Zollo, Reuer, and Singh
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2002). However, from a long-term strategic perspective, it should also be considered that
studies exist that found previous alliance experience can indeed have negative long-term
effects, which contradicts studies suggesting that alliance capabilities, often used as proxy for
a firm’s alliance experience, are beneficial for alliance outcomes (Kale, Dyer, and Singh
2002; Lunnan and Haugland 2008). One explanation for this could lie in the circumstance
that almost every alliance poses unique challenges and the sole application of previous
experience can have negative effects (Lunnan and Haugland 2008). This aspect should
therefore be evaluated in conjunction with the general excellence of the partner's ability to
cooperate mentioned above.

The overview of success factors in the phase of searching for a suitable partner and partner
selection is presented in the following figure.

Figure 3: Success factors - Phase 2, Own Illustration (2024)

Phase 3: Design & Governance of the alliance

The following phase is based on Prashant and Harbir´s (2009) and Krishnan, Geyskens, and
Steenkamp´s (2016) classifications and their key governance mechanisms applied in strategic
alliances and, building on this, the success factors developed by Hoffmann and Schlosser
(2001) serve partly as generic categories for an in-depth examination of these in
subcategories. A company faces a range of risks through an alliance that can have a negative
impact on the company itself or its partner, so the way a company shapes the governance of
an alliance in the planning phase of the alliance lifecycle is critical to the success of the
alliance. Three main mechanisms for addressing governance issues in alliances emerge as key
considerations: (Non) equity ownership governance, contractual governance and relational
governance (Krishnan, Geyskens, and Steenkamp 2016; Prashant and Harbir 2009). It is
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crucial to emphasize that these approaches are not mutually exclusive (Hoetker and
Mellewigt 2009).

Prashant and Harbir´s (2009) first mechanism to consider the effective governance of
alliances relates to the level of (non-)equity ownership. When forming an alliance, companies
must carefully consider the relative extent of their control over resources and the resulting
(a)symmetrical dependence (Panico 2017). According to Rahman and Korn (2014), the
alliance with symmetric control between partners is less susceptible to termination, but the
enhanced threat of opportunistic behavior increases the pressure to race for power, and even
more resources are wasted on efforts to increase value. In contrast, under asymmetric control,
the calculative logic of trust is more effective in high value and high frequency alliances
(Rahman and Korn 2014). This coincides with Hoffmann and Schlosser´s (2001) statement
on reciprocity between the partners as an essential dimension in evaluating the performance
of an alliance. The focus here is therefore also on the power structure in the alliance, which
leads to instability if it is unevenly distributed (Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001). It is therefore
a requirement that each partner contributes equal resources at each stage in order to create a
platform for the partners to collaborate, exchange information and coordinate their tasks
(Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001; Ma et al. 2012). Those hierarchical structures can assist
when the partner's reputation is unknown and the focal company expects opportunism from
the partner as a result of the high level of behavioral uncertainty and the specificity of the
assets (Rahman and Korn 2014). Consequently, when there remains a general uncertainty
about market conditions, the equity-based alliance represents an efficient form, as it has the
characteristics of 'mutual hostages' (through equity commitment & care for the alliance and
its outcome), facilitates hierarchical monitoring and creates an incentive through a proportion
of the profits for all partners (Prashant and Harbir 2009). By contrast, the least hierarchical
structure relates to the non-equity structure, which is based on contractual agreements,
involves no co-ownership or exchange of equity and has no management structure to oversee
the partnership (Rahman and Korn 2014). The method by which (bilateral) contractual
agreements define the alignment of incentives here constitutes an important feature that
characterizes those partnerships without equity ownership (Niesten and Jolink 2018). In such
cases, the use of a steering committee that continuously monitors the alliance and is thus able
to counteract opportunistic behavior provides assistance (Lorange, Roos, and Brønn 1992).
Furthermore, according to Zollo, Reuer, and Singh (2002), a focus can be placed on prior
partner-specific alliance experience, as this is considered a substitutive coordination
mechanism for equity governance. The assumption here holds that companies without prior
relationships benefit from an alliance with equity participation, while an alliance without
equity participation is preferable as soon as the companies have a prior relationship (Zollo,
Reuer, and Singh 2002).

Prashant and Harbir (2009) identify the contractual provisions in the alliance agreement as
the second mechanism for effective governance. This so-called contractual governance refers
to the use of a comprehensive set of provisions and clauses that define mutual rights and
obligations and provide for legal and private sanctions in the event of non-compliance
(Krishnan, Geyskens, and Steenkamp 2016). Five factors contribute significantly to the
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success of the Alliance's planning with regard to its governance structure. First, according to
Hoffmann and Schlosser (2001), precise goals and tasks should be defined from the start in
order to minimize behavioral uncertainty and the resulting need for control. Frequent disputes
about the duties of cooperation and the distribution of output (rights) otherwise cause high
costs for conflict resolution, which impairs the benefits of cooperation (Hoffmann and
Schlosser 2001). These should include rules regarding inputs, processes, dispute resolution
and expected outcomes (Doz 2007; Prashant and Harbir 2009). Second, in the planning phase
of the alliance, ways to minimize disputes over 'outlearning' and, as a result, to preserve and
protect core competencies should be considered (Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001; Ireland, Hitt,
and Vaidyanath 2002). The acquisition of new technologies or capabilities by one partner
may be seen as an undesirable drain on the other partner's proprietary expertise, jeopardizing
its own competitiveness (Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001). Thus, enforcement provisions
relating to intellectual property protection and detection of infringements can counteract this,
setting limits on each party and improving monitoring, thus limiting potential opportunism
(Hoetker and Mellewigt 2009; Krishnan, Geyskens, and Steenkamp 2016; Prashant and
Harbir 2009). In ultimate cases, the court can impose sanctions by imposing binding
contractual terms (Krishnan, Geyskens, and Steenkamp 2016). Third, the agreement of clear
and realistic goals for the initial phase of the collaboration should be considered in the design
phase, as these ensure concrete implementation steps and early successes and drive the
development of the alliance (Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001). The main role of managers is to
foster converging expectations by communicating to reduce the uncertainty created by
separate judgments of interdependent parties (Agarwal, Croson, and Mahoney 2010). Fourth,
the determination of intra- and inter-firm competitive information flows by partners should
equally be considered to promote learning and adaptability between partners (Ireland, Hitt,
and Vaidyanath 2002; Prashant and Harbir 2009). This contractual information flow
governance enables a coordinated response to changes in uncertain environmental conditions,
as partners need not only to share information in a timely manner but also to rapidly
coordinate on an appropriate response (Krishnan, Geyskens, and Steenkamp 2016). Fifth,
anticipated milestones should be defined in an implementation plan, which can serve as a
basis for a targeted and controlled implementation of the alliance (Hoffmann and Schlosser
2001). In contrast to the five factors, however, too much hierarchical control in the form of
contracts and formal agreements should also be avoided, as otherwise the alliance forfeits its
living organism and tends to take on sterile traits (Taylor 2005). In his research, Taylor (2005)
found that respondents tended to rely more on informal relationships and networks than on
formal mechanisms. Moreover, formal governance mechanisms incur costs both initially (the
cost of negotiating and designing the mechanisms to be used) and during an alliance (the cost
of gathering and collating information, preparing and providing documents) (Hoetker and
Mellewigt 2009). Thus, too strong contractual and formal agreements also lead to a certain
degree of protectionism, which has a negative impact on knowledge transfer and ultimately
the performance of the alliance (Nielsen 2007).

The self-enforcing governance described by Prashant and Harbir (2009), often and also here
referred to as 'relational governance', is the third mechanism for creating efficient and
sustained alliance governance that needs to be considered. These refer to mechanisms that
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promote the development of trust, goodwill, reputation and social identification (Hoetker and
Mellewigt 2009; Prashant and Harbir 2009). Examples include committees, working groups
and joint problem-solving (Hoetker and Mellewigt 2009). In this way, conflicts can be
resolved on the basis of transparent communication and a preference for non-opportunistic
win-win solutions (Hoetker and Mellewigt 2009). Hoffmann and Schlosser (2001) also
describe prioritizing this joint creation of added value, i.e. spending less time arguing about
the distribution of the joint 'cake' and instead focusing on making the joint 'cake' as big as
possible, as an essential success factor in the planning of the governance structure. Relational
governance mechanisms can foster such collaboration in the implementation of value creation
initiatives that require the sharing of tacit knowledge between partners, the exchange of
hard-to-price resources and the offering of answers that are not explicitly provided for in the
contract (Prashant and Harbir 2009). Also, transaction costs such as costs for complex
adjustments or monitoring costs can be reduced as there is a willingness for flexible response
and no external supervision by third parties is required (Prashant and Harbir 2009). And
lastly, it can serve as an effective means of overseeing and controlling the behavior of the
partners if it is based on a certain resource dependency between the partners (Prashant and
Harbir 2009). However, there remain disadvantageous aspects, which are mainly associated
with considerable costs in terms of time and resource allocation (Hoetker and Mellewigt
2009). In terms of costs, for instance, Hoetker and Mellewigt (2009) emphasize the fact that
managers and engineers have to travel between company locations, which takes up a
considerable amount of time. Another essential component of the relational governance
mechanism is trust. In an alliance context, trust suggests that a partner’s actions will meet
expectations, including the absence of opportunistic behavior (Ireland, Hitt, and Vaidyanath
2002). Krishnan, Geyskens, and Steenkamp (2016) divide it into integrity-based and
benevolence-based trust, with the former representing the confidence that partners possess a
strong sense of fairness and that neither side will engage in behavior that violates a set of
principles that the partners deem acceptable. Benevolence-based trust, in contrast, describes
the trust that partners will not behave selfishly because they believe that the other 'intends to
act benevolently apart from a self-centered profit motive' (Krishnan, Geyskens, and
Steenkamp 2016). The primary benefit of the presence of trust-based governance comes from
the bilateral expectation that partners will not exploit each other's vulnerabilities (Krishnan,
Geyskens, and Steenkamp 2016; Wittmann, Hunt, and Arnett 2009). This can be built up
during negotiations through unilateral commitments that also emphasize the importance of
the planned partnership and this mutual trustworthiness (Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001).
Otherwise, a lack of trust in the future behavior of the partners leads to the need to take costly
security precautions against opportunistic behavior, which in turn leads to increased
transaction costs again (Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001). However, side effects must also be
taken into account here. For example, while trust reduces the need for mutual monitoring of
uncertain behavior, it can create a systematic bias that can lead to erroneous judgments and
an inappropriate response to environmental changes (Krishnan, Geyskens, and Steenkamp
2016). It may also be accompanied by an immediate decline in performance due to the
adoption of some aspects of internal supply that reduce incentives (Hoetker and Mellewigt
2009). These can be a more frequent granting of second chances or a greater willingness to
negotiate unexpected cost increases (Hoetker and Mellewigt 2009). The creation and
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maintenance of trust thus acts as a significant component of the relational governance
mechanism in strategic alliances, minimizing the need for mutual monitoring of uncertain
behavior, but potential side effects such as systematic bias and performance degradation must
also be considered.

Strategic decisions on the governance of alliances require an understanding of the
relationships between these governance mechanisms. Contractual complexity, for instance,
does not differ between equity and non-equity alliances, implying that equity alone is not
sufficient to ensure successful alliance governance, as they may even complement each other
(Prashant and Harbir 2009). There remains also no consensus on the interaction of formal and
informal governance, whether one type of mechanism replaces or supplants the other or
whether they complement each other, so that relational governance reinforces the positive
effects of formal governance and enables partners to accept formal contractual governance
more easily despite the incompleteness and ambiguity of contractual clauses (Prashant and
Harbir 2009). In Taylor´s (2005) research, respondents relied more on the informal
relationships and networks that develop trust and engagement than on formal mechanisms.
Krishnan, Geyskens, and Steenkamp (2016) also include behavioral and environmental
uncertainty as significant influencing factors that should guide the decision on governance.
Hoetker and Mellewigt (2009) integrate the characteristics of property-based and
knowledge-based assets as part of the process of consideration. Ultimately, it depends above
all on whether the performance of the alliance should be made measurable with the help of
security measures or in view of the characteristics of the transactions involved (Prashant and
Harbir 2009).

The overview of success factors in the phase design and governance of the alliance is
presented in the following figure.

Figure 4: Success factors - Phase 3, Own Illustration (2024)
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Phase 4: Post-formation phase of implementation & management of the alliance

Although strategic analysis, optimal partner selection and the selection of the most
strategically appropriate governance structure are of fundamental significance for the
prosperity of a strategic alliance, this must be proactively managed and maintained in the
subsequent process. In this context, the focus needs to be placed on several factors, which are
elaborated in the following by working out the statements by Prashant and Harbir (2009),
Hoffmann and Schlosser (2001), and Russo and Cesarani (2017) in a cumulative framework
with factors displayed in ascending order of occurrence or relevance.

Once the basic rules and framework for the alliance have been agreed, an initial collaborative
pilot project should be initiated and carried out to familiarize the partners quickly (Hoffmann
and Schlosser 2001; Tziva et al. 2021). Hoffmann and Schlosser (2001) suggest that rapid
measurable successes generate a dynamic that not only counteracts distance and remaining
skepticism, but also strengthens the entire alliance management.

According to Hoffmann and Schlosser (2001), the commitment and support of top
management represents an important success criterion in the implementation phase of an
alliance. This provides both encouragement and the provision of sufficient resources (e.g.
personnel, travel, technology, material equipment, but also financially) for personnel directly
involved in the alliance activities (Whipple and Frankel 2000). It is therefore crucial to
involve such top management in the alliance or, if applicable, to align it with them (Lorange,
Roos, and Brønn 1992).

Given the strong interdependence between the partners, conflicts are frequent in alliance
relationships; the success factor lies in the way in which they are managed and resolved
(Russo and Cesarani 2017). Russo and Cesarani (2017) see the main causes of alliance
conflicts in organizational, administrative and cultural differences between the partners, in
other words in the asymmetry of input and output factors. There consequently ought to be a
focus on equality, which ensures the equivalent commitment of each partner in the alliance
cycle. However, as this frequently proves insufficient, suitable mechanisms must be created
to resolve or escalate any conflicts that arise (Prashant and Harbir 2009). Further, Russo and
Cesarani (2017) list different expectations on the alliance as a further reason for the
emergence of conflicts, which is why it is important that goals are compatible and can be
achieved simultaneously. This is consistent with Hoffmann and Schlosser´s (2001) assertion
in the design & governance phase of the alliance that precise goals and task definitions must
be set and mutually agreed beforehand to avoid potential conflicts.

Continuous performance evaluation forms the foundation for monitoring the progress of the
alliance throughout its lifecycle (Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001; Russo and Cesarani 2017). It
enables an overview of the extent to which adjustments should be undertaken or even a
termination of the cooperation should be considered (Tjemkes, Vos, and Burgers 2017).
According to Russo and Cesarani (2017), partners must develop an integrated performance
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evaluation approach composed of metrics that takes into account and evaluates all the various
aspects of strategic alliance performance. These aspects include economic performance
(Economic value of the alliance relationship), strategic performance (Alliance management
effectiveness), operational performance (Efficiency and effectiveness of alliance process on a
daily basis), learning performance (Outcome of learning process) and relational performance
(Value of interpersonal relationship) and must be combined simultaneously (Russo and
Cesarani 2017). Without such a continuous review, taking into account all aspects of
performance, a company in an alliance cannot fully exploit the development potential of the
alliance or may only realize that the collaboration takes a wrong direction when it is already
too far advanced (Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001). However, on the basis of research in the
supply chain sector, Whipple and Frankel (2000) note that there is still considerable room for
improvement when using precisely defined (e.g. written) performance measurements, also
because both partners entail their own performance expectations, which can harbor potential
for conflict by focusing on the performance of merely one party.

The resource-based logic, as stated by Das and Teng (2000), suggests that the competitive
advantage of alliances is based on the effective integration of the valuable resources of the
partner companies. Therefore, it becomes essential that once the decision to collaborate has
been made and the basic objectives have been aligned, each partner provides the resources
required for the alliance (Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001). At this starting point, the partners
should therefore not hesitate to invest in the partnership (Gudergan et al. 2012). Gudergan et
al. (2012) also attribute better long-term performance to non-equity alliances in which the
partners make greater resource efforts to fulfill the functional responsibilities assigned to
them. The reason for taking this approach is that it can lead to a lock-in situation, as the
investments outside the relationship have a lower value than those within (Lunnan and
Haugland 2008). This increases the involvement of the partners and at the same time enables
an initial building of trust between the companies. It also promotes an early examination and
evaluation of the resources brought into the alliance in terms of their resource types and the
resulting benefits (Das and Teng 2000). In this way, Das and Teng (2000) developed four
types, more precisely supplementary and surplus resources, as well as complementary and
wasteful resources. Here, complementary resources increase the value of the alliance through
synergy, surplus resources remain unused but can serve as a kind of buffer against unforeseen
circumstances, complementarity involves similar resources of different natures, and wasteful
resources lead to inefficiencies (Das and Teng 2000). These categorizations serve as a
framework to evaluate partner-provided resources, aligning them with alliance goals and
deriving initial actionable insights. In essence, the prompt establishment of necessary
resources in the alliance not only contributes to achieving alliance goals but also helps
address property issues proactively at an early stage (Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001).

Also in the post-formation phase of an alliance, trust building remains one of the most critical
factors for the success of such an alliance since each party depends on the other to satisfy
mutual goals (Ireland, Hitt, and Vaidyanath 2002; Prashant and Harbir 2009; Whipple and
Frankel 2000). While Krishnan, Geyskens, and Steenkamp (2016) subdivision in the
formation of an alliance is carried out through integrity-based and benevolent trust, Jiang et
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al. (2015) focus more on trust formation in the postformation phase. They categorize trust in
this phase as competence trust (adequate resources & capabilities) and goodwill trust
(integrity & good faith) and focus on the aforementioned resource sharing (Jiang et al. 2015).
Their study results indicate that the sharing of tangible resources is facilitated by goodwill
trust alone, while the sharing of intangible resources is facilitated by both goodwill and
competence trust. Alliance managers consequently need to consider that both goodwill trust
and competence trust are viable means to improve the sharing of resources among partners
and consequently the performance of the alliance (Jiang et al. 2015). Prashant and Harbir
(2009) elaborate on three trust-building mechanisms that contribute to the developing of both
aspects of trust: as in the formation phase, trust should be demonstrated through unilateral
commitments, but also by showing trustworthiness through honoring commitments
(diligently honoring all commitments, ensuring that it only commits to actions that are within
its capabilities and power), and by building interpersonal trust (associated with the social
bonds that develop between these individuals through interaction). A high level of trust
assists partners to reduce their resistance to the use of formal process control mechanisms as
performance factors, as the latter, when complemented by trust, make the coordination of an
alliance's day-to-day activities more effective (Balboni, Marchi, and Vignola 2018). These
coordination mechanisms will be considered in more detail in a subsequent section. Because
of its importance, alliance managers should therefore not only work to build trust when
forming alliances, but also place great emphasis on it in the further alliance life cycle stage,
especially with regard to the sharing of tangible and intangible resources.

As already outlined by Phene and Tallman (2014) previously, knowledge spillovers, i.e. the
unintended and unpaid transfer of knowledge between organizations, offer both partners the
opportunity to use and apply external knowledge in complementary areas. Nevertheless,
attention must be paid to preventing the unwanted outflow of knowledge (Hoffmann and
Schlosser 2001). Continuous monitoring of the exchange of information and a conscious
increase in knowledge-related mobility barriers in order to protect its core resources appear to
Hoffmann and Schlosser (2001) to be decisive success factors. Also, Ireland, Hitt, and
Vaidyanath (2002) emphasize here that in order to maintain the alliance and promote learning
between the partners, each company must regulate the flow of competitively relevant
information to its partner and at the same time safeguard proprietary knowledge. However,
according to Nielsen (2007), excessive protectiveness has a negative impact on the transfer of
knowledge and the performance of the alliance, as it can be an obstacle to effective alliance
management and thus lead to uncertainty and misunderstandings. He therefore describes
successful cooperation in strategic alliances with a degree of protectiveness that should be the
lowest possible. It thus requires consideration, also based on control mechanisms and the
level of trust, to what extent and to what degree knowledge sharing should take place.

Based on transaction cost economics, Hoffmann and Schlosser (2001) emphasize the need for
an information and coordination system that connects all alliance units. A clear coordination
process is core to the success of an alliance as how partners deal with changes in their
internal and external environments requires continual adjustment to maintain their focus on
achieving their goals (Dhaundiyal and Coughlan 2022). To this end, they bring modern
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information and communication technologies into play, which can significantly reduce
ongoing transaction costs and contribute to efficiency. Through such communication
technology, managers may plan, organize, and provide initial and follow-up feedback when
they communicate effectively, which can diminish fears of opportunism, mitigate issues with
restricted rationality, and decrease defection from cooperative outcomes (Agarwal, Croson,
and Mahoney 2010). In addition, (Kale, Dyer, and Singh 2001) attribute greater influence to
the existence of an alliance structure for managing internal coordination than to alliance
experience. Prashant and Harbir (2009) identify three classic mechanisms for establishing an
information and coordination system: programming, hierarchy, and feedback. Programming
facilitates coordination by providing clear guidelines on tasks, accountability, and
implementation timelines, thereby enhancing clarity, predictability, and decision-making
speed among partners (Prashant and Harbir 2009). Hierarchy involves establishing formal
roles with decision-making authority to oversee partner interactions and facilitate information
and resource sharing (Prashant and Harbir 2009). Feedback mechanisms like joint teams or
collocation aid partners in promptly sharing information, mobilizing resources and adapting
to evolving interdependence (Prashant and Harbir 2009). Coordination problems refer to the
difficulties in coordinating actions between partners and can occur even when partners'
interests are fully aligned, so it is recommended to jointly integrate a coordination and
information system that takes into account the three mechanisms mentioned.

Gudergan et al. (2012) describe the need in establishing the alliance not to limit the
adaptability of its efforts in order to take advantage of changing circumstances more
efficiently. However, continuous improvement and adaptation of the cooperation process, in
particular the willingness to be flexible about the alliance objectives, remains crucial during
the post-formation phase of the alliance, as the partners must recognize their differences in
structures, processes and routines of action in the ongoing collaboration and then identify
how they can overcome or even strategically combine them in order to increase the efficiency
of the collaboration (Doz 2007; Taylor 2005). This can generally lead to the partners adapting
and consequently improving their cooperation process over time (Doz 2007). Among other
factors, this adaptability can be facilitated by the success factors described previously. For
instance, Prashant and Harbir (2009) relate the willingness to adapt to changing
circumstances to the degree of trust between the partners, which again emphasizes the
importance of building trust. Dhaundiyal and Coughlan (2022) also emphasize the
importance of clear coordination processes for the success of an alliance so that partners can
continuously adapt to changes in their internal and external environment, which requires
constant adjustment to remain focused on achieving their goals. Combining these factors, it
can be summarized that managers should adapt output and process coordination mechanisms
to the level of trust achieved in alliances to prevent conflicts and unnecessary costs, as trust
evolves over the alliance's life cycle (Balboni, Marchi, and Vignola 2018).

The last success factor in the post-formation phase of an alliance is the capacity and
willingness to learn (Grant and Baden‐Fuller 2004; Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001; Taylor
2005; Whipple and Frankel 2000). In one sense, alliance partners should be willing to share
knowledge and competencies and mutually adopt new knowledge from the other partners
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(Taylor 2005). More importantly, however, it requires a company to identify its own
absorptive capacity, in other words its ability to recognize the value of new, external
information from partners, process it and use it for economic purposes (Cohen and Levinthal
1990). Hoffmann and Schlosser (2001) refer to both aspects together as learning capacity and
emphasize that learning success in an alliance depends on how extensive this learning
capacity is and how transparent the partner's complementary knowledge reveals itself to be.
As a first step, managers need to understand the forms of alliance learning, which Kohtamäki,
Rabetino, and Huikkola (2023) classify as relationship learning, learning from alliances,
learning in innovation networks, and learning social networks, and in which absorptive
capacity is particularly relevant in the latter three. This coincides with the assertion by
Khamseh, Jolly, and Morel (2017) that the choice of learning mode must be determined, as
the use of external knowledge requires the exploratory mindset mentioned in a previous
section, as it promotes the flexibility to challenge existing internal knowledge and processes.
As such, alliances enable a company to participate in extensive networks and thus imply a
higher absorptive capacity and consequently a higher learning capacity (Grant and
Baden‐Fuller 2004). Otherwise, there arises the danger of so-called 'learning races', in which
the partner that acquires the complementary knowledge of the other most quickly will have
the greatest success in the collaboration, which shifts the balance of power in favor of this
alliance partner (Arora, Belenzon, and Patacconi 2021; Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001).
However, as soon as the question of promoting effective collaboration becomes the focus of
attention, many standard intuitions of the learning race view can be overturned or relativized,
as one's own absorption capacity can be reduced or the transparency of one's own activities
increased (Arora, Belenzon, and Patacconi 2021). In order to identify one's own learning
capacity, a general understanding of the form of alliance learning should be gained in
advance and, if necessary, adapted on this foundation.

The overview of success factors in the post-formation phase of implementation and
management of the alliance is presented in the following figure.
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Figure 5: Success factors - Phase 4, Own Illustration (2024)

Phase 5: Termination of the alliance

The aim of the alliance termination phase is to organize an exit that brings favorable results
for all parties involved, while taking into account the complexity of the process in terms of
key actions and stakeholders, social and economic costs, as well as its speed and simplicity
(Tjemkes, Vos, and Burgers 2017).

There is a range of alliance terminations, which Tjemkes, Vos, and Burgers (2017) refer to as
options for further alliance development and represent the natural end of an alliance,
extension, premature termination, changes to the alliance structure and the takeover of one
partner by the other. A natural end occurs when all alliance goals have been achieved (Russo
and Cesarani 2017). Changes in the alliance structure imply that the forms of alliance
governance change, e.g. a reorganization based on the level of control from an equity alliance
to a non-equity alliance or vice versa (Russo and Cesarani 2017). Nevertheless, it
occasionally occurs that an alliance ends earlier than planned, so a premature termination, for
which the reasons can be multifaceted. Tjemkes, Vos, and Burgers (2017) categorize these
into three groups of factors: structural deficiencies, process deficiencies and (unforeseen)
external circumstances. Structural deficiencies can include national cultural differences, as
they are often present in the partnership from the outset and can influence the structural
design of the alliance, but also lack of technological and organizational fit, as well as task
complexity, conflicts among partner firms and lack of prior alliance experience (Jiang, Li,
and Gao 2008; Krishnan, Martin, and Noorderhaven 2006). Managerial difficulties, if, for
instance, the organization or structure of the alliance is not adequately aligned with the
management challenges, can also be categorized in this group (Park and Ungson 2001).
Process differences can occur when partner firms are dissatisfied with their ability to take
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advantage of the partnership, when they lack inter-partner trust, or when asymmetric learning
is present (Jiang, Li, and Gao 2008; Rajan, Dhir, and Sushil 2020). External circumstances
can represent loss of reputation, which can suffer from unpredictable events (Jiang, Li, and
Gao 2008). Regardless of the type of termination, the necessary framework of prerequisites
and conditions should already be defined in the conception phase of alliances in order to
avoid discrepancies later on (Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001). This also applies to premature
termination, for which framework conditions can also be defined in advance, ranging from
contractual to interpersonal arrangements on how to behave.

In the second place and going along with this, Hoffmann and Schlosser (2001) describe the
termination of an alliance as a difficult undertaking that requires delicacy and skill. Partly as
a result of the fact that the trustworthiness and reputation of the company may suffer, partners
must be treated in a respectful manner and transparency must take priority if the termination
process is to run smoothly (Hoffmann and Schlosser 2001). The main reason for this is that
potential future alliances can build on the experience of the existing ones and potential new
partners may also take a deficient reputation of the other company into consideration.

The overview of success factors in the phase of the alliance termination is presented in the
following figure.

Figure 6: Success factors - Phase 5, Own Illustration (2024)

2.2.4. Market entry modes

The following section analyzes the existing literature on market entry modes in several ways.
After the chapter 'Data & Method' has already dealt with the definition of market entry modes
in general, the first section in the following examines in more detail which different market
entry modes exist and how they can be categorized. The second section first discusses
theoretical approaches and models applied by other scholars to explain factors that
significantly determine the choice of a suitable mode of entry and, building on this, to explain
the resulting entry mode choice. The third section then links the existing facts by looking at
the literature for combinations of strategic alliances as a market entry mode for start-ups and
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narrowed down alliances of start-ups with a sustainable purpose in the final section.

Categorization of market entry modes

Generally the various market entry modes can be categorized according to the aspect of
equity, which ultimately goes hand in hand with their level of control, which, in this context,
refers to the company's ability to direct operations to achieve its goals (Pan and Tse 2000;
Petrou 2009; Slangen and Hennart 2007). This overarching classification of equity vs.
non-equity modes is followed by scholars such as Slangen and Hennart (2007), Pan and Tse
(2000) and Nakos and Brouthers (2002), while the majority of other studies concentrate on
the level of control (Blomstermo, Deo Sharma, and Sallis 2006; Johnson and Tellis 2008;
Pehrsson 2008; Sanchez-Peinado, Pla-Barber, and Hébert 2007). According to Pan and Tse
(2000), companies in the equity category choose between wholly owned operations
(Greenfield, Acquisition & Others) and equity joint ventures (Minority EJV, 50% EJV,
Majority EJV). These entail a considerable use of resources, ongoing management and direct
interaction at foreign locations (Pan and Tse 2000). In the non-equity category, on the other
hand, the choice can be drawn between contractual agreements (Alliances, licensing,
franchising, R&D contracts & others) and export (Direct export, indirect export & others), in
which no independent organization takes place and which is based on established and fixed
contractual relationships (Pan and Tse 2000). Direct export hereby takes place via a foreign
intermediary, indirect export via a domestic intermediary and own export, for instance, via
own salespeople (Welch 2015). Brouthers and Hennart´s (2007) classification is more based
on the principle of distinguishing between the level of ownership (Joint ventures vs. wholly
owned subsidiaries) and the mode of establishment (Greenfield vs. acquisitions). Firms can
enter foreign markets through contracts (with distributors, resource suppliers, licensees and
franchisees) or by extending the firm abroad, setting up sales or manufacturing subsidiaries
and, should they decide to set up such affiliates, whether they will share the ownership of
such with other firms (an equity joint venture) or decide to keep full ownership (Brouthers
and Hennart 2007). Greenfield joint ventures (newly established subsidiaries) enable
collaborative establishment of shared foreign ventures, leveraging local expertise, while
acquisitions (purchase of firms in the host country) provide rapid market entry and
competitive advantage through full control of existing foreign entities (Brouthers and Hennart
2007; Welch 2015). Lastly, Johnson and Tellis (2008) classify the market entry modes solely
according to their level of control. While high-control modes of entry require a greater
commitment of resources abroad and expose the firm going abroad to a higher degree of
uncertainty, low-control modes require a more limited commitment of resources, resulting in
less uncertainty for the firm abroad (Blomstermo, Deo Sharma, and Sallis 2006). The mode
with the lowest level of control he classifies as export. It is closely followed in his
categorization by license and franchise, the formal permission or right offered to a firm or
agent in a host country to use the proprietary technology or other knowledge resources of the
home firm in return for payment, which constitutes a moderate degree of control. Further
moderate control can be exercised in the modes of strategic alliances and joint ventures,
while the mode with the highest degree of control falls on wholly owned subsidiaries
(Johnson and Tellis 2008). Blackburne and Buckley (2019) describe an additional market
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entry mode through the innovative phenomenon of international business incubators,
addressing liabilities of foreignness in the internationalization process. This constitutes a
shared office-space facility located in a foreign country that provides temporary
accommodation and assistance to newly arriving firms until such time as they feel able to
‘graduate’ or leave to set up a permanent presence of their own (Blackburne and Buckley
2019).

The classification in this paper follows the equity vs. non-equity principle, as illustrated in the
figure below.

Figure 7: Market Entry Modes, Extension of Pal and Tse (2000)

General theoretical consideration of market entry mode choice

A large range of theoretical approaches exist in the academic literature that attempt to explain
the decision of the market entry mode on the basis of identified factors and motives.
According to Brouthers and Hennart´s (2007) and Lauf and Schwen's (2014) review, the
transaction cost analysis, the resource-based view, the institutional theory and Dunning's
eclectic framework can be identified here, serving as the theoretical foundation for around
90% of academic research (Brouthers and Hennart 2007).

Almost half of the studies used the theory of transaction cost analysis (TCA) (Brouthers and
Hennart 2007). Elaborated by Williamson (1985), it describes that when expanding abroad,
companies opt for a certain organizational structure - markets (non-equity modes) versus
hierarchies (equity modes) - depending on how cost-efficient one structure is compared to the
other. With increasing control over the market entry method towards equity modes,
accompanied by higher commitment and resource commitment, the costs therefore increase
(Johnson and Tellis 2008). The aim is thus to minimize overall transaction costs and
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inefficiencies and maximize long-term efficiency (measured by risk-adjusted return on
investment) (Blackburne and Buckley 2019; Qi et al. 2020).
Three factors in particular are emphasized that cause market transaction costs and control
costs: Asset specificity, behavioral & environmental uncertainties and frequency (Beugelsdijk
et al. 2018; Laufs and Schwens 2014; Williamson 1985). Asset specificity describes how
certain material and human resources can depreciate in value if they are to be used for
purposes other than their purpose (Williamson 1985). The lower the specificity of these
assets, the lower the cost of protecting their know-how from competitors (Brouthers and
Nakos 2004). Behavioral uncertainty, or internal uncertainty, arises from a company's
inability to predict the behavior of individuals in a foreign country, which can increase
control costs (Brouthers and Nakos 2004). International experience has been identified as an
indirect way to measure behavioral uncertainty, which can reduce such uncertainties
(Maekelburger, Schwens, and Kabst 2012). However, the more familiar companies become
with international markets and the more confidence they gain, the better they are able to
manage the trade-off between control and risk (Blackburne and Buckley 2019).
Environmental uncertainties, also known as external uncertainties, refer to the risks
associated with a host country and highlight cultural distance in particular as a significant
influencing factor (Maekelburger, Schwens, and Kabst 2012; Williamson 1985). The latter
increases information asymmetry and consequently leads to increased monitoring costs
(Morschett, Schramm-Klein, and Swoboda 2010). Lastly, frequency refers to whether
companies need to use market contracts or integrate transactions internally and develop their
own enforcement mechanisms, whereby the fixed costs of integration are only justified if the
transaction volume is large enough (Brouthers and Hennart 2007). Thus, while a company
can protect its proprietary know-how and minimize its market transaction costs by integrating
its foreign operations, it must also weigh the need for integration against the costs of
controlling the hierarchical structure and weigh precisely this trade-off. Therefore, companies
strive for a balance between integration benefits and control costs when choosing the form of
market entry (Brouthers and Nakos 2004).
However, especially with regard to SMEs, many questions remain unanswered. For instance,
it does not explain how SMEs can use an entry mode to transfer and protect their assets,
which plays a crucial role in a strategic alliance when it comes to the implementation phase
of the alliance (Laufs and Schwens 2014). Also, external uncertainty factors other than
cultural distance were only considered to a limited extent, whereas SMEs are particularly
sensitive to institutional challenges and this becomes essential with regard to green start-ups
and their stronger connection to environmental regulations and institutions. In addition, Laufs
and Schwens (2014) identified only limited consideration of the ownership structures of
SMEs and their influence on the exercise of control over activities in the host country. They
cite Dunning's eclectic framework in particular as suitable for this, which will be examined in
more detail later on. Overall, Lu (2002) also describes it as static and therefore cannot make
an appropriate long-term estimate.

A further theory to explain market entry mode choices is the resource-based view (RBV).
While the TCA focuses on the costs of resource transfer, the RBV focuses on the potential
benefits of transferring resources in alternative modes (Meyer, Wright, and Pruthi 2009).
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RBV generally views a firm as a bundle of interrelated and idiosyncratic resources and
resource transformation activities (Barney 1991).
According to Barney (1991), developing or acquiring such company-specific, idiosyncratic
resources and capabilities, which are valuable, rare and only imperfectly imitable and for
which there are no generally available substitutes, gives companies a resource-based
advantage. The characteristics of such unique resources and capabilities ultimately dominate
the choice of market entry mode, which is made on the basis of resource requirements in the
target market (Lindsay, Rod, and Ashill 2017; Qi et al. 2020).
According to Sharma and Erramilli (2004), the RBV approach assumes that companies
choose market entry modes to transfer existing resources to foreign markets, taking costs and
benefits into account. This is because increased control over essential resources increases a
company's chances of success, as these tangible or intangible resources enable assets to be
used effectively (Johnson and Tellis 2008).
Sharma and Erramilli (2004) divide this decision into location and ownership. When making
location decisions, companies utilize competitive advantages in production and marketing
activities by placing them where these advantages apply and considering compatibility with
host country factors (Sharma and Erramilli 2004). In ownership decisions, firms transfer
resources internally or through the market, taking into account factors such as the
transferability of resources, imperfect imitability and the ability of host country firms to
absorb these resources (Sharma and Erramilli 2004). For instance, uncertainty about the
environment in the host country tends to lead to the avoidance of full ownership in order to
protect the company's resources (Morschett, Schramm-Klein, and Swoboda 2010). SMEs,
characterized by a scarcity of critical resources and capabilities, build their market entry
mode choice according to precisely this, as it otherwise imposes constraints on their ability to
reach more advanced stages of internationalization (Laufs and Schwens 2014). Knowledge of
the foreign market also represents such crucial resources (Laufs and Schwens 2014).
Therefore, for SMEs entering foreign markets, capabilities, especially in culturally distant
and emerging markets, are often dependent on external resources, including local contacts
and specific assets such as information and networks (Lindsay, Rod, and Ashill 2017).
Some scholars encourage future research to apply the resource-based view (RBV) in research
on SMEs' choice of market entry mode in foreign countries, especially in terms of their
resource constraints. Research on resource-based modes of entry still seems to be quite
limited and could be extended by studies that combine the resource-based view with other
perspectives such as institutional theory (Brouthers and Hennart 2007).

According to Brouthers and Hennart (2007), institutional theory states that the institutional
environment of a country affects the decisions of companies because the environment reflects
the 'rules of the game' according to which companies participate in a particular market. New
institutionalism subdivides this institutional environment into informal (culturally developed
patterns of behavior) and formal (political, legal and economic regulations and
circumstances) institutions (Schwens, Eiche, and Kabst 2011). On this basis, the new
institutional theory assumes that the institutional environment of a country consists of
regulatory, normative and cognitive dimensions (Laufs and Schwens 2014). According to
Laufs and Schwens (2014), the regulatory dimension consists of rules and laws that are
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responsible for the stability of society. They define the normative dimension with social
values, culture and norms of society, while the cognitive dimension concerns social structures
that are considered to be taken for granted. The choice of foreign market entry mode
therefore reflects the extent of compliance of the foreign subsidiary with these dimensions in
the host country (Yiu and Makino 2002).
The new institutional theory therefore emphasizes that by striving for legitimacy and
acceptance in the host country, companies adapt to its conditions by adopting practices that
are 'isomorphic' to those of other organizations (Morschett, Schramm-Klein, and Swoboda
2010; Yiu and Makino 2002). Thus, companies attempt to adapt to their external institutional
environment by conforming to the institutional pressures of other organizations and behave
accordingly, and ultimately imitate others within their organizational category, suggesting
that their choice of entry mode is influenced by the prevailing patterns of other actors in the
same industry and/or country, especially in uncertain environments (Beugelsdijk et al. 2018;
Lu 2002). For this purpose, Lu (2002) identified three types of imitation: frequency-based,
trait-based and outcome-based imitation. Frequency-based imitation involves copying
structures and practices widely adopted by organizations within a firm's environment,
exerting a uniform influence on decision-making (Lu 2002). In contrast, trait-based imitation
is more selective, focusing on successful firms and their identifiable characteristics, such as
entry mode choices, while outcome-based imitation involves mimicking decisions that have
led to successful outcomes (Lu 2002).
Numerous applications of the (new) institutional theory have also been applied to the SME
sector, as it also provides theoretical perspectives that can be applied to their entry into
foreign markets (Lindsay, Rod, and Ashill 2017). SMEs tend to be more sensitive to
challenges arising from the host country environment, as these put a strain on their resource
base, and therefore react differently to such challenges than large MNEs (Schwens, Eiche,
and Kabst 2011). Schwens, Eiche and Kabst (2011) also distinguished between informal and
formal institutions. With regard to informal institutions, they claim that the greater the
differences in culture and ideology between the home and host country, the higher the costs
and risks of doing business for SMEs. With regard to formal institutions, they claim that the
higher the institutional risk of the host country, the more SMEs are required to adapt their
business to inadequately functioning political, legal or economic institutions (Schwens,
Eiche, and Kabst 2011). Brouthers and Nakos (2004) assert that full/partial ownership can
enable SMEs to take control of such institutional challenges that arise in the host country.
Institutional theory differs from transaction cost theory mainly by placing more emphasis on
contextual variations in the institutional environment and considering different key
determinants affecting the choice of organizational structure (Yiu and Makino 2002).
Brouthers and Hennart (2007) see further steps in the required investigation of the interactive
effects of institutional factors on other decision criteria, for instance how institutional
dimensions influence the ability of companies to utilize certain resource-based advantages.

In particular, the importance of location-specific factors is discussed in Dunning's Eclectic
Paradigm, which represents the fourth most frequently applied theoretical construct to
explain the choice of market entry modes. Despite not being a theory, this framework
summarizes various streams of international economic theory that significantly influence the
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decision on mode choice (Brouthers and Hennart 2007). Dunning´s paradigm is divided into
three pillars of factors that play a role in the decision: location-specific factors,
ownership-specific factors (firm-specific advantages) and internalization factors (Dunning
1988). According to Canabal and White (2008), ownership advantages relate to the control,
costs and benefits of inter-firm relationships, location advantages to the commitment,
availability and costs of resources, and internalization advantages to the reduction of
transaction and coordination costs.
The framework thus provides an instrument that incorporates the crucial findings from
resource-based (company-specific), institutional (location) and transaction cost
(internalization) theories (Brouthers and Hennart 2007). Location-specific factors are gaining
increasing importance in influencing the international business activities of companies,
especially in relation to non-production-related costs (transaction costs) (Hill, Hwang, and
Kim 1990; Pan and Tse 2000). They include institutional and productive factors existing in an
international market or geographical area (Laufs and Schwens 2014; Schellenberg, Harker,
and Jafari 2018). According to Laufs and Schwens (2014), ownership advantages are
firm-specific competitive advantages (resource-based view), which must be unique and
sustainable (e.g., a firm's international experience, the ability to differentiate a product or
service). Internalization factors refer to the ability of companies to lower transaction and
coordination costs by managing certain activities internally within the value chain
(Schellenberg, Harker, and Jafari 2018). The advantages here lie in the benefits a company
obtains when it opts for a high commitment mode of market entry rather than
internationalizing through partnership arrangements (Dunning 1988).
Hill, Hwang and Kim (1990) focus on a more strategic component in their analysis using the
Eclectic Framework. The choice of market entry mode for a company depends, according to
them, on the strategic relationship sought between its operations in different countries, taking
into account the overall strategic position, with each mode entailing a different degree of
control, resource deployment and associated risks when expanding into foreign markets.
However, their investigation relates exclusively to MNEs.
Leveraging the OLI framework in relation to SMEs, the research indicates that SMEs can
mitigate host country risks through the use of high commitment market entry modes and that
SMEs' perception of risk related to the host country plays an influential role in the choice of
market entry mode (Laufs and Schwens 2014). However, according to Laufs and Schwens
(2014), theoretical advancements in SME internationalization are hindered by unresolved
questions regarding the access of financially constrained SMEs to alternative assets for
controlling foreign market activities, potentially reducing the need for high-commitment
entry modes. Additionally, further research is needed to understand how different types of
location-related risks affect SME entry mode choices, while also exploring the role of firm
ownership status, an aspect largely overlooked in existing literature drawing on the OLI
framework (Laufs and Schwens 2014).

Strategic alliance as market entry mode for general start-ups or SMEs

To date, scholars have combined the subject of market entry modes with strategic alliances
and start-ups or SMEs in various approaches. Due to the fact that the literature on this link is
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still limited, the papers are explicitly mentioned below and considered separately along the
content chronology from the comparison of different market entry modes for SMEs, via the
comparison of MNEs to SMEs with regard to strategic alliances narrowed down to the
investigation of alliances as market entry mode of start-ups, ultimately leading to software
start-ups. This also holds relevance in the present context, as all green start-ups that are
eligible for an alliance like in this work offer a software solution.

Burgel and Murray (2000) can be cited as an initial starting point for the literature on
start-ups and their general market entry mode decisions. Their study integrates multiple
theoretical frameworks, including process models, transaction cost economics, and
organizational capability perspectives, to understand entry mode choices of technology-based
start-ups, considering firm-specific, product-specific, and target country-specific factors. The
market entry decision they modeled was simplified to the choice between direct export and
distribution abroad, as these are the two predominant alternatives. While larger companies
prefer direct export or wholly-owned subsidiaries for control, these options are often
impractical for young start-ups, which is why the preferred entry modes of technology-based
start-ups are characterized by a relatively resource commitment and are directed toward
commercialization rather than foreign production (Burgel and Murray 2000). However, they
also report that technology-based start-ups have a tendency to enter several foreign markets
within a short time span. Additionally, collaboration with established intermediaries can help
mitigate the 'liability of newness' and address customers' reluctance toward untested foreign
suppliers, particularly in sensitive fields (Burgel and Murray 2000). Lu and Beamish (2001)
also drew a comparison with regard to SMEs and their market entry decision. They use a
statistical model to compare exporting with foreign direct investment and alliances as a
market entry strategy for SMEs in foreign markets and take performance as a benchmark.
Their analysis shows that using strategic alliances with partners that have local knowledge
can serve as an efficient market entry mode to overcome resource and skill constraints.
Indeed, SMEs can acquire knowledge about the host country and develop new organizational
capabilities internally by gaining increasing experience in new geographic regions (Johanson
and Vahlne 1997). However, compared to wholly-owned entries, the difficulties in managing
alliances can range from conflicting objectives, lack of trust and cultural differences to
conflicts in the distribution of control, which means that there is also no guarantee of
successful entry into international markets (Lu and Beamish 2001). They also cite finding the
right partner as a serious challenge, especially in terms of knowledge of the host country.
Given the potential risks and costs and the low marginal benefits, alliances with companies
from the home country or third countries could even have a negative impact on the
performance of an SME (Lu and Beamish 2001). However, overcoming 'liabilities of
foreignness' in particular can hinder the development of export activities, but forming a
strategic alliance with local partners who have knowledge of the host country can be an
efficient strategy to cope with the aspect of international market entry (Lu and Beamish 2001;
Zhou, Wu, and Luo 2007). It can therefore be concluded that technology-based start-ups tend
to have a low resource commitment and therefore prioritize foreign commercialization over
foreign production as a market entry mode, while at the same time wanting to penetrate
multiple international markets simultaneously. If this is to be achieved through a strategic
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alliance, numerous components must be taken into account, including the choice of partners,
not consisting of partners from the home country or third countries.

A certain comparison of the market entry mode of MNEs and SMEs is provided by Brouthers,
Nakos, and Dimitratos (2015). They show that a gap in resources and capabilities plays a
rather subordinate role for MNEs and therefore the focus in such an alliance is on
overcoming the liabilities of foreignness, while SMEs also possess these gaps in addition to
the liabilities of foreignness, but can address them efficiently through a strategic alliance.
Building on the RBV and resource dependence perspectives, they developed and tested
theories to explain how participation in alliances can serve as a means for SMEs to
successfully enter the market. They consider research and marketing alliances separately,
whereby the latter can primarily help to establish an effective marketing network in a foreign
market and thus build up the necessary skills, which can ultimately also reduce the liabilities
of foreignness (Denk, Kaufmann, and Roesch 2012). Above all, the findings of Brouthers,
Nakos, and Dimitratos (2015) highlight that such alliances tend to enhance the existing
resources/capabilities at the firm level, at least for SMEs, and not simply provide some
additional lacking resources/capabilities that the SME can utilize. In their view, SMEs
therefore benefit to a greater extent from participating in an alliance if they have the required
capabilities to transfer and utilize the externally provided knowledge, because without these
capabilities they may end up in a position of dependency.

Strategic alliances as a viable market entry mode for SMEs is primarily examined by Sheang
Lee, Hua Lim and Tan (2000). Therefore they developed a theory of strategic alliances as a
market entry and deterrence strategy that explicitly takes into account the resource constraints
of SMEs and is based on the penetration of markets dominated by large competitors. Such an
alliance can consist of several SMEs with similar interests, with non-competing major
corporations and/or other SMEs who possess complementary strengths and expertise (Sheang
Lee, Hua Lim, and Tan 2000). Their theoretical foundation is based on the game theory
approach and primarily considers competition as the greatest external challenge even before
institutional, social and technological change, while the lack of resources is seen as the main
internal challenge here, which is why they cannot compete with large competitors. According
to them, SMEs can overcome this through strategic alliances, giving them a better chance of
competing with their larger rivals. In addition, complementary expertise can lead to greater
strength and a competitive advantage through an alliance with other SMEs (Sheang Lee, Hua
Lim, and Tan 2000). Furthermore, according to them, joint activities generate cost benefits
through economies of scale and strengthen the negotiating position with suppliers. Conditions
have also been established to enable the functioning of such an entry-cum-deterrence strategy
by SMEs, which range from a sufficiently large target group, sufficient joint resources and
complementary strengths to visible synergies (Sheang Lee, Hua Lim, and Tan 2000). Zain
and Ng (2006), on the other hand, generally consider network relationships as an influential
component in the choice of market and market entry mode of SMEs. They refer to the
Network Theory approach to examine the internationalization process of SMEs. Rapid and
successful growth of firms appears to be the result of their integration into international
networks, with key partners often guiding the choice of foreign market and providing the
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mechanism for market entry (Coviello and Munro 1997). Therefore, strategic alliances as a
market entry mode or cooperation agreements between small firms can improve penetration
of foreign markets and provide access to the partner's distribution channels (Zain and Ng
2006). Defee (2006) also sees strategic alliances as a suitable path for SMEs to overcome
credibility concerns and enter new markets. In this case, the focus lies on SMEs in the supply
chain and a comparison of non-equity vs. equity alliances is made. To guide SMEs in global
expansion, a simplified decision process map is proposed, aiding in the decision of which
market entry mode a SME should choose. According to Defee (2006) a distinction between
non-equity alliances and equity-based ventures can be unclear in alliance terminology and is
therefore clearly defined here. By leveraging unique resources and tacit knowledge,
non-equity alliances facilitate the creation of new capabilities and acquisition of
market-specific knowledge and choosing partners with established reach in foreign markets
enables SMEs to expand with lower risk and cost (Defee 2006). Also, according to Defee
(2006), initially non-equity based alliances can evolve into more permanent equity-based
arrangements, fostering long-term growth through resource pooling. His model empowers
resource-constrained SMEs to gain a competitive advantage in the global marketplace and
can be viewed in the following.

Figure 8: SME Market Entry Decision Process (Defee 2006)

Narrowed down to software SMEs or start-ups and their choice of a strategic alliance as
market entry mode, Coviello and Munro (1997) can be mentioned first. They examine the
influence of network relationships on the internationalization process of small software firms
by using multi-site case research. They integrate traditional models of incremental
internationalization with the network perspective, reflecting an accelerated version of the
stage model perspective and focusing on a set of formal and informal network relationships
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that impact foreign market selection and mode of entry, as well as product development and
market diversification activities. According to them, strategic alliances can improve the
potential for foreign market penetration by providing access to a network of additional
relationships. Their results clarify that managers of small software firms need a better
understanding of the impact of network relationships on their internationalization activities,
and the potential for such relationships to provide entry to foreign markets. Further, managers
should be aware of the speed at which internationalization can occur through network
relationships, and that partners may govern both market selection and mode of entry
(Coviello and Munro 1997). Furthermore, using a qualitative research methodology, Kennedy
and Keeney (2009) identified strategic partnerships between software SMEs as an important
mechanism for entering foreign markets, accelerating sales cycles and reducing risk in
overseas markets. Partnerships can be equated with non-equity alliances here, as the
definition used also revolves around the pooling of resources and skills to achieve common
goals, with each company maintaining its own separate entities (Whipple and Frankel 2000).
Thus, barriers can be minimized through access to appropriate knowledge of overseas target
firms, product synergies and facilitated distribution channels, ultimately leading to easier
market entry (Kennedy and Keeney 2009).

Strategic alliance with sustainable purpose

Due to the fact that strategic alliances between green start-ups to facilitate market entry into
other markets and which are subject to the overarching vision of a greener economy have
been a limited field of research to date, a different approach is chosen for the following
section. However, as already identified, a strategic alliance can contribute to a successful
market entry in many aspects, which is why this section is also included in the 'Market entry
mode' chapter. Using a micro-meso-macro framework, Ribeiro-Soriano and Piñeiro-Chousa
(2021) have worked out how green start-ups at the micro level can bring about systemic
changes towards sustainability at the meso and macro levels through the management of
innovative strategic relationships, which can also include strategic alliances. The macro level
refers to the institutional context and the conditions or environment for sustainable growth,
the meso level to the interactions between the parties involved and especially the knowledge
spillover between them, and the micro level to the individual characteristics and motivations
of the parties involved and how these are implemented in specific business models and
strategic and technical decisions (Ribeiro-Soriano and Piñeiro-Chousa 2021). In the
following, papers are examined that consider the different levels.

The following micro level is divided into three sections, as is the case in the systematic
overview of the literature on ecologically sustainable entrepreneurship by Gast, Gundolf and
Cesinger (2017). Firstly, general drivers for green entrepreneurship are identified, followed
by the resulting strategic activities for green entrepreneurship and their results in the third
section.
Typical drivers for such founders include familial circumstances that have affected their
environmental awareness since childhood (Schick, Marxen, and Freimann 2002). Their partly
innovative ventures value ecological and social objectives at least as equally as economic
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objectives (Hockerts and Wüstenhagen 2010; Schaltegger and Wagner 2011). The focus on
social and ecological justice leads to environmental objectives being integrated into their
business model and becomes more apparent in countries or regions where the regulatory
framework is inadequate (Allen and Malin 2008; Montiel and Husted 2009).
Strategic activities primarily include networking with external stakeholders. Entrepreneurs
committed to ecological sustainability are driven by their personal values and passion for
sustainability (Schaltegger 2002). To navigate the complexities of sustainable business
practices, they rely on support networks that offer various functions, including access to
information services, capital, support services, and infrastructure, as well as opportunities for
idea and resource sharing (Kimmel and Hull 2012). Sustainable entrepreneurs need to be
aware of the importance of influencing key social actors and opinion leaders who are able to
foster effective relationships between different stakeholders (Block and Paredis 2013).
Moreover, they aim to create a conducive institutional environment for sustainable
development (Pinkse and Groot 2015). This involves employing collective action strategies
such as framing a vision of sustainability, legitimizing sustainable development through
moral and pragmatic reasoning, and collaborating to drive innovation (Woolthuis et al. 2013).
Furthermore, integration with other firms or local authorities is deemed essential for
sustainable enterprises, as it positively shapes the formulation of proactive sustainable
strategies (Gast, Gundolf, and Cesinger 2017). This integration is facilitated by collective
action strategies bolstered by social capital, which involves forging partnerships with
individuals or civil organizations to establish conduct rules, implement certification schemes,
and advocate for favorable legislation (Pacheco, Dean, and Payne 2010). Overall, social
capital and collaboration emerges as a potent catalyst for driving change across economic,
environmental, and societal domains (Gast, Gundolf, and Cesinger, 2017). Thus, green
start-ups must embrace radical innovation in their business models and processes while
effectively managing business-to-business (B2B) relationships to fulfill their
triple-bottom-line value creation objectives (Weissbrod and Bocken 2017).
In terms of outcomes, Schaltegger and Wagner (2011) often describe profits for sustainable
entrepreneurs as a medium for solving environmental challenges. Therefore, they focus on
real sustainable value, i.e. the creation of economic, social and environmental value that
promotes 'values beyond profit and market penetration' (Schaltegger and Wagner 2011;
O'Neill and Gibbs 2006). Jolink and Niesten (2015) divide their distinct goals and business
models into four categories, consisting of different combinations of environmental scope and
a focus on the mass market and profitability. These represent 'those who want to create a
better world', 'those who want to make the world a better place', 'those who see making
money as a means' and 'those who see making money as an end' (Jolink and Niesten 2015).
The crucial aspect here relates to the fact that the business model converts added value into
value and thus creates greater customer benefit for environmentally conscious consumers.
Overall, sustainable entrepreneurs may prioritize non-financial objectives, suggesting that the
opportunity-driven nature of their ventures is not predetermined, yet they contribute value
through sustainable practices (Gast, Gundolf, and Cesinger 2017).

At the meso level, Hübel, Weissbrod and Schaltegger (2022) can be referred to. Using a
qualitative, exploratory case study, they investigated the potential of learning from
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sustainable start-ups in a strategic alliance to promote sustainable corporate innovation at a
major European meat producer. A distinction is made between learning from and learning
about the alliance partner. Their results show that learning about the alliance partner is central
to the overall sustainability-oriented alliance learning process and only accelerates over time
due to a prevailing inhibition threshold, but extends beyond product-related learning (e.g.
development, marketing) to sustainability-related learning (e.g. perspectives, goals) and can
ultimately support an incumbent's contribution to the sustainability transformation of mass
markets.
The research by Ciulli et al. (2022) places the focus more on the scaling of general
sustainable business models (SBM) in order to create a real environmental and social impact
towards sustainable transformation, which can be facilitated by means of strategic alliances.
They differentiate between the type of initiating actor (newcomer vs. incumbent) and the
differentiation of the value proposition (high vs. low) and furthermore compare the types of
collaborators, indicating which partner can provide which resources. With regard to
collaboration with sustainable start-ups, this primarily involves increased legitimacy and
credibility as well as the development of new target segments (Ciulli et al. 2022). Using their
framework, they develop four scaling-through-collaboration strategies to scale the SBM in
such a way that an impact is created.
Kishna et al. (2017) examine the role of interorganizational alliances in creating legitimacy
for a sustainable technology in order to disseminate it and thus contribute to sustainable
transformation. Their analysis is based on a database with information on 105 alliances in the
field of bioplastics in the period 1990-2013, distinguishing between three types of legitimacy:
technology-related market legitimacy, technology-related social legitimacy and technology
legitimacy. The results show that alliances aim to promote technology-related market and
social legitimacy by, among other things, giving a partner's technology access to customers
and production capacities. Alliances promote technological legitimacy by relying on positive
externalities, signaling and acting as institutional entrepreneurs (Kishna et al. 2017).
Alliances for technology-enabled markets and social legitimacy are often bilateral alliances
between for-profit companies that produce and commercialize sustainable technologies, as is
also the case in the present work.
Doblinger, Surana, and Anadon (2019) developed a data set of 657 cleantech start-ups and
2,015 alliances with governments and other partners. According to them, cleantech start-ups
enter into alliances with other private sector companies for reasons of profit orientation and
knowledge of market developments. However, for effective ecosystem development that can
make a difference in creating an impact and the likelihood of being successful in the market
through an alliance, diversity of partners is a typical characteristic, which in turn can point to
governments as suitable partners, among others (Clayton, Feldman, and Lowe 2018; Laursen
and Salter 2006). However, due to limited resources in terms of personnel or cash flow, it can
be particularly challenging for them to bring in a wide variety of partners. Therefore, to
benefit from alliances, start-ups need to evaluate to build relationships with those partners
that have the most discretion over critical resources that complement the start-up's resource
portfolio (Doblinger, Surana, and Anadon 2019).

At the macro level, Planko et al. (2016) can be referred to. According to them, the literature
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so far only described the importance of a supportive external environment for sustainability
transformation, but did not yet provide insights into how to strategically build up such an
environment. Therefore, they introduce the concept of strategic collective system building
which describes processes and activities that networks of actors or alliances can strategically
engage in to collectively build this environment for their innovative sustainability technology.
System building is defined as 'the deliberate creation or modification of broader institutional
or organizational structures in a technological innovation system carried out by innovative
actors' (Planko et al. 2016). In their conducted case study, all interviewees recognized the
importance of working together with other system players to increase user awareness and
demand for and diffusion of their new technology. In their overview of the strategy
framework for system building and its system-building activities, they note that
collaborations are needed both in the government direction to enable legislation, marketing
collaboration for user awareness and competitive collaboration against other technology
clusters to build a market or enter an existing one. These system-building activities that
networks and alliances of firms can carry out can achieve desired system level changes
toward sustainability (Planko et al. 2016).
Furthermore, Tziva et al. (2021) use a case study approach in their study to investigate the
strategic creation of favorable institutional conditions for the transition to sustainability
through strategic alliances. They developed an analytical framework to examine the factors
influencing alliance formation and the contribution of such alliances to system building. The
analytical framework is structured as follows: Factors that play a role in alliance formation
are organizational motives, organizational resources, and relationships. Alliances, in turn,
shape system-building strategies and consequently contribute to the creation of resources at
the system level. This can be seen in the following figure.

Figure 9: Analytical framework - Creation of system-level resources, own Illustration based on Tziva et al. (2021)

Their findings underscore the significance of alliances between diverse types of organizations
in accelerating transitions by facilitating the adoption of potentially beneficial innovations
and sustainable consumption practices. However, they also highlight that the transformative
potential of alliances varies depending on the types of actors involved.
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3. Research methodology

For the methodology of this work and to support the findings of the literature review, the
approach of qualitative data gathering is applied in the form of expert interviews with the
representatives of green start-ups that can be considered for such a strategic alliance.

In the first phase of concretizing this approach, the selection of suitable partners is developed
and justified on a scientific basis. Next, the presentation of the general procedure of the
expert interviews with these selected partners is applied. This includes overall relevant
information about the expert interviews, how the experts were contacted, their characteristics
and the elimination of ethical problems, down to the general interview guidelines.
Subsequently, the method of conduct based on the five phases of Mayring (2014) is
presented, which was applied to render the transcribed interviews measurable for an
argumentation basis.

3.1. Data collection process & Selection of partners

In the first instance, a synthesis of conceptual frameworks for circular business models
developed by Geissdoerfer et al. (2020) is applied to analyze the areas in which companies
can drive forward their own sustainability towards CO2 neutrality and, based on this
argumentation, the selection of suitable green start-ups for the alliance is explained.

Circular business models and their innovation represent the most important levers at the
organizational level for the implementation of a circular economy (Geissdoerfer et al. 2020).
Companies that want to embrace the circular economy model need to introduce innovative
business models that reassess the value proposition and create value chains that prioritize cost
efficiency, production effectiveness and overall business performance (Rashid et al. 2013).
Based on this view, Geissdoerfer et al. (2020) developed a general overview and synthesis of
conceptual frameworks for circular business models and innovations in circular business
models that can support and guide organizations in decision-making and adoption. Four
strategies for circular business models are applied to the three elements of the business
model, value proposition, value creation and value capture (Geissdoerfer et al. 2020). The
three elements describe the general definition of a business model, consistent with the
definition used in previous sections of this work. Geissdoerfer et al. (2020) outline the four
strategies for circular business models as Cycling, Extending, Intensifying and
Dematerializing. They describe cycling as end-of-use strategies such as reuse, repair and
remanufacturing that are employed to extend the life of products, materials and energy by
returning them to the production cycle instead of disposing of them as waste. Extending
involves maximizing the lifespan of a product through design and operational practices,
fostering long-term customer relationships and generating additional revenue streams during
product use, thereby reducing the demand for new product manufacturing (Geissdoerfer et al.
2020). They describe intensification as the adoption of sharing models through effective
capacity management, digital capabilities and customer relationship management, as well as
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the promotion of new business models such as product service systems (PSS) that create
recurring revenue streams and minimize idle time and structural waste, reducing the need to
manufacture new products and waste production. The final strategy they represent concerns
dematerialization, which focuses on immaterial solutions such as services and software that
ensure value creation through closed loops and collaborations for recurring revenues and
higher profit margins, thus reducing the use of physical resources. These four strategies can
also be integrated into a single business model, particularly within a business model
ecosystem (Geissdoerfer et al. 2020). The following table illustrates the overview developed
by Geissdoerfer et al. (2020) in its original form, which will be applied to the present subject
in the following.

Value Proposition
(Main Products/Services, Customer
Needs & problems, How to address
them)

Value Creation
(Key value chain elements, core
competencies, Resources &
capabilities)

Value Capture
(Revenue streams, Cost drivers,
Revenue models like leasing or
platform fees)

Cycling
(Reuse, Repair, Remanufacturing,
Reverse Logistics)

Used/Refurbished products,
customers in need for
affordable green
products/processes, taking
back products & renew them

Reverse supply chain, access to
end-of-life products, suppliers
outsourcing & collaborations
to close the loop, product
operations

Additional revenues, savings
with reduced costs for resource
input, based on direct sales or
trade of resources

Extending
(Long-lasting products, Marketing
& Consumer Education
encouraging long product life)

Long lasting products with
upgrading, customers in need
for reliability, providing
high-quality products &
services

Product design, digital
capabilities, service network
collaboration, marketing &
consumer education

Customer loyalty, revenue from
products, based on service
packages or tailored contracts

Intensifying
(Sharing models, rental/leasing
models, user cooperatives, pooling
models)

Collaborative consumption
services, customers in need for
lower total cost of ownership,
temporary availability of
products

Capacity Management, digital
capabilities (tracking),
product-service system design,
contract & customer
relationship management

Increased long-term profit
margins due to savings, pricing
per unit of service, long-term
customer relationships

Dematerialising
(Software instead of hardware,
Service instead of product,
Consumer education)

Services reducing need for
hardware, customers in need
for expertise, providing
turn-key solutions

Technology design for
digitalization, product-service
systems design, consumer
education rationalizing
demand

Increased profit margins due to
additional value from
uniqueness, savings from using
products for longer

Table 3: Circular Business Model Framework (Bocken et al. 2016; Boons and Lüdeke-Freund 2013; Geissdoerfer et al. 2020; Richardson 2008)

By following these strategies and integrating them into their business model, companies can
pave the ground for CO2 neutrality. The approach to selecting suitable sustainable solution
providers in the form of green start-ups will therefore be based on this overview and research
into solutions that promote precisely these strategies. With the help of the freely accessible
databases Crunchbase and EU-Startups.com, which stand for comprehensively covering the
global startup ecosystem through investors and startups. Research was then carried out into
suitable green start-ups having its headquarter in Europe. In addition, searches are carried out
at country-specific level on suitable databases, such as deutsche-startups.de or Gründerszene
in Germany. A further criterion for the selection of suitable partners was not necessarily the
identification of a start-up based on the year in which it was founded, but rather the fact that
the company is still in an early phase of its development and is geared towards growth and
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innovation. With this approach, 19 suitable potential green start-ups were identified for the
'Recycling' strategy and 27 for the 'Extending' strategy. The 'Intensifying' strategy comprised
20 green start-ups and the 'Dematerializing' strategy 36. For each strategy, up to 3 of these
were then contacted and ultimately one suitable expert interview partner was arranged for
each. The basic justification given by the other potential partners for refusing an expert
interview consisted primarily of a lack of time and the concern about disclosing sensitive
information about their own business activities. A further criterion for the selection of
suitable partners was not necessarily the identification of a start-up based on the year in
which it was founded, but rather the fact that the company is still in an early phase of its
development and is geared towards growth and innovation. In the following, the green
start-ups that agreed to be interviewed are briefly applied to the subject matter and strategies
here.

Company A's software was designed to help companies to map the issue of energy holistically
and was chosen in view of the 'Dematerializing' strategy, as an intelligent energy management
system can help to reduce resource consumption by relying on intangible solutions such as
software and data analysis to optimize energy consumption. By implementing such a system,
companies can economize on physical resources and reduce their carbon footprint by using
energy more efficiently while lowering their operating costs.

Company B developed a sophisticated software tool to quickly assess the recyclability of
packaging during the sales and development process. It supports companies along the
packaging value chain in assessing recyclability with software and data to combat the flood
of packaging waste. It can be used to pursue the 'Extending' strategy, as it maximizes or
extends the service life of packaging. Not only the pure material properties of the packaging
are taken into account, but also country-specific information on legislation and waste
management systems, which are crucial for assessing recyclability.

Company C offers a digital platform to develop and scale the circular construction sector on
market terms. It can provide support to the 'cycling' or 'extending' strategy as it focuses on
optimizing the end-of-life of construction materials and buildings and returning them to the
production cycle instead of disposing of them as waste. By developing the digital platform
for circular construction collaboration, the start-up is helping to promote the reuse, repair and
remanufacturing of building materials. The implementation of a 'Building & Material Bank'
enables users to store and reuse used materials for future construction projects, reducing the
need for new materials.

Company D offers an employee-inclusive software to achieve climate targets and reduce
travel costs at the same time. The solution can contribute to the 'intensification' strategy in
that it focuses on strengthening and improving existing business models and practices
through innovative solutions. By integrating the software into clients' existing travel systems,
the start-up offers a way to increase the efficiency and effectiveness of business travel by
motivating employees to make more conscious decisions. In addition, the seamless
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integration of the software into existing booking systems allows for easy implementation and
use by customers.

To some extent, it proved feasible to support the respective green solution for several
strategies, which also goes hand in hand with the assertion of Geissdoerfer et al. (2020) that
the strategies can also be integrated into a single business model and do not necessarily
exclude each other. An overview of the matching of the green start-ups with the respective
strategies previously developed by Geissdoerfer et al. (2020) can be accessed in the following
illustration. A more detailed elaboration of the respective green start-ups in the form of case
studies is provided in the following section.

Figure 10: Selection of suitable Start-Up Solutions, own Illustration based on Geissdoerfer et al. (2020)

3.2. Expert interviews

Based on the existing literature on the subject in chapter 2, semi-structured expert interviews
were derived via Zoom, each with a maximum length of 30 minutes. Accordingly, this
involved 4 semi-structured expert interviews, conducted over a period of 2 weeks in early
2024. The semi-structured format has proven to be both versatile and flexible as an interview
technique in qualitative research, promoting reciprocity between interviewer and interviewee
and enabling to adapt the following questions based on the interviewees' previous answers
(Galletta 2013; Kallio et al. 2016). This is particularly effective insofar as a certain level of
knowledge has already been built up through the literature review and can be used as a basis
guideline for addressing the specific requirements and topics of the respective green start-ups.
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The companies selected using the previously elaborated approach were contacted by email or
via LinkedIn. The outreach included a brief presentation of the anticipated strategic alliance,
as well as the classification within the framework of a scientific paper. In addition, the
suitability of the green start-up for such an alliance was emphasized in order to better
illustrate the motive behind the request.

The anticipated interviewees in the form of experts contacted here represented the founders
or co-founders of the green start-ups and without exception, so that no distortion of
(managerial/entrepreneurial) perspectives and a more well-founded comparison could take
place. It is noticeable that the founders come from very different sectors and industries, but
almost all possess an economic background, both professionally and academically. It should
also be emphasized that half of the interviewees have a doctorate, which underlines the
validity of their expert status. More detailed information on the founders who agreed to take
part in such an expert interview can be found in the following table.

Company A Company B Company C Company D

Gender Male Female Male Female

Age Range 25-35 25-35 30-40 25-35

Nationality German German Danish German

Professional
background

Consulting Business Research Start-up Ventures Consulting

Educational
background

Technology &
management-oriented
business administration

(PhD)

International Cultural
& Business Studies

Participatory design
practices in urban
development (PhD)

International
Management

Table 4: Profile of the experts, own illustration (2024)

To ensure that the data collected is used for scientific purposes at most, a digital agreement
document was utilized. This was sent to the interviewee by email in advance of each
interview and legalized by signature. The focus of this document was on the voluntary
participation and anonymity of the data, the deletion of the data after the evaluation of the
work, and conformity with the provisions of the General Data Protection Regulation.

In addition to the above mentioned agreement, a second document consisting of the
anticipated interview topics was sent to the interviewees by email. The guideline of the expert
interviews included a focus on a general company profile and its value proposition, the
market-related orientation, the identification of the biggest challenges of the respective
start-up, the discussion about opportunities through alliances, as well as the success factors
for the functioning of these and finally the focus on the influence of such an alliance on a
possible market entry into international markets. As these involved semi-structured
interviews, they only served as a general guideline that was used to determine the
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overarching topics. According to the course of the interview, it could thus be adapted to the
interviewee's answers and an identified focus could be elaborated to a greater extent.

3.3. Method of conduct

To enable the data collected in this way to be analyzed, a content analysis is conducted, as it
enables a systematic and theory-based reduction of a large amount of text data of any kind of
communication to the essentials by dividing the material into unifying categories (Fastenrath
and Braun 2018). This can consist of an inductive or a deductive approach, whereby an
inductive approach was chosen here so that individual cases are merged to form a greater
entity (Elo and Kyngäs 2008). The reason for choosing the inductive method is that there
remains insufficient prior knowledge about the phenomenon and that knowledge is still
fragmented (Lauri and Kyngas 2005). Although an initial knowledge foundation was
developed by means of the literature review, this was not based on existing concepts and
theories. Concepts such as 'green prisons' were presented in the interviews based on the
scientific literature and the questions aim to review and deepen these already existing
identified constructs. In general, the structuring content analysis approach of Mayring (2014)
is applied and the procedure is consequently divided into five phases: (1) Elaboration of an
initial category system based on the research questions, (2) coding of relevant text passages
following the elaborated category system, (3) revision of the previously defined categories
and sub-categorization, (4) coding of the transcribed data based on the revised category
system and (5) interpretation and discussion of the results. The individual phases are
presented in the following and applied to the addressed topic, phase 5 will be elaborated in
the chapter 'Findings'.

3.3.1. Phase 1 - Development of initial category system

Robson (1993) emphasizes the importance of being aware of the research question and the
aim of the data collection. Recalling the research question, the first step is to develop a
preliminary categorization system on the basis of which the first round of coding takes place
'Given the challenges a green start-up faces, how can a strategic alliance network between
green start-ups from different markets facilitate their market entry into the other start-ups
markets and, subsequently, lead to sustainable transition of the economy?' A first simplistic
categorization can be derived from this and from the findings of the literature review. A first
category contains the challenges that such green start-ups face. Once these have been
summarized, a further category in the form of the opportunities provided by a strategic
alliance can be used to explain how such challenges can be effectively overcome. Another
category, 'success factors of strategic alliances' contains what enables such an alliance to
function. No distinction is made here between the individual life cycle phases of the alliance.
The fourth category 'market entry' summarizes all statements that suggest a simplified market
entry made possible by such a strategic alliance through its ability to overcome the
challenges, but also the previous approach to entering new markets. This enables a later
interlinking of relevant conditions and requirements to explain the relationships. The fifth
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category 'overarching purpose' deals exclusively with statements that point to the vision of
the green start-up to drive sustainable transition and how such a strategic alliance can enable
this overarching vision. It is also essential here to be able to establish a valid connection to
the other categories in order to later provide a profound basis for argumentation in the case of
a diversified product portfolio through the alliance that can drive any company to CO2
neutrality and thus to achieve a more sustainable economy. These five overarching categories
are classified below in the first coding round and adjustments are then made on the basis of
these to enable a more detailed examination of the results. Furthermore, Elo and Kyngäs
(2008) state that it must be determined whether the data analysis should deal exclusively with
the manifest content or also with the latent (interpretative) content, which correlates directly
to the interpretation tendency. Due to the fact that parts of the literature review also assume a
higher sense of such an alliance in commonly making the economy greener, a dual approach
is applied here by means of manifest content and interpretative content, especially when it
comes to the stated mission of the respective green start-up to drive forward the sustainable
transition of the economy. Subsequently, the latent content relates primarily to the fifth
category of the superordinate purpose.

3.3.2. Phase 2 - First coding round

MAXQDA24 software is used to code the results. This is particularly suitable for its simple
application and evaluation of small to large qualitative data sets. In the first coding round, all
completed transcribed interviews are now matched to the categories on the basis of their
statements. As the categories have so far only been superordinate in order to classify the
statements appropriately in context in the first step, no measurable results can yet be
extracted from this coding round. The focus of this round is primarily on thematic
classification. The units of analysis range from individual statements to a complete answer in
the form of a paragraph. The quantitative distribution of the identified statements is illustrated
in the following overview. The majority of the statements identified relate to the challenges
and opportunities of a strategic alliance, which is advantageous in that these can be
sub-categorized in the following step. Due to the fact that the fifth category is mostly based
on interpreted statements derived from latent content, there remains a comparably high
quantity here, which needs to be refined in the following.
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Figure 11: First round of coding, own illustration from MAXQDA (2024)

3.3.3. Phase 3 - Revision & Sub-categorization

An initial revision of the categorization is now being carried out. In this instance, the unit of
analysis mainly consists of statements in the form of individual sentences. Entire paragraphs
have been split up, which were previously bundled into the supercategories. The first
supercategory 'Challenges of green start-ups' was divided thematically and sub-categorized
based on the identified challenge areas of the literature review. This resulted in five
sub-categories into which all the statements previously listed in the challenges could be
divided. These represent institutional/regulatory challenges, resource constraints,
market-related barriers, target group-related barriers and lack of scalability. This
sub-categorization allows the content to be linked later with the results of the literature
review on this point. The same was done with the second supercategory 'Opportunities
through a strategic alliance'. In this case, eight sub-categories could be developed that can
meaningfully subdivide all relevant statements. These include technological opportunities,
business model opportunities, market opportunities, resource opportunities, (green) marketing
opportunities, strategic/scaling opportunities, political/institutional opportunities and
knowledge/skills/learning opportunities. As expected, the third main category 'Success
factors of a strategic alliance' could be divided into the five phases of Hoffmann and
Schlosser (2001), which were adopted in the literature review. The fourth category was
renamed in the second round from 'Market entry', which appeared to be general, to 'Market
entry strategy'. This favors a subsequent subdivision of this into the subcategories 'Existing
entry strategy', considering all previous efforts and approaches, and 'alliance as entry
strategy', whereby a further subcategory formation is carried out here in a third round in order
to divide up different possibilities and approaches that a strategic alliance can offer. The last
super-category 'overarching purpose' is now divided into two sub-categories 'situation' and
'vision'. The situation focuses on observations of the market and the target group, as well as
other prevailing circumstances. The vision, on the other hand, follows a (desirable) outlook
for the future.
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3.3.4. Phase 4 - Second coding round & Resulting procedure

In the second coding round, all statements are now matched to the respective sub-categories.
Due to the procedure of not operating at paragraph level, but specifically at statement level in
the form of individual sentences, the quantity of coded segments in the respective
subcategories increased. Here, a first dual approach is already chosen with regard to content,
namely both manifest and latent content is taken into account. This is particularly relevant in
the sub-category 'overarching purpose'. A quantified representation of the relevant categories
and sub-categories is shown in the following figure.

Figure 12: Second round of coding - part 1, own illustration from MAXQDA (2024)

As already explained in the previous section, a further second sub-categorization is created
for the category 'market entry strategy' based on the first two sub-categories 'existing entry'
and 'alliance as entry strategy'. The background to this is that this allows a comparison to be
made between previous efforts to enter new markets and those undertaken by means of a
strategic alliance, which serves as a basis for arguing why a strategic alliance can facilitate
market entry. A strict separation is drawn from the general possibilities of an alliance, which
was evaluated in the previous section. The distributions for this are shown in the following
figure.
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Figure 13: Second round of coding - part 2, own illustration from MAXQDA (2024)

Due to the fact that the sample is limited and mainly serves as support for the argumentation
based on the literature review, a category-based analysis along the main categories is chosen
to analyze the coded content. Sub-categories, which are based on a low complexity and
quantity of statements, are worked out by means of simple summarization. Those whose
complexity is greater are made compatible by means of step-by-step summarization in the
form of a reduction of the first round of summarization (Mayring 2014). An overview of the
relevant summaries is attached to the appendix in the sections 6.10-6.12.

4. Findings

4.1. Findings of the expert interviews - Company profiles

The sources of the information provided in the following represent the statements of the
founders of the green start-ups and are elaborated on this basis. The structure of each case
study includes their company profile (solution, employees, location, etc.), their target group,
their market focus, their biggest challenges and their willingness to enter into a strategic
alliance.

Case Study - Company A

Generally, the first green start-up is operating in the energy sector and has developed an
AI-based software to save energy costs and CO₂. The company was founded in 2022, already
employs 44 people and is headquartered in Munich, Germany. Also, they operate exclusively
in the B2B sector. With the software, companies can optimize their consumption and thus
increase their energy efficiency. The intelligent analysis of energy and other company data by
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the developed AI enables energy cost savings. In the second step, Energy can be purchased
intelligently and efficiently and all legal requirements can be understood and mapped using
the software. In the long term, it can also be used to comply with required environmental
management audits. In summary, the start-up helps to identify unusual energy consumption at
an early stage, to access flexible electricity tariffs and to adjust consumption accordingly.

So far, the young company's target group primarily comprises the traditional manufacturing
industry and its existing customers predominantly include plastics manufacturers, the
metalworking industry and steel forges. In addition, the start-up lists customers in the
banking sector, bakeries or retirement homes. These are preferably in the range of 50-200
employees, meaning in the SME sector. However, it was also recognized that the software is
certainly industry-agnostic, as the topic of energy has relevance in all industries and therefore
almost every company can be mapped. In particular, the green start-up can benefit from the
fact that target customers have limited know-how and time capacity on the subject of energy.

In terms of market focus, the existing customer base consists primarily of the German market.
The background to this lies in the fact that a third of all relevant target companies have a
presence in this market, among others. However, the focus remains on the international
market, which has so far been achieved using three strategies. On the one hand, existing
customer portfolios can be used to access their foreign subsidiaries and new international
companies can be approached through their referrals. On the other hand, another focus lies on
strategic partnerships, through which both the market expansion and product synergies can be
developed. Lastly, another focus is on market readiness, as regulations and conditions can
vary from market to market. Ideal markets must therefore be identified and evaluated in
advance in order to ensure optimal conditions for foreign market entry.

The biggest challenges facing the green start-up include market-related barriers. Every
market is different, dynamic and constantly changing due to the fact that the digitalization of
the grids and the entire energy market is being driven forward. This also goes hand in hand
with the fact that a limited resource base makes it difficult to serve each market individually
according to its requirements and to adapt the software product accordingly. As an example,
it is mentioned here that the software is available in German, which is not very conducive to
non-German markets and would therefore have to be adapted. The currency can also play a
role here, as the solution primarily brings financial benefits. The start-up also counts
institutional circumstances among its challenges, as these can change constantly and
reporting obligations are increasing. However, the biggest challenge for the company relates
primarily to customers. The main issue here concerns the capitalist mindset of customers,
who attach less importance to the contribution made to the environment than to the economic
benefits, which is why measurement is based solely on the cost savings achieved by the
solution. Target groups must be informed, which goes hand in hand with the last challenge
mentioned, a certain dichotomy that can also be counted among entrepreneurial
characteristics. On the one hand, you want to make an impact, but on the other, you have to
argue about money, which contradicts the founders' actual mission. The last statement was
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given in response to the question about the green prison identified in the literature and the
extent to which this applies to company A.

With regard to the willingness to enter into a strategic alliance, company A was certainly
willing to do so. Above all, such an alliance proved attractive for the green start-up in terms
of customer synergies, allowing better access to each other's customer base.

Figure 14: Profile of company A, Own Illustration (2024)

Case Study - Company B

In general, the second green start-up operates in the packaging industry and offers a software
solution that serves as a sustainability management platform for the packaging value chain.
The company was founded in 2020 as part of an innovation project, employs 22 people and is
based in Freiburg, Germany. This software is also exclusively applicable in the B2B sector.
The solution enables companies to enter their packaging information manually or by
importing it into the platform. This information is then compared and matched with the
relevant regulatory requirements. The software also performs cost calculations and evaluates
the recyclability of the packaging. Companies can evaluate the results in a simplified manner,
create reports and manage their packaging sustainably in an international context.

Company B's target group to date comprises companies that have a variety of packaging in
their (product) portfolio, whose packaging has a certain degree of complexity and which are
internationally oriented. Its main target group consists of brand manufacturers such as
Beiersdorf, Procter & Gamble (P&G) and Nestlé, in other words companies in the consumer
goods industry. However, it was also noted here that almost any company that is involved
with packaging in any respect can be mapped with the green start-up's solution. Due to the
dichotomy of the statement on the target group, which only partially suggests that almost
every company can be mapped with the solution, this information is given as yes/no in the
following illustration.

In terms of market focus, the young company, which emerged from a project involving
various international companies along the value chain, was able to build up an international
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customer base with the companies involved at an early stage. The primary focus initially lay
on the German market, but was quickly expanded to other markets due to the positive
reputation of the international companies. As a result, customers already exist in Italy, the
UK, the Netherlands and France. Three strategies are being employed to gain a greater
foothold in international markets. On the one hand, after successfully entering the market
with two to three brands, agencies are used to promote outreach. Above all, taking this
approach helps to minimize language and cultural barriers. The second strategy mentioned
here involves cooperation with domestic institutions, as a packaging system must be in place
in each country, where labels have to be listed so that all packaging is put into circulation.
There is a mutual necessity in this respect, as local institutions are also dependent on
information that the green start-up can provide. The third strategy involves collaborations
with other start-ups in order to gain valuable insights into the market and target group, which
events are relevant and to be able to access their customer base. Company B therefore also
pursues an international focus.

Existing challenges facing Company B remain entirely limited. Due to the fact that existing
regulations in the current situation rely on the solution of the green start-up, the institutional
challenge for Company B is virtually non-existent. Neither does the concept of the green
prison apply to Company B, as its solution offers its target customers numerous economic
advantages, such as overcoming compliance issues, cost reduction and risk minimization. The
danger of incumbents mimicking the solutions existed at the beginning, but quickly became
apparent that the technological and professional lead of the green start-up was difficult to
catch up with. Therefore, the most essential factor that was named as a challenge represents
limited time due to long sales cycles. This goes hand in hand with a limited availability of
resources, which is particularly noticeable in the form of a lack of specialist personnel,
among other things in product development. Three years ago, these two factors led to the
decision to switch from organic growth to investors, which was linked to extensive
considerations by the founders. The question involved how many shares in the company
should be divested, as this monetary support also entails disadvantages in the form of reduced
decision-making autonomy. Furthermore, the market-related challenge of existing uncertainty
on the market goes hand in hand with the inertia of the target group. Many companies are
taking a wait-and-see approach, which is why a fundamental task for the green start-up is to
educate customers that they should take action.

A willingness to enter into such a strategic alliance also applies in Company B. The relevant
condition mentioned here relates to the participants not having any overlapping solutions, but
nevertheless having an overlapping customer group. If this proves to be the case, the
willingness to enter into such an alliance appears to be very high, as can be deduced from the
statement 'You can't do it alone'.
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Figure 15: Profile of company B, Own Illustration (2024)

Case Study - Company C

Generally, company C operates in the construction sector, was founded in 2020, comprises 8
employees and is headquartered in Copenhagen, Denmark. This green start-up is dedicated to
revolutionizing the construction industry by transitioning towards circular construction
practices. Their digital platform serves as a comprehensive solution to address the challenges
associated with this transition, such as legislative barriers and a lack of demand and supply.
By digitizing existing knowledge and transforming it into usable data, they facilitate
decision-making and promote transparency within the construction value chain. Their
innovations, including the 'resource mapping tool' and 'building bank,' enable stakeholders to
assess the viability of refurbishing buildings versus demolition, considering factors like
embodied carbon. Additionally, their collaboration with Autodesk aims to seamlessly
integrate a market exchange for secondary materials into existing workflows, offering a
holistic solution for circular construction challenges.

In terms of its target group, Company C also predominantly operates in the B2B sector.
Predominantly because wealthy private individuals who own several buildings themselves
may also benefit from this, but tend to be the exception. It is therefore mainly aimed at
professional building owners such as companies, developers and public institutions that
manage larger portfolios of buildings. No information was provided on specific existing
customers. Due to the dichotomy of the statement on the target group, which only partially
suggests that almost every company can be mapped with the solution, this information is
given as yes/no in the following illustration.

In terms of market focus, Company C is currently working on developing a Minimum Viable
Product (MVP) of their digital platform, thanks to a recently raised funding that will enable a
quicker market entry. Initially, they are focusing on meeting the needs of the Danish market,
also due to limited resource capacity. Talks are then planned with other players to examine
entry into other markets. However, such expansion will be included in future strategic
planning and is therefore not being used in the current situation. However, the effectiveness
of their decision support depends heavily on local legislation and construction practices,

76



which need to be analyzed and worked out in every market in advance. Nevertheless, the
concept of the market exchange is transferable to any market, which is why the focus can also
be turned to international markets in the coming years. The strategy for such a market entry is
predominantly based on collaborations with other players. It consists primarily of identifying
and eliminating specific gaps in the market. One critical gap that the current focus lies on
relates to the lack of documentation for materials and existing buildings. If other companies
possess relevant data sets, potential partnerships might be viable.

The first challenge of the green start-up is posed by institutional regulations. The start-up is
actively campaigning for political change in Denmark and can already claim to have exerted
significant influence on regulations there. At the same time, they are trying to adapt to
European legislation to ensure compliance on a broader level. However, the current
regulations still fail to create favorable conditions for the growth of the company and the
adaptation of the target group's behavior and mindset. Financing represents another big
challenge due to the fact that the majority of funding in the area of sustainability impact tends
to be channeled into energy-related projects rather than resource-oriented initiatives. As a
result, raising finance, particularly venture capital, is proving extremely difficult as there is
no well-established market for circular economy initiatives. This issue can be categorized
within the area of resource constraints. Due to the dominant legislation and the attitude of the
market, the concept of green prisons applies to Company C. The founder takes the view that
there is currently a prevailing mindset in the market that favors maintaining the status quo, as
this seems to be the economically most viable approach. The inertia of the target group,
rooted in the belief that the market will naturally evolve, maintains idealistic goals while the
status quo is preserved. Furthermore, the emerging market is full of obstacles, and in
Denmark they actively work to identify and remove these obstacles through various
activities. At the same time, they are trying to develop a product that meets the needs of the
market. However, there is another challenge, particularly with regard to know-how in
international markets, which the founder is well aware of.

With regard to the willingness to enter into such an alliance, the founder emphasized that the
formation of strategic partnerships for opening up new markets appears to be crucial and that
such a willingness therefore exists. In the current phase, the focus is on companies that could
be perceived as competitors by others, as it is primarily about tackling societal challenges.
They are also part of the EU Circular Build Alliance in Denmark, which brings together
policy makers and companies to work towards circular build goals. Actively seeking alliances
is therefore central to their business strategy and crucial to tackling the complex challenges
they face.
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Figure 16: Profile of company C, Own Illustration (2024)

Case Study - Company D

Overall, the company D profile includes 13 employees, a headquarters in Berlin, Germany,
and a founding year around 2021. The company operates in the B2B sector of the business
travel industry. The green start-up has developed a sustainability plugin for corporate travel
booking systems that aims to overcome the limitations of existing systems in encouraging
greener travel choices. By supplementing these outdated booking tools with features such as
transparency, nudging, gamification and incentives, the green start-up encourages employees
to choose greener travel options. The solution fills a gap in the market by offering large
companies a flexible and transparent way to integrate sustainability aspects into their business
travel strategies, which can lead to a reduction in carbon emissions associated with business
travel.

The target group of the green start-up currently focuses primarily on management
consultancies and service-oriented companies, in other words companies that rely heavily on
business travel and cause more than 70% of their ecological footprint through travel. In
principle, however, the start-up's solution can be applied to any company that shows the
potential. Nevertheless, it is also evident that other approaches take precedence for
manufacturing companies, where business travel only accounts for 1% of emissions.

The market focus to date lay on the German-speaking countries, meaning the DACH market,
due to the in-depth market knowledge of the local dynamics and understanding of the general
conditions. Nevertheless, the focus has increasingly shifted to international market
penetration. The software can be used for almost any market, partly because business travels
exist in every market. Experimental approaches are still being pursued, which are primarily
based on networking, such as events, association work and conferences.

A number of different challenges can be named. The green startup faces market-related
barriers due to variations in the level of advancement and prioritization of sustainability
within travel management across different companies and markets. This diversity in
approaches necessitates tailored strategies and solutions, making it challenging to directly
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transfer successful strategies from one market to another. Furthermore, the concept of green
prison can also be applied to company D. The driving forces behind companies seem to
deviate from saving the climate. They are not acting with the direct intention of saving it, but
rather because of regulations and the pressure behind them, which sooner or later will force
them to act. The prospect of necessary action against climate change is not perceived by
target customers, both companies and private individuals. Arguments about competitiveness
are often cited, which entail a comparison with competitors who are not adapting a
sustainable solution. These indices clearly exhibit the characteristics of a green prison. Target
group-related barriers can also be identified. Target customers usually only take the initiative
from the bottom up because employees harbor environmental doubts about the company's
operations. However, persuading management and communicating the sustainable solution of
company D in a way that adds value proves to be thoroughly challenging. Due to social
tendencies towards impact-driven intentions, the challenge of acquiring suitable labor
resources does not exist. The green start-up can also count on a similar view from investors
when it comes to financial resources. Although such a limitation existed at the initial stage
due to founding requirements, this is no longer perceived in the ongoing process. Lastly, the
green start-up is extremely dependent on domestic regulations and must keep an eye on them
at all times. Regulatory dynamics can therefore play into the company's hands or hamper it.
Due to the heterogeneity of regulatory frameworks in different countries, it is necessary to
adapt to them if the company aims at entering the same market. In France, for instance,
domestic flights play a subordinate role due to the policies, which does not benefit company
D's business model and adjustments would therefore have to be made. However, the green
start-up sees itself as well-equipped for the moment due to the long lead time of changing
regulations in its industry and its own agility and adaptability. With further growth and a
transition to more settled structures away from a constantly changing start-up culture, this
problem could arise more frequently.

As far as the willingness to enter into such a strategic alliance is concerned, this can certainly
be identified if synergies exist. However, it is important to carefully examine where these
synergies actually exist and where you may be investing unnecessary time in order to create
synergies. It is therefore imperative to identify where the distinction really needs to be drawn
and where this knowledge can be used.
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Figure 17: Profile of company D, Own Illustration (2024)

4.2. Proposition Development

Once the results of the expert interviews have been placed in the respective context by means
of case studies in the first step, the research questions can be answered in the following step
and propositions can then be developed on this basis. As already described in section 1.3, the
process involves the following: sub-RQ1 - sub-RQ2 - sub-RQ3 and, based on the results,
answering the overarching RQ.

Sub-RQ1 - Which challenges that green start-ups face can arise for a successful market entry, for
which a strategic alliance between green start-ups from different markets can offer solutions?

Initial challenges prevalent in the literature associated with market entry into new markets
include a lack of scalability due to liabilities of foreignness and smallness, as well as building
strategic relationships aligned with their triple-bottom-line value creation. To address these,
strategic alliances provide a means, but further effort is needed as there is a general lack of
experience in an alliance of green start-ups and each of them is faced with unifying their
triple-bottom-line value creation. Another essential challenge is market-related, as markets in
which green start-ups operate are often characterized by market inefficiency, imperfection
and market failure. Limited resources in the form of lack of knowledge & base of information
about the markets also play a role here. Especially with regard to the latter, alliances help to
efficiently build up the necessary knowledge and thus compensate for a lack of resources and
uncertainties in the market. Due to the fact that market failures can mainly be overcome
through alliances with institutions, which is not the case here, the first predominant challenge
that can be overcome through strategic alliances is to close knowledge gaps and obtain
relevant information about market conditions and circumstances. Statements such as 'It's
crucial to note that when expanding to countries like Germany, the UK, or France, we
anticipate encountering a distinct set of barriers and market dynamics.' from company C or
'At the moment, it is probably a question of understanding how advanced the market is and
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whether companies have already gained a foothold in this topic.' from company D underline
this assumption. Therefore the first proposition states:

1. A challenge that green start-ups face when entering new markets and that can be
overcome through a strategic alliance with green start-ups relates to the lack of
knowledge and information about the respective markets and their dynamics.

Another challenge for the successful market entry of green start-ups is target group-related.
Here, a prevailing customer inertia due to lack of prioritization of sustainable issues and their
aspirations to maintain the status quo can be highlighted. A lack of trust in new, sustainable
technologies and the need to educate them is present and prevents them from successfully
entering new markets. This could also be identified in the expert interviews through
statements such as 'You have to educate the customer as there is a duality, because on the one
hand you want to achieve an impact, but on the other hand you also have to argue about
money' from company A or 'Currently, the prevailing mindset favors maintaining the status
quo, as it is economically more feasible.' from company C. These can similarly be overcome
by means of strategic alliances to acquire initial customers and develop legitimacy, which is
why the second proposition is as follows:

2. A challenge that green start-ups face when entering new markets and that can be
overcome through a strategic alliance with green start-ups relates to the prevailing
customer inertia, the lack of trust towards sustainable solutions and the necessity to
educate them.

Sub-RQ2 - What opportunities are offered specifically for green start-ups by a strategic alliance
between green start-ups from different markets that can be used to facilitate market entry into each

other's markets?

In terms of institutional opportunities through strategic alliances, it can be mentioned that
specific knowledge of the domestic alliance partners about local regulations provides an
opportunity to better qualitatively assess the suitability of the foreign market for their
sustainable solution. This can include an initial assessment of demand and better strategic
predictability of future regulatory changes, thus contributing to the long-term success of the
green start-up in the foreign market. In general, this can be a decisive advantage, but in the
particular context of an alliance of green start-ups with limited knowledge of each other's
regulatory frameworks due to their different industry focus, it cannot be seen as one of the
main means of facilitating market entry for the specific green start-up here, even though
better predictability can be created as the general behavior of the institutions is revealed.
Rather, general knowledge can be acquired that includes strategically appropriate economic
procedures, which can be essential to meet their triple-bottom line value creation, but also
specific insights into foreign markets in order to overcome their liability to foreignness and
promote growth. Concepts such as the 'alliances as knowledge access' thesis underline the

81



assumption that strategic alliances offer access to such insights. This is supported by
statements from the experts, such as 'If a partner approaches me with the intention of
entering the German market, I can provide insights into which events can be skipped and
which should definitely be attended, which contacts can be found at which events and which
not. To learn from each other how the respective market works, in order to then be able to
give a warm intro.' from company B. Based on the experience gained by the partners, such
insights can be applied above all to how appropriate arguments on sustainable issues can be
communicated. An initial proposition could therefore be as follows:

3. A strategic alliance between green start-ups from different markets offers the green
start-ups opportunities to gain access to specific market knowledge for an appropriate
argumentation on sustainable issues.

'It seems like you're often called upon to be the go-to person for sustainability, even if it's not
directly related to your area of expertise. In this case, it could be very helpful to be part of
something bigger to coordinate better and handle requests more efficiently. (...) I definitely
see a great benefit in gaining more insights and information from companies in order to be
able to react better to the uncertainties and possible changes.' - Taking up the previous topic
with valuable knowledge, this statement from company D holds further potential through a
strategic alliance for green start-ups. The efficient bundling of resources characterized by
imperfect mobility in the form of knowledge about sustainability can not only promote the
ability to react appropriately and the stock of knowledge. Thinking one step ahead, this type
of expertise supports the company in appearing more legitimate and trustworthy, as market
participants' queries and doubts can be addressed more convincingly and specifically. It can
enhance a company's own reputation and consequently help to bypass or even overcome the
widespread problem of prevailing customer skepticism and inertia towards sustainable
technologies. Alliances also offer access to new customer segments or the customer base of
the other partner, which provides an initial foothold in the market of the other green start-up.
Companies that are already customers of the other partner have to a certain extent already
overcome their skepticism towards sustainable technologies and are more easily accessible by
reference to the partner. It therefore offers access to market participants who are already
better educated, which can then be approached more efficiently using a targeted outreach
strategy. This leads to the following second proposition of the sub-research question 2:

4. With the help of access to the already educated target group and increased legitimacy,
a green start-up can overcome customer skepticism and inertia towards sustainable
technologies through a strategic alliance of green start-ups from different markets.

Sub-RQ3 - How can the opportunities offered by a strategic alliance between green start-ups from
different markets be used to lead to sustainable transition of the economy?
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The approach to answering this research question resembles that used in the literature review,
evaluating how a strategic alliance of green start-ups can drive forward the sustainable
transition of the economy from the micro to the meso and macro level. With regard to the
micro level, the motivations of the entrepreneurs should coincide. The approach of the four
categories of sustainable entrepreneurs, namely 'those who want to create a better world',
'those who want to make the world a better place', 'those who see making money as a means'
and 'those who see making money as an end', can be used here. This is crucial insofar as it
allows appropriate collective action strategies to be developed subsequently. At the meso
level, entering into a strategic alliance can promote technology-related market and social
legitimacy by, among other things, giving a partner's technology access to customers. To
create an effective ecosystem that can make a difference in creating an impact and the
likelihood of market success through an alliance, the diversity of partners is crucial. In the
present context, this is given by the operations of green start-ups in different industries and
markets, as supported by the assumption of company C, visible in their statement 'Therefore,
it's not necessarily confined to construction companies; a systemic change is required, and
various actors, including energy companies, have the potential to drive this transformation.'
By taking up the concept of collective action at the macro level, system-building strategies
can be set up in a strategic alliance, which ultimately create system-level resources that drive
sustainable transformation. In this context, this means that by enabling access to the already
educated customer base of the other partners, an initial foothold can be created in the market,
which increases market impact. Once the first companies have adapted a sufficient number of
alliance participants' solutions to become CO2-neutral, the reputation of the individual
alliance participants and of the alliance as a whole is enhanced. This promotes a system-level
legitimacy of the alliance as the first system-level resource and indicates the effectiveness of
the initiative. A system-building strategy that encourages rethinking can now be developed
and supported by joint projects. For instance, a green start-up that specializes in renewable
energy can work together with a green start-up from the construction industry to implement
sustainable building projects. Ultimately, the system-level legitimacy gained by the alliance
promotes opportunities for cooperation with institutions that can be used to create favorable
legislative conditions. This leads to higher demand and ultimately supports the rethinking that
has already been initiated. The fifth proposition reads as follows:

5. By creating system-level legitimacy, a strategic alliance of green start-ups from
different markets can create further system-level resources such as regulatory
influence, which ultimately contribute to more demand for sustainable technologies
and a rethinking in the economy towards sustainable transformation.

RQ - Given the challenges a green start-up faces, how can a strategic alliance between green
start-ups from different markets facilitate their market entry into the other start-ups markets and,

subsequently, lead to sustainable transition of the economy?
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All of the previously developed propositions can be summarized below and contribute to
answering the overarching research question. By providing access to specific market
knowledge, which contributes to a better foundation of argumentation for sustainable
technologies, as well as overcoming customer skepticism and inertia towards sustainable
technologies through access to the partners' already educated customer bases and increased
legitimacy, a strategic alliance of green start-ups can indeed facilitate gaining a foothold in
each other's markets. Statements such as 'A strategic alliance could definitely help, because
the respective partner companies can make recommendations to their customers, sort of as a
suitable partner for the topic of energy.' from company A or 'Yes, exactly when it suits the
customer target group.' from company B support this assumption. Once legitimacy has also
been achieved at alliance level, system-level strategies in a collective action can be utilized to
create decisive system-level resources such as regulatory influence, which contribute to a
rethink and ultimately drive sustainable transformation. Thus, the final and overarching
proposition of the respective issue reads as follows:

6. By creating access to market knowledge, leveraging the partners' customer base and
increasing the legitimacy of sustainable technologies, a strategic alliance between
green start-ups from different markets can facilitate market entry into each other's
markets and thus increase system-level legitimacy to create system-level resources
that lead to a sustainable transformation of the economy.

5. Conclusion

Once the findings from the knowledge gained from the literature review and the data
collected from the expert interviews have been elaborated and placed in the context of the
research question, the last step is to finalize the work and provide an outlook on implications
and future fields of investigation. For this purpose, on the basis of the results, the first step
consists of explaining what contribution this work provides to research and what implications
can be drawn at theoretical and management level. It is then necessary to summarize the
limitations of this work and what was generally disregarded in the research. In the final step,
an outlook will be given by looking at emerging fields of research. On the one hand, these
build on the work and, on the other hand, complete the investigation by closing the
previously identified limitations.

5.1. Implications

Theoretical implications

The overall aim of the research was to determine whether a strategic alliance consisting
exclusively of green start-ups from different markets can facilitate market entry into each
other's markets and thus lead to a sustainable transformation of the economy. For this
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purpose, a literature review was carried out, the sub-chapters of which provide a
comprehensive foundation for the argumentation, followed by a qualitative data analysis to
support the findings and to expand them.
The first sub-chapter '(Market entry) Challenges of green start-ups' closes the research gap
that no comparison of the challenges faced by green start-ups has been carried out in the
literature to date. A total of 10 areas were identified, ranging from the necessity of trade-off
in triple-bottom-line value creation in relation to the business model, limited knowledge &
information, uncertainties and inefficiencies in relation to the market, to the concept of 'green
prison', which green start-ups have to contend with due to prevailing customer inertia and
skepticism. Scholars can draw valuable insights from this, which serve as a basis for their
argumentation on topics relating to green start-ups and overcoming their obstacles, or to
uncover new gaps in the literature.
A comparison of the opportunities of strategic alliances for green start-ups with those of
general companies and start-ups, as in the subchapter 'Opportunities of strategic alliances',
has also not yet been carried out, thus closing another gap. The approach therefore was
mostly done with concepts in which the literature placed green start-ups in a context relevant
to this section and specific sources could then be applied to provide an explanation. Eight
overarching areas were identified for green start-ups, in which the access to market-specific
knowledge and market opportunities in the form of increased credibility & legitimacy and
overcoming customer inertia and thus the 'green prison' represent the most essential ones. In
the present context, it is particularly helpful to determine what opportunities exist in an
alliance consisting exclusively of green start-ups and how these opportunities can help in
overcoming the identified challenges they are facing.
Ultimately, the last chapter 'Market entry modes' of the literature review opens up, among
other, a further field of research and attempts to create an initial foundation for this by taking
stock of previous research. This involves strategic alliances of green start-ups that have the
overarching purpose of driving the economy towards sustainable transformation and how this
can be achieved. The subdivision into micro, meso and macro levels has created a
comprehensive overview that can later be used to conduct more specific and in-depth
research at the respective level. For the context here, it became clear that the type of
entrepreneurial motivation is crucial at micro level and that the development of strategic
partnerships and alliances is necessary at meso level in order to generate an impact. At the
macro level, the focus should be on developing system-level strategies to create system-level
resources that drive sustainable transformation and rethinking in the economy.
A qualitative data collection in the form of expert interviews was then conducted to support
the findings of the literature review and to gain further valuable practical implications. The
results of the expert interviews also provided valuable confirmation of the opportunities of a
strategic alliance. It became clear that the primary expected benefits of the experts were in
customer synergy and access to these, as well as access to valuable knowledge and insights
that can be used to optimize the outreach strategy. This proved to be supportive in that the
results confirmed the focus already placed on the most important components. Also, this
supported the assumption that a strategic alliance can facilitate market entry into the other
start-ups´ markets. The part 'success factors of strategic alliances' is also improved by the
results of the expert interviews, which provided further considerable input in this regard. For
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instance, it emerged that a fixed-term alliance would be more desirable for the interviewees,
which contradicts the overarching goal of long-term sustainable transformation of the
economy and requires further research.

Practical implications

A strategic alliance of different green start-ups, all offering Software-as-a-Service, operating
in different sectors or industries and based in different countries, offers a novelty not only to
science. The combination of different solutions and expertise that can make any company
CO2-neutral simplifies entry into new markets and thus increases influence and reach. On the
other hand, it offers the opportunity to effectively initiate changes at a systemic level and
drive existing ones forward. The research here has shown that many factors need to be
considered and the right partners chosen, but provided there are sufficient synergies, such a
product portfolio enables a strategy tailored to each company. This can not only overcome
prevailing obstacles, but also fulfill the overarching motive of every sustainable entrepreneur
- to generate an impact.

5.2. Limitations

With regard to the results of the literature review, it can be noted that, in the section of
'(Market entry) challenges of green start-ups', the examination of the business models is
rather superficial and there is no elaboration on whether there are business models that are
not suitable for a strategic alliance. A closer look at the compatibility of different business
models is also not taken into account in this work. With regard to the parts on strategic
alliances, it should be noted that specific alliance characteristics were not examined in detail.
There is no detailed comparison of equity vs. non-equity alliances that highlights the
characteristics, the suitability in the respective context as well as the advantages and
disadvantages of each type of alliance. Although the focus here lies primarily on non-equity
alliances, company C remarks that an equity alliance can also be advantageous in the present
subject matter. In the 'market entry modes' section, previously used scientific theories were
examined, but theoretical approaches that are more concerned with explaining the topic of the
overarching purpose of sustainable transformation and the strategic alliance based on this
were not taken into account.

With regard to the methodology, the limited number of experts surveyed represents a
limitation that makes it particularly challenging to generalize the results obtained. In this
case, they primarily served as a supporting resource for assumptions derived from the
literature and as an initial starting point for the practical implementation of theoretical
considerations on such a strategic alliance. However, in order to obtain well-founded findings
for answering research questions by means of hypotheses, a larger sample of experts is
required. Three further limitations can be identified with regard to conducting the expert
interviews. On the one hand, little attention was paid to the overarching purpose of such an
alliance for sustainable transformation in the course of asking the questions. Although it was
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possible to identify latent conclusions from the founders' statements, it would have been
possible to go into more detail about the approach they want to use to achieve their
overarching goal and how exactly this goal is structured with regard to the respective start-up.
This includes, for instance, whether they are aiming to only make companies carbon-neutral
or whether they are aiming to prompt a social mindset change. On the other hand, the analysis
method of the expert interviews was based on manageable complexity. It was primarily a
matter of reproducing the respective statements, so the categorization and coding served
exclusively to simplify contextualization,. thus in-depth examination of impact relationships
and differences between the individual characteristics were omitted. Finally, three of the four
green start-ups examined are based in the German market, which sufficiently represents a
very strong European market, but creates the limitation to one region only.

5.3. Future research

5.3.1. Increased focus on green start-ups and their differences

There remains no debate in the literature that green start-ups play a decisive role on the path
to sustainable transformation for the economy (Chapman and Hottenrott 2022). Their partly
disruptive innovations often represent the starting point for systemic change at an economic
level, with technologies and solutions that are later either adapted or mimicked by established
market players (Hockerts and Wüstenhagen 2010). Research should therefore place a greater
focus on green start-ups, starting with the challenges faced by them and the extent to which
these challenges differ within the various industries in which the green start-ups operate. As
the results of the expert interviews reveal, the main challenges differ. For instance, companies
A, C and D perceive themselves to be in a green prison due to customer inertia and
skepticism towards sustainable solutions, as well as the prevailing desire of the target group
to maintain their status quo. And yet the opposite applies to company B, which can be
attributed primarily to favorable legislation, so that they consider themselves in a competitive
advantage. Such greater focus will also make it possible to derive supposed patterns that a
large number of green start-ups in the energy sector encounter, for instance, and can therefore
be generalized and how these can best be overcome in the respective industry. This can also
serve as a guidance for investors who have only limited reference knowledge to date and can
only access generalized resources via academic literature. A comparison at country level can
represent a further in-depth step in this regard, which can serve as a reference for
entrepreneurs using managerial implications to decide which markets are most suitable for
successful entry. A model could also be developed here that can be utilized to identify
suitable markets at any time. Such a comparison at country level can also help institutions to
draw parallels with other countries on how the domestic market can be designed to be more
attractive for sustainable business start-ups and the entry of foreign companies in the
sustainability sector.
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5.3.2. Difference between challenges of green vs. conventional start-ups

Increased focus can also be placed on the differences between the challenges faced by
conventional start-ups and green start-ups. So far, no explicit comparison of these has been
identified in the literature. To date, this work has also exclusively elaborated and outlined the
differences between the opportunities offered by a strategic alliance between green start-ups
and non-green players. The challenges were exclusively related to green start-ups, as the
differences are of secondary relevance in this context. Comparing and contrasting these can
lead entrepreneurs when it comes to adapting strategies from others as a green start-up, as
well as investors who are interested in investing in sustainability and need a comparison of
green vs. conventional investment objects when assessing the risk of their invested money. In
relation to the 'green prison' principle, recommendations for action and research can also be
drawn as to the extent to which green start-ups can overcome the prevailing limitations with
regard to the market and target group and achieve a possible scaling comparable to that of
conventional start-ups.

5.3.3. Organizational design and decision-making processes

Increased focus should also be placed on the organizational characteristics and design of
green start-ups and their evolution. Above all, the subject of decision-making processes and
their speed can play a decisive role. Due to the different industries in which the green
start-ups operate, there may be essential differences that have an impact on decision-making
also within the strategic alliance. In one green start-up, decision-making processes may be
fast, while another may face the need to align strategic decisions with multiple parties. There
can also be decisive differences with regard to investors if one start-up has to obtain their
approval for all decisions, while the other possesses more freedom. This can also be applied
to risk management, which can certainly represent an influential component and could
therefore provide additional insights. In the case of a successful alliance that assists green
start-ups to enter and scale into foreign markets, the organizational design of each start-up
needs to be continuously adapted. According to Handoko and Tjaturpriono (2023), start-ups
experiencing exponential growth try to manage the tension between structuredness and
flexibility and thus remain innovative by combining management-centered and
employee-centered approaches. This opens up a further field of research in which it is
necessary to investigate which approaches the alliance partners can choose here and to what
extent these are compatible with the others.

5.3.4. First use case of such alliance

In the next step, it can be worthwhile to carry out a practical application in order to test the
developed constructs. For this purpose, existing literature on comparable alliances can first be
used and compared on the basis of the knowledge gained here. On the one hand, this can
include alliances in which green start-ups are involved and which take place with other,
non-comparable players such as institutions, non-profit companies or already established
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larger market players. On the other hand, general alliances between start-ups that are not
necessarily active in the field of sustainability can be examined, but which also consist
exclusively of such start-ups. Alliances that do not have sustainable transformation as an
overarching goal, but which target other overarching goals, perhaps even social change, can
also be of interest here. The respective alliance can then use a pilot project to provide
potentially suitable alliance participants with insights into whether the existing knowledge is
applicable to the topic or covers it well. Such a project can already consist of two green
start-ups and their goal of mutual market entry. Initial parameters can be defined in order to
make success measurable. Should such an initial practical research project prove successful, a
larger number of green start-ups from different markets can be drawn on.

Appendix

Literature Preparation - Terminology

Citation Statements
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Entrepreneurship
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Definition: Sustainable entrepreneurship is focused on the preservation of nature, life support, and
community in the pursuit of perceived opportunities to bring into existence future products, processes, and
services for gain, where gain is broadly construed to include economic and non–economic gains to
individuals, the economy, and society.

Definition: Sustainable entrepreneurship is the discovery and exploitation of economic opportunities
through the generation of market disequilibria that initiate the transformation of a sector towards an
environmentally and socially more sustainable state.
Explanation: Sustainable entrepreneurship is the only approach capable of combining economic, social
and environmental value creation, with an overall concern for the well-being of future generations.

Definition: Sustainable entrepreneurship can be described as an innovative, market-oriented and
personality-driven form of creating economic and societal value by means of breakthrough
environmentally or socially beneficial market or institutional innovations.

Definition: Sustainable entrepreneurship is seen as a way of generating competitive advantage by
identifying sustainability as new business opportunities, resulting in new and sustainable products, methods
of production or ways of organizing business processes in a sustainable way.

Definition: Sustainable development-oriented entrepreneurs are those individuals with entrepreneurial
intentions who aim to manage a triple bottom line.

Definition: A sustainability entrepreneur is an individual who holistically integrates the goals of economic,
social and environmental entrepreneurship into an organization that is sustainable in its goal and
sustainable in its form of wealth generation.

Definition: The process of discovering, evaluating, and exploiting economic opportunities that are present
in market failures which detract from sustainability, including those that are environmentally relevant.

Ecopreneurship Patzelt and Shepherd. (2011) “The new
field of sustainable entrepreneurship:
Studying entrepreneurial action linking
“what is to be sustained” with “what is to
be developed” In: Entrepreneurship Theory
and Practice, 35(1), 137–163.

Explanation: Ecopreneurship is part of sustainable entrepreneurship but it is not synonymous because it
does not explicitly cover, for example, sustaining communities, and the development of non–economic
gains for individuals and societies.
Definition: Eco-entrepreneurship is the practice of starting new businesses that are profitable and based on
goods or services that are impure public goods with environmental benefits.

Green
Entrepreneurship

Potluri, S., & Phani, B. V. (2020)
“Incentivizing green entrepreneurship: A
proposed policy prescription (a study of

Definition: Green entrepreneurship refers to a commercially oriented company that focuses on
technological development “that can help alleviate human impact on the environment, addressing global
environmental issues”.
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entrepreneurial insights from an emerging
economy perspective)” In: Journal of
Cleaner Production, 259, 120843.

Mrkajic, B., Murtinu, S., & Scalera, V.
G. (2019) “Is green the new gold? Venture
capital and green entrepreneurship” In:
Small business economics, 52, 929-950.

Binder, J. K., & Belz, F. M. (2015)
“Sustainable entrepreneurship: what it is”
In: Handbook of entrepreneurship and
sustainable development research, 1, 30-71.

Definition: Green entrepreneurship represents a mechanism through which entrepreneurship can address
the need for greener and more environment-friendly business activities.

Explanation: While sustainable entrepreneurship examines the process of discovering, evaluating, and
exploiting entrepreneurial opportunities addressing the entire triple bottom line, green entrepreneurship
only focuses on the environmental aspects of sustainability.

Ecological
Entrepreneurship

Gast, J., Gundolf, K., & Cesinger, B.
(2017) “Doing business in a green way: A
systematic review of the ecological
sustainability entrepreneurship literature
and future research directions” In: Journal
of cleaner production, 147, 44-56.

Definition: The process of identifying, evaluating and seizing entrepreneurial opportunities that minimize a
venture’s impact on the natural environment and therefore create benefits for society as a whole and for
local communities.

Green Startups Bergset, L., & Fichter, K. (2015) “Green
start-ups–a new typology for sustainable
entrepre-neurship and innovation research”
In: Journal of innovation management,
3(3), 118-144.

Bergset, L. (2015) "The rationality and
irrationality of financing green start-ups"
In: Administrative Sciences, 5(4), 260-285.

Kuckertz, A., Berger, E. S., & Gaudig, A.
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challenges? Value creation in ecological
startups” In: Journal of Cleaner Production,
230, 1138-1147.

Sadma, O. (2021) “The role of
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reducing waste problem and its implication
to environmental resilience” In: Research
Horizon, 1(3), 106–114.

Bhatnagar, M., Taneja, S., & Özen, E.
(2022) “A wave of green start-ups in
India—the study of green finance as a
support system for sustainable
entrepreneurship” In: Green Finance, 4,
253–273.

Criscuolo, C., & Menon, C. (2015)
"Environmental policies and risk finance in
the green sector: cross-country evidence"
In: Energy Policy, 83, 38–56.

Definition: Young and innovative businesses that create and market goods or services that have a
beneficial influence on the environment and help green the economy. They have to meet a triple bottom
line; the focus of their business activity, though, is on products or services that have a positive
environmental impact and contribute to the environmental goals of a Green Economy.

Definition: Green start-ups offer products and services that provide environmental protection or
substantially reduce environmental impact compared to other existing products and services.

Definition: “Born green” startups, defined as young and innovative ventures that seek opportunities to
achieve profitability while reducing environmentally harmful impact.

Explanation: They must adhere to a triple bottom line; however, the emphasis of their company operations
is on goods and services that benefit the environment and advance the objectives of a green economy.

Explanation: When start-ups create green products or services, they seek to discover market-based
remedies to ecological issues that, until recently, were mostly the purview of governments and non-profit
groups.

Explanation: Green startups follow an entrepreneurial path that fulfills the need for a greener and more
environmentally friendly approach to business, providing practical and innovative solutions for social and
environmental concerns.

Expert Interview - Company A

Interviewer: Tim Nürnberg

Expert Interview - Company A
Date of Interview: 13.02.2024
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Interviewer:
“As a first step, can you introduce the start-up?”

Founder:
"The founding team consists of two people. Our software operates in the B2B sector and is designed to help
companies to map the topic of energy holistically. With our software, you can optimize your consumption - i.e.
increase your energy efficiency, you can buy energy smartly and efficiently and you can use the software to
understand all the regulatory requirements that you need to map. In the long term, it also helps you to comply
with the audits etc. that are required. With the help of this software, a company has the topic of energy
completely under control."

Interviewer:
“Do you have a specific target group?”

Founder:
“Over the course of time, we have become increasingly familiar with the market and have realized that our
software is very industry-agnostic. We mainly map the classic manufacturing industry (preferably in the
50-200 employee range), and our existing customers include plastics manufacturers, the metalworking
industry and steel forges. However, we have also noticed that the subject of energy is relevant for everyone,
which is why other customer groups exist in the banking sector or with bakeries or retirement homes.
Particularly in the SME sector, in which we mainly operate, customers have little know-how and time to deal
with the topic of energy.”

Interviewer:
"When you want to enter a new market, do you have a preferred market entry mode?"

Founder:
"The main reason we are currently only operating in Germany is because ⅓ of the companies that are
relevant to us are also based in the German market. We think a lot about internationalization, because you
have to act proactively and sensibly in order to go abroad. We have three core drivers for our activities on
foreign markets to date: on the one hand, a lot happens via customers and their referrals. Companies in our
existing customer portfolio also operate in different locations, e.g. in Eastern Europe, and if they become
customers in the German market, then it is easier to implement this in their other branches as well. Once you
have established yourself in a market, it is easier to expand. On the other hand, there is the question of the
partnerships that we maintain. We already have a good network of partners with whom we work successfully.
And internationalization can be facilitated through these existing partnerships. You don't have many direct
synergies on the customer side, but you can achieve good synergy effects on the product side. Synergies can
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also be identified in terms of language, which is why the DACH market is naturally easier to tap into than
those that are not German-speaking. Our software is primarily in German, which naturally makes the
Austrian and Swiss markets more attractive. The third aspect is general market readiness, as the countries are
very different in many respects. For example, access to smart tenant software data varies from country to
country, which is an absolute prerequisite for an energy software start-up."

Interviewer:
"What are the biggest challenges facing your start-up in terms of internationalization?"

Founder:
"In addition to customer acquisition, every market is different. For all sustainable start-ups, the environment
is quite dynamic and constantly changing. Regulations are changing, the digitalization of grids and the entire
energy market is being driven forward, reporting obligations are increasing. The more markets you serve as a
small start-up with limited resources, the more challenging it becomes to meet all the necessary requirements
and challenges. The question of "how do I translate my software" alone is very extensive (you have to
consider factors such as currency, etc.). There are many factors to consider in order to make a software
product suitable for many markets. The issue of data security also plays a major role for customers. Our
customers really appreciate the fact that their data is secure in the German market, which gives us an
advantage. But this can be a challenge for other start-ups."

Interviewer (Explanation of the Green Prison):
" Does the Green Prison also affect your start-up?"

Founder:
"We help our customers, but it's a challenge. The customer doesn't really care what contribution we can make
because they are highly capitalistically driven. We are measured by the customer solely on how much money
they save with our solution. You have to educate the customer, as you have a prevailing duality because you
want to generate impact, but on the other hand you have to argue about money. Our sales department in
particular has to deal with this problem. It's not always culturally straightforward as a start-up, as you
actually want to generate this impact first and foremost."

Interviewer (Presentation of the strategic alliance):
" Would you join such an alliance?"

Founder:
"Quite possibly, yes, especially on the customer side, there could be synergies. It wouldn't matter to me if it
didn't involve other start-ups in the energy sector, I'd even prefer that. We are involved in many partnerships
with other players in the energy sector because of the complexity of the industry and the product. But yes, it's
definitely very attractive on the customer side."

Interviewer:
"Do you think that, despite the fact that other partners may not operate in the energy sector, you get an insight
into the domestic regulations of the respective home market?"

Founder:
"I think so, but I don't know if it would interest me in that sense. You don't have much time as an entrepreneur,
so it wouldn't be much use. It would primarily be to be able to access the customer base. But it's also
interesting to see whether I can serve the customer."

Interviewer:
"Would you say that the alliance could give you access to more resources?"
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Founder:
"I don't think so for us, maybe if you're creative. But if it's not the same industry, then it's rather difficult."

Interviewer:
"What would have to be taken into account for such an alliance to work? What do you consider to be the
biggest success factors?"

Founder:
"You need a very clear thematic mission, a common direction that the alliance is pursuing. The motive of
sustainability alone is not enough; there has to be a strategic motive that is set in advance. With regard to
guidelines, it is important that these are set, especially a kind of structure that is driven forward. There are so
many networks or alliances that are not successful due to a lack of accountability."

Interviewer:
"Do you think that such a strategic alliance could facilitate market entry into new markets?"

Founder:
"Definitely, because the respective partner companies can make recommendations to their customers, sort of
as a suitable partner for the topic of energy. Then I hope that they don't have another partner in this area
already. Of course, you can't take that for granted, but if they don't already, then a strategic alliance could
definitely help."

Interviewer:
"Thanks for your time and the insights!”

Expert Interview - Company B

Interviewer: Tim Nürnberg

Expert Interview - Company B
Date of Interview: 15.02.2024
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Interviewer:
“As a first step, can you introduce the start-up?”

Founder:
“We have developed a software solution that serves as a sustainability management platform for the
packaging value chain. Here's how it works: Companies can enter their use of packaging with us, whether it's
manually or via import, and then we match the packaging against any regulatory requirements. Whether it's
cost calculations or the evaluation of recyclability, basically everything that has to do with sustainability
aspects in an international context. Companies can evaluate and report on this with just a few clicks and can
use our digital solution to manage their packaging for sustainability in an international context.”

Interviewer:
“Do you have a specific target group?”

Founder:
“Basically, any company that has anything to do with packaging can work with our solution. Of course, we
have a focus group, especially companies that have a lot of packaging in their portfolio, that have complex
packaging and that are internationally oriented. Our main focus group at the moment is brand manufacturers
such as Beiersdorf, Procter & Gamble (P&G) and Nestlé. This has moved directly to the international market,
to Italy, the UK, the Netherlands or France, although we were primarily focused on the German market.”

Interviewer:
“Was it mainly through recommendations that international customers came directly into the portfolio?”

Founder:
“This has to do with our founding history, because we were created as part of an innovation project. That was
in 2019 and teams were matched and many companies along the value chain were involved. The idea was
brought to our team and so contacts already existed and the solution was developed at their request. We
quickly took part in events and were able to build up a reputation through the respective customer
recommendations. We are three founders and we all have different backgrounds. I studied culture and
economics, my co-founder studied economics, but also environmental sciences, so she has technical and
professional expertise. The third founder studied Software Engineering & Systems, so he comes from the
software side and also wrote the first codes. So it's a bit of a mixed bag, but still very business-oriented.”

Interviewer:
“If you are entering a new market, what kind of market entry mode would you prefer so far?”

Founder:
“We would work with an agency. France is a good example: We would try to build up two or three big
names/brands and then move on using an agency, because language and culture and everything related to it is
of course an issue there. In general, we also try to work with many other start-ups. Above all to get
recommendations and insights, for example on which events you should be present at. Another aspect is the
interaction/collaboration with the systems/institutions in the various countries. In the packaging sector, there
is the Green Dot system, where labels have to be listed so that all packaging is put into circulation. There is
such a system in every country to which every company must report. We can also help this system to collect
data and evaluate it. For example, we collaborate with the French system so that these customers can in
principle already report everything appropriately today. In other words, we also try to use such sales
distribution channels.”

Interviewer:
“Such regulations can pose a challenge for many sustainable start-ups, is that also the case for you then?”
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Founder:
“On the one hand, we have the advantage in our industry that there are still few digital solutions for this,
although there is a great need for them. On the other hand, we already have several brands in our portfolio.
For example, we are currently considering whether we want to enter the US market. However, one of our
reasons would definitely be to fly to the USA and establish connections there, perhaps also with investors who
are strongly represented in the market.”

Interviewer:
“What would you say is the biggest challenge in your context?”

Founder:
“Time is a big factor. The sales cycles are incredibly long. There is a lot of regulatory pressure, but also
uncertainty in the market. Unfortunately, this leads many companies to wait and see, which is obviously not
an advantage for us. And to make the whole thing measurable in order to be able to express what the benefit
of our solution is.”

Interviewer (Explanation of the Green Prison):
“Have you also noticed such an effect in your startup environment?”

Founder:
“Basically, our solution is currently seen more as a competitive advantage because the companies themselves
also benefit from it. The arguments for this are compliance issues, cost reduction, risk minimization, etc., so
this is probably not the case for us.”

Interviewer:
“I have also identified a lack of resources as a problem for sustainable start-ups - is this also a challenge for
you?”

Founder:
“Absolutely! We actually need a lot more people, capacity is limited, especially in product development, so we
have to weigh things up carefully. In 2021, we decided to no longer grow organically but to bring in investors.
This is the right path for us, but it is expensive money. However, investors are becoming more and more
hesitant, so the question is always, how much do we need to grow at the moment? We are not yet profitable at
the moment.”

Interviewer:
“Even established companies on the market can present challenges - is that a problem?”

Founder:
“In fact, yes. One of the founding partners has tried to replicate our solution, but they continue to work with
our solution because they can't do it. But we continue to work with them because we have our USP, especially
in the technical and know-how area, which is difficult to imitate. We are also agile and fast and everything is
constantly changing. You can't necessarily afford to do that internally in other companies because it doesn't
always pay off.”

Interviewer (Presentation of the strategic alliance):
“Could such an alliance be interesting for you?”

Founder:
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"Yes, you can't do it alone anyway. It's important not to bring in other competitors, as this means you don't
have any overlapping solutions. Ideally, you should have a similar customer base but operate in a completely
different area. Because the mutual benefit created also creates trust, which is particularly relevant."

Interviewer:
"What is the biggest opportunity for you from such an alliance?"

Founder:
"Especially in the go-to-market sector, this can generate awareness, trust and credibility. If a partner
approaches me with the intention of entering the German market, I can provide insights into which events can
be skipped and which should definitely be attended, which contacts can be found at which events and which
not. To learn from each other, so to speak, how the respective market works in order to be able to give warm
intros."

Interviewer:
“Do you think it also has resource opportunities?”

Founder:
"I don't think you can replace anything, maybe you can save something. Human resources in particular are
difficult to replace, as the partners themselves have to go about their everyday business and have limited
availability of resources. I believe that no matter what stage you are at as a start-up, you always have too
much to do. I believe that a strategic alliance primarily saves time and allows you to deploy staff more
efficiently. When it comes to marketing, I believe that there are advantages, especially with regard to
word-of-mouth or starting a joint panel discussion at events. I believe that opportunities can be developed in
messaging in particular, so that you don't have to hire expensive marketing agencies with their ads and
designs. The example of France vs. Germany: The German market is more driven by numbers, while the
French market is more driven by sustainability. With such an alliance, the message can be adapted
accordingly."

Interviewer:
“In terms of success factors, what do you consider to be most important for the functioning of a strategic
alliance?”

Founder:
"Commitment is important, because if you write an email and don't hear back until three weeks later, then the
alliance has failed for me. The more concrete, the better. That's why I think it makes sense to set a deadline,
because then you can also make the whole thing more measurable. And the basis of trust is extremely
important because you share sensitive information with each other. And what is the output of the whole thing?
Have customers been acquired, have partnerships been formed? There should be clear contact persons, clear
milestones should be set, i.e. a kind of roadmap would be useful."

Interviewer:
“Can such an alliance facilitate market entry into other markets?”

Founder:
“Yes, exactly when it suits the customer target group.”

Interviewer:
“As a final question, do you think it would help if we partnered with the local institutions, would that help?”
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Founder:
"In principle, that's what we're trying to do, because we think it's very promising. Because where do
companies go when they have problems here? To the institutions and if they refer them to our solution, then
that's the best possible scenario. It creates an immense amount of trust."

Interviewer:
"Thanks for your time and the insights!”

Expert Interview - Company C

Interviewer: Tim Nürnberg

Expert Interview - Company C
Date of Interview: 19.02.2024

Interviewer:
“Can you please first give a short introduction of your start-up?”

Founder:
“Certainly. In essence, we've been engaged in a three-year research project focused on establishing
connections within the circular construction value chain. Our goal is to outsmart the linear construction
model, which is currently more cost-effective. Circular construction, on the other hand, presents challenges,
including legislative barriers, a lack of demand and supply, and a significant knowledge gap regarding viable
practices. To address these hurdles, we've been developing a digital system that not only links the value chain
but also serves as a digital support solution for circular construction. Our approach involves transforming
existing knowledge on circular construction into a usable digital format. By converting this information into
data and repurposing it as knowledge, we aim to provide accessible insights for different stakeholders within
the value chain when they need it. This eliminates the need to sift through numerous reports and seek out tacit
knowledge, promoting openness and transparency for widespread use. Specifically, we are constructing a tool
known as a 'resource mapping tool,' which, despite its label as a 'pre-demolition order tool,' is designed to
encourage the refurbishment of buildings instead of demolition. The tool facilitates decision-making by
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determining the break-even point between transforming and refurbishing a building versus demolishing it and
constructing a new, more energy-efficient one. Embodied carbon is also factored in, addressing an aspect
often overlooked. Additionally, we are developing a 'building bank' to help manage building portfolios and
facilitate informed decision-making. This centralized platform allows users to collaborate with various
service providers, including architects, engineers, demolishers, and contractors. We are also creating a
market exchange integrated with existing marketplaces for secondary materials. This exchange provides a
comprehensive overview of available materials when designing a new building using reused components. Our
collaboration with Autodesk aims to seamlessly integrate this market exchange into existing business
workflows. In summary, our platform combines software as a service with transaction fees on materials sold
through marketplaces, creating a comprehensive solution for the challenges in the circular construction
domain.”

Interviewer:
“Do you have a specific target group?”

Founder:
“Yes, building owners are our main target group. So professional building owners, pension funds, developers,
public housing, social housing. Everyone who manages a larger portfolio of buildings.”

Interviewer:
“So specifically the Danish market at the moment or is it that you are also aiming to enter other international
markets?”

Founder:
"Yes, indeed, we are currently in progress with the research project, and we're continuing our efforts. The
project is slated for completion in April of this year. Simultaneously, we're actively developing the Minimum
Viable Product (MVP) of our digital platform, thanks to recent funding acquisition. Initially, our focus lies on
addressing the Danish market's needs. Subsequently, we plan to engage in discussions with other stakeholders
to explore entry into additional markets. However, this expansion is a future endeavor. Our aspiration hinges
on the potential widespread demand for secondary materials across Europe if our initiative proves successful.
Consequently, the market exchange and its integration with design tools hold relevance across various
markets. On the other hand, the effectiveness of our decision support relies heavily on local legislation and
building practices. Our automated resource mapping draws from an in-depth typology study of Danish
building customs. Therefore, replicating this process in each country poses a significant barrier to market
entry. Nonetheless, the market exchange concept is adaptable to any market."

Interviewer:
“So it is definitely a challenge to collaborate first with the domestic institutions to align with those policies?”

Founder:
“Certainly. Moreover, we are actively advocating for policy changes within Denmark. Simultaneously, we are
aligning with European legislation to ensure compliance on a broader scale. In Denmark specifically, we are
leveraging the opportunity to influence legislation in favor of circular construction.”

Interviewer:
“Is there a specific market entry mode that you would prefer in other markets then?”

Founder:
“In terms of a strategic alliance, we are adopting a similar methodology in Denmark. Rather than pursuing a
one-size-fits-all solution, our strategy involves identifying and addressing specific gaps in the markets. A
critical void we are focusing on is the lack of documentation for materials and existing buildings. Our core
function revolves around supplying comprehensive data on buildings and materials. In cases where other

98



entities already possess relevant datasets or contribute specific data segments, they become potential
strategic partners in our overarching project.”

Interviewer:
“So would you say that the regulatory situation is the biggest challenge of yours?”

Founder:
"In Denmark, our strength lies in our deep market knowledge, coupled with our ability to influence legislation
successfully. However, funding remains a significant challenge. In the sustainability impact sector, a majority
of funding is directed towards energy-related projects rather than resource-focused initiatives. Securing
funding for projects concentrating on resources is notably challenging. The prevailing perception of the
circular economy primarily revolves around recycling, making it difficult to promote an alternative
perspective centered on preserving existing resources. Unfortunately, this perspective is often viewed as
incompatible with business growth, as it implies a form of de-growth. Consequently, attracting funding,
especially venture funding, proves to be exceedingly challenging due to the absence of a well-established
market for circular economy initiatives. The funding we currently have is philanthropic in nature, reflecting a
recognition that societal change is imperative."

Interviewer:
“What I also identified in the literature is a so-called "Green Prison". (Short explanation) Have you heard
about that?”

Founder:
"Absolutely. Ultimately, the key factor comes down to legislation. The introduction of a CO2 tax, for instance,
could redirect financial flows towards activities with lower carbon emissions. Similarly, implementing a
resource tax could prompt a shift in focus. Currently, the prevailing mindset favors maintaining the status quo,
as it is economically more feasible. Despite operating on idealistic principles, we recognize the necessity for
the market to undergo a transformative shift. We acknowledge that, at present, continuing business as usual is
the more economical option. However, our commitment to idealistic goals persists, driven by the belief that
the market will inevitably evolve. While we remain optimistic that this shift will occur within our lifetime,
there are moments when confidence in that timeline wavers."

Interviewer:
“So creating a good marketing strategy to communicate the advantage or the value of this product is also a
challenge?”

Founder:
“In Denmark, despite not having the product ready yet, our progress is promising. We've garnered interest
from potential clients who recognize the benefits of our solution. There's an ongoing discussion in Denmark
about preserving existing buildings, highlighting the need for more information on our current building stock,
a knowledge gap that is currently expensive to address. The anticipation is that our product, once developed,
will meet a considerable demand, given the market feedback. However, there's a broader challenge to
overcome the conventional practice of demolishing buildings to construct larger, better-performing structures,
particularly as we transition our energy systems. The focus is shifting from operational carbon to the more
pressing issue of embodied carbon. The emerging market is rife with barriers, and in Denmark, we are
actively working to identify and address these obstacles. Engaging in various activities, we aim to eliminate
barriers while concurrently developing a product that aligns with market needs. It's crucial to note that when
expanding to countries like Germany, the UK, or France, we anticipate encountering a distinct set of barriers
and market dynamics. Navigating these challenges will undoubtedly be an uphill battle.”
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Interviewer:
"Returning to the topic of strategic alliances, do you believe it would be advantageous for your initiative to
collaborate with diverse international actors, especially those with a strong understanding of local markets?
Such partnerships could potentially offer valuable initial market insights and knowledge in different
countries."

Founder:
"Indeed, forming strategic partnerships is crucial for venturing into new markets. Drawing from our
experience in the Danish market, we've observed that international access is vital. I'm familiar with Modesta
from Holland, particularly their Building Bank initiative, which has expanded into 7 or 8 countries. However,
their journey reflects the uphill battle of entering each market, necessitating a local foothold and insights.
They are actively forming strategic alliances in each market, mirroring the challenges of introducing new
technology in emerging markets. It's a commitment driven by belief in the future relevance of such technology,
even if it's not currently mandatory. Therefore, based on these insights, it appears that successful market entry
often relies on establishing strategic alliances."

Interviewer:
“But more likely partners from the same field or industry you work in, right?”

Founder:
"Absolutely, and the dynamics of the landscape are evolving. While Autodesk is traditionally perceived as a
software company, the advent of artificial intelligence has positioned them as a significant player, competing
directly with major engineering companies. This shift indicates changing market dynamics, where new
entrants have the potential to disrupt established industries. Interestingly, energy companies, with their
substantial financial resources, are becoming notable players in this space, particularly in Denmark where
the energy market holds significant sway. These companies are well-positioned to invest in and engage with
initiatives focused on embodied carbon rather than operational carbon. Therefore, it's not necessarily
confined to construction companies; a systemic change is required, and various actors, including energy
companies, have the potential to drive this transformation."

Interviewer:
“So on both sides, partnerships with non-competitors and competitors are necessary?”

Founder:
“I can affirm that, at our current stage, our focus is aligned with companies that others might perceive as
competitors, as our primary goal is addressing societal challenges. However, I anticipate that if we attract an
investor whose main concern is the financial return on investment, the question of collaborating with
competitors may arise. Despite this, our current team, driven by a commitment to problem-solving rather than
personal enrichment, is open to collaborating with competitors if it serves the greater purpose of solving
societal problems. This underscores the belief that a different approach to business is essential for addressing
societal challenges, moving beyond a sole focus on financial gains.”

Interviewer:
“So, going back to the alliance consisting of non-competitors, would you say that such an alliance would be
interesting for your company?”

Founder:
“Definitely, we have actively engaged in collaborative initiatives. For instance, we are part of the EU
Circular Build Alliance in Denmark, which brings together policymakers and companies to work towards
circular construction goals. Our collaborative efforts extend to the United States, where we have been in
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dialogue with a similar alliance. Actively seeking alliances is a core aspect of our strategy. Currently, we are
in the process of applying for EU funding for projects, collaborating with the city of Copenhagen, three other
cities, and various companies, including one of our competitors in the alliance. This collaborative approach
reflects our belief that alliances are crucial for addressing the complex challenges we face. The scope of the
issues at hand goes beyond the capacity of a single company or startup to solve.”

Interviewer:
"And what would you say is the most important kind of success factor in such an alliance?"

Founder:
“Absolutely, that provides a comprehensive perspective on the importance of actionable goals within
alliances. It's clear that having well-defined objectives is crucial for the success of such collaborations.
Establishing a governance or ownership structure within an alliance becomes essential to incentivize active
participation and ensure that everyone is committed to achieving common goals. Drawing from the example
of the research project, where companies created a shared entity to drive collective efforts, demonstrates the
potential impact of a strong business model within an alliance. Your suggestion of integrating a robust
business model within an alliance, where all participants can see the shared value and common goal, is
insightful. The concept of potentially spinning out a company owned by alliance partners as an exit strategy
adds another layer of strategic thinking, providing a tangible outcome from the collaborative efforts. In
essence, you highlight the need for action-oriented initiatives within alliances to make a substantial impact,
moving beyond discussions and projects to create tangible and sustainable outcomes. This indeed addresses
the question and provides valuable insights into the dynamics of successful alliances.”

Interviewer:
“So it would be even better for you to keep an alliance terminated?”

Founder:
“Absolutely, and your perspective underscores a key factor in the success of alliances — the perceived
potential outcome. If the envisioned impact is significant and aligns with the objectives of participants, there's
a willingness to invest time and effort. On the other hand, when the outcome is less compelling or participants
perceive a lack of shared benefits, the level of engagement tends to diminish. The governance structure, as
you rightly emphasize, becomes crucial in fostering active participation. Having clear expectations and a
framework that ensures commitment ensures that participants are not merely working for individual gains but
are genuinely contributing to shared goals. This strategic approach not only motivates active involvement but
also establishes a sense of accountability within the alliance.”

Interviewer:
"Thanks for your time and the insights!”

Expert Interview - Company D

Interviewer: Tim Nürnberg

Expert Interview - Company D
Date of Interview: 20.02.2024
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Interviewer:
“Can you please first give a short introduction of your start-up?”

Founder:
“With Eco.mio, we have actually built a sustainability plugin for online booking of business trips. This means
that large companies have corporate travel booking tools where employees book their trips. These bookings
are quite limited, especially in terms of sustainability and because they are old booking tools. So old means
that the large companies behind them are not so quick to incorporate elements so flexibly. And that is actually
the gap that we are closing. In other words, we are supplementing the booking tools with more transparency,
nudging, gamification and incentives to encourage employees to opt for greener travel.”

Interviewer:
“Do you have a specific target group?”

Founder:
“The current focus is primarily on management consultancies and service-oriented companies. For example,
our first clients were Roland Berger, Carney and BearingPoint - companies that rely heavily on business
travel and generate more than 70% of their carbon footprint through travel. This is a result of strict
regulations, with McKinsey accounting for around 95% of its footprint from travel. Therefore, these
companies need to take targeted action in this area. However, this does not mean that our solution is only
suitable for such companies. All companies that are interested can benefit from it. However, it is noticeable
that for manufacturing companies, where business travel accounts for only 1% of emissions, other
approaches are more important.”

Interviewer:
“Understandably, is it then preferably in the DACH market or are you already positioned internationally?”

Founder:
"We initially launched our initiative in German-speaking countries, which remains our main focus. However,
this does not mean that business travel takes place exclusively within this geographical framework. Business
travel is global, and it doesn't matter if we integrate a customer in the UK tomorrow. The tool supports travel
from London to New York as well as from New York to Frankfurt. The focus on the DACH region is for good
reason - we started here, understood the local dynamics and captured the market. Now we are expanding our
activities to other markets."

Interviewer:
“Is there a particular market entry mode that you would prefer if you were to enter the other market now?”
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Founder:
“To be honest, we are still in an experimental phase. This is slightly different in every industry, but there is
some overlap. In business travel, it's not a big industry, both in German-speaking countries and globally. If
you're a company with a significant travel spend, you sometimes exchange ideas with other companies that
have a similar spend. We were able to get in touch with relevant companies that were of interest to us quite
quickly through events, association work and conferences. This also applies to new markets. It should be
noted that we already cover one of the largest markets in Germany. While there are a few hundred relevant
companies in Germany that can be counted on one hand, the situation becomes more complex when you go to
Austria or Switzerland.”

Interviewer:
“And what would you say is the biggest challenge for your start-up in terms of market entry?”

Founder:
“At the moment, it is probably a question of understanding how advanced the market is and whether
companies have already gained a foothold in this topic. The link between travel management and
sustainability also varies greatly between companies. Every company has its own structures here. In the UK, I
have the impression that they are either not quite there yet or that the topic is prioritized differently.
Therefore, we might not be able to simply transfer the strategy we have pursued in Germany one-to-one to
another market.”

Interviewer (Explanation of green prison):
“Does this also apply to your company?”

Founder:
"Currently, the drivers for companies seem to be different. They are not acting with the direct intention of
saving the climate, but rather because of regulations that will force them to act sooner or later. So they're
probably not going to say, "Hey, great, we've saved a few tons of CO2 again, so the air will be better," or "The
drought in sub-Saharan countries won't be as bad next year." It seems like they're not necessarily thinking
that far into the future, although of course it has an impact on those aspects. Rather, it's the regulations and
policies that are putting the pressure on. At the moment, I don't see this perspective being reflected, and that is
something we often experience. This applies to both private individuals and companies. You probably know it
from your circle of friends - there are certain people who say: "The plane flies anyway, why should I change
anything when everyone else flies to Bali somehow every year?" That's exactly what we experience in
companies too. On the traveler's side, we often hear statements like: "But I have to...", "I'm expected to...", or
"How am I supposed to do it differently? Others have a competitive advantage if they fly to the customer and
we don't." I see that as more of a problem."

Interviewer:
“In other words, when you communicate your solution, you're more likely to focus on the economic benefits?”

Founder:
"Yes, on the one hand economic benefits, but also employee satisfaction. We often hear that there are
bottom-up initiatives in some companies where employees say: "Hey, what is actually being done here in
terms of sustainability?" It's not enough to just introduce a plugin if the management doesn't really support it.
So it's a kind of interplay of different factors that need to be taken into account."

Interviewer:
“What about resources? Is that a big challenge for you?”
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Founder:
“It is difficult to say whether this is different for impact start-ups than for normal start-ups. At the beginning,
you often have little money, have to get a lot going and usually have a kind of junior team. Over time, you try
to change this. Whether this is a problem for us is difficult to determine, because it is always a trade-off and
depends on the opportunity costs. Where and how do you deploy resources, both financial and human? In my
opinion, our advantage lies precisely in the fact that we are an impact startup. This is seen as a plus by many,
as there are many in our generation who are looking for a meaningful purpose, both in their work and on the
investor side. If you're looking at AI or sustainability right now, those are probably the two industries that are
still doing relatively well, even if things are generally not going so well. So I would say that it's probably not a
disadvantage at the moment, but rather an advantage.”

Interviewer:
"Yes, the topic of institutions and especially regulations play an important role in the literature, as you have
already mentioned. The challenge is that they can change constantly, and this can be at different stages in
different countries or markets, especially compared to the German market. Does this also apply to your
start-up?"

Founder:
"Yes, we have to keep an eye on that all the time. It may or may not play into our hands. If, for example, a
flight ban were suddenly introduced in Germany, I would welcome that from a climate perspective, but it
would restrict a considerable part of our business model, both in Germany and in other countries. In France,
for example, there are almost no more flights within France, or only very few. This means we have to adapt
our use case and focus more on international flights. So we are definitely dependent on regulations. But since
regulations in our industry don't happen overnight, I believe that as an agile startup we still have enough
leeway to adapt accordingly."

Interviewer (Introduction to the Alliance):
“From first impressions, would you say that such an alliance could be relevant for your company?”

Founder:
"Intuitively, I would say yes. Funnily enough, I was at an alliance event today with about ten companies that
have come together to do a joint procurement of indirect materials, including travel services. I think that
makes a lot of sense if there are real synergies. However, you have to look carefully at where these synergies
really exist and where you might be spending time unnecessarily in order to create synergies. For example,
you mentioned the know-how about different markets earlier. It could be that this is viewed completely
differently from the perspective of an energy company than from the perspective of transportation companies.
Or when it comes to incentives, it could also be completely different to issues surrounding canteens. We
therefore need to understand where we really need to differentiate ourselves and where this knowledge can be
used. Also in relation to purchasing - who are the contacts? Are all these issues with a single stakeholder in
the company, or do we end up talking to 15 different people in the company? This means that it may not do us
much good if we try to address a single point as a company."

Interviewer:
“Yes, definitely. I think it would bring a clear advantage on the customer side. Especially if the startup
already has experience in the Danish market and therefore an understanding of how the market is developing
around sustainability and similar topics. This allows the company to tailor its marketing strategy and
communicate better in order to hit the sweet spots of customer needs.”

Founder:
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“Yes, so it's difficult for me to judge, it can definitely be a challenge. Certainly when you're in a market that is
characterized by uncertainty, especially in terms of regulations. It seems like you're often called upon to be
the go-to person for sustainability, even if it's not directly related to your area of expertise. In this case, it
could be very helpful to be part of something bigger to coordinate better and handle requests more
efficiently.”

Interviewer:
“And in the area of the regulations themselves and the institutions, do you think it would be advantageous, for
example, to gain more insights into the current regulations or perhaps even how the regulations could change,
because the companies naturally know better how the domestic government handles things?”

Founder:
“Yes, that can definitely be a challenge. Especially when it comes to regulations, you often come up against
limits because some are fixed while others are still open. As an expert on the customer side, you are expected
to be able to provide information on this, even though you may not have any clear answers. In such cases, I
definitely see a great benefit in gaining more insights and information from companies in order to be able to
react better to the uncertainties and possible changes.”

Interviewer:
"Regarding success factors of such an alliance, what do you think should be considered in the respective
phases of the alliance life cycle?"

Founder:
“So first and foremost, it is important to know what it costs and what resource commitment you are making
with it. For example, with all the accelerator and incubator programs, people often say: "yeah cool, I can
take the name or the network with me". But the moment you have a lot to do and have to think about how to
use your time, that's also part of the balancing act. So on the one hand, there's the investment, in terms of time
and money. How long does it take? Can you try it out? How committed are you? What do I get out of it? The
investment involved is the starting point for me, which I need to know. Can I do a pilot phase somehow, for
example? Or just start with half a year and then see? Okay, will that help me or not? Or do I have to make a
binding commitment for three years? These are all questions that come to mind.”

Interviewer:
“And do you think that you need very structured governance or that it should be more flexible?”

Founder:
“I wish I could call it the latter. It sounds like in reality it's moving more towards the first scenario, where the
startup dreams fade a bit and you become a small corporation as the requirements grow. The transition to
more processes and policies can be complex, and more is needed to ensure legal protection and compliance.
Price negotiations can also be tricky. Nevertheless, there might be a way to have a more agile start and
improve things iteratively, possibly starting with a pilot project and then taking it step by step.”

Interviewer:
“Would you then generally say that a scheduled alliance is perhaps more efficient than one that has no end
date set in advance?”

Founder:
“I could imagine that. It seems like the uncertainty around timeframe and commitment could work both ways.
A clear deadline could mean that it's not worth investing a lot of time, while too loose a structure could mean
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that you don't feel committed to investing time. A balanced commitment and clear agreements could be
helpful here.”

Interviewer:
“I can see that the advantage for you would most likely be increased market expertise and greater insight into
the regulatory framework of the respective country. In general, would you say that if this alliance could work,
the right partners are selected and the right governance structure is developed, that it could facilitate market
entry into new markets?”

Founder:
“Yes, I see. The question is how many startups are participating in the alliance that everything is included for
each company. It seems important to identify the different scopes of emissions in a company and understand
how each of these contributes to the overall emissions. Scope 1, 2 and 3 emissions could play a role in this,
including aspects such as business travel and supply chains. This detailed analysis could help companies to
take targeted measures in the relevant areas and select suitable solutions from the startups' portfolio. In other
words: the company needs more support here, i.e. green. Less elsewhere in the energy sector, i.e. red, etc.
However, I could well imagine that this could be exciting from the company's point of view, especially with
regard to the customer perspective.”

Interviewer:
“Last question, do you think it would also make sense to enter into a collaboration with the institutions, the
respective countries?”

Founder:
“Depending on how you look at it, yes. I can't quite answer that from our area. But I can see, for example,
that we are part of an association for German travel management and there are also working groups, for
example, which ultimately lobby at EU level. So to say, we want there to be a uniform CO2 standard for
travel, because that would make our reporting much easier. And in that respect, I can already imagine it.
Because if you have the right people around the table, then of course you also have a much bigger voice to
drive such a change.”

Interviewer:
"Thanks for your time and the insights!”

MAXQDA summary table - challenges of green start-ups

Expert Interview -
Company A

Expert Interview -
Company B

Expert Interview -
Company C

Expert Interview -
Company D

Institutional
/regulatory
challenges

Regulations are
constantly changing

Regulatory pressure

Regulatory pressure Legislative barriers in the
area

Solution relies on local
legislation

Driving policy changes in
their favor/towards
sustainability

Regulations are constantly
changing, playing into their
hands or not

Need to adapt to them/be
agile

Dependence on
regulations

Necessary knowledge
about regulations
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Resource
constraints

Limited resources

Excessive workload,
limited time

Excessive workload,
limited time & capacity
and need for more
personnel

Necessary trade-off due
to limited time & capacity

Financial constraints,
need to investors

But investors are getting
more hesitant

Lack of knowhow regarding
viable business practices

Financial constraints

Need for investors: Have
different focus, primarily
around recycling (more
energy-related than
resource-oriented projects)

If financial return focus,
there occur differences

Attracting funding
challenging due to absence
of well-established market

Financial constraints in the
founding stage

Non-experienced team

Excessive workload,
limited time

Lack of
scalability

Profit-driven investors &
companies

Need for legislative
impulses towards
sustainable behavior (CO2
tax, resource tax)

Customer inertia
(maintaining status quo) ->
Need for mindset change

Need for market
transformation

Sometimes crumbling
idealistic view that the
market will evolve towards
sustainability on its own

Sustainability not main
driver for companies

Forced through regulations
& policies

Short-term profit-focus, not
long-term
sustainability-focus

Corporate and private
issue

Need for change in
perspective

Market-
related
barriers

Achieving market
readiness (knowledge,
product & resources)

Changing market
conditions (through
increasing regulations,
digitalization &
innovation)

Different market
conditions (need to adapt
with limited resources,
also language a barrier)

Liability of smallness

Market uncertainty

Incumbents, mimicking
solutions

Unfavorable market
conditions

Driving market
change/conditions into
favor

Market understanding

Market diversity
(companies see
sustainability in a different
way)

International markets differ

Target
group-
related
barriers

Customer is
capitalistically driven,
startup´s sales needs to
be focused on money,
what creates a potential
mission-drift

Customer inertia due to
lack of prioritization of
sustainable issues

Customer inertia

Need for customer
education

Need for customer
education

Characteristics:
1) Lack of prioritization of
sustainable issues in
combination to travel
management)
2) Action only because of
regulations that force them
3) No focus & reflection on
the future
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MAXQDA summary table - opportunities of strategic alliances

Expert Interview -
Company A

Expert Interview -
Company B

Expert Interview -
Company C

Expert Interview -
Company D

Technological
opportunities

Business
model
opportunities

Integrating a robust
business model within the
alliance through equity
alliance

Market
opportunities

Customer/Target group
synergies

Market insights Changing market dynamics
which potential for
disruptive innovations

Energy companies with
substantial financial
resources as potential
partners to drive systemic
change

International market access
through local foothold &
insights

Resource
opportunities

Resource time: Savings

Human resource: More
efficiency

Resource data:
Access/Synergies

(Green)
Marketing
opportunities

Word-of-mouth/
Recommendations ->
Credibility & Trust

Generate awareness,
trust & credibility

Potential word-of-mouth &
awareness through joint
event presence

Communication potential
(Cost saving)

Communication
adjustment to other
markets

Collaboration with
institutions: Creating trust
& credibility

Legitimacy of a new
technology in another
market

"Successful market entry
often relies on strategic
alliances"

Strategic/
Scaling
opportunities

Scaling through access to
customer base &
recommendations

Collaboration with
policymakers & companies
to work towards
sustainable goals can lead
to scaling opportunity

Political/
Institutional
opportunities

Collaboration with
institutions for
win-win-situation

Drive legislative change in
favor with start-up´s
solution through bigger
voice

Knowledge/
Learning/
Skills
opportunities

Access to legislative
knowledge/information

Access to knowledge on
which events are
important to attend

Access to learning to give

Access to knowledge about
market gaps

Efficient
distribution/provision of
expert knowledge

Legislative insights and
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warm intros (Market &
target group knowledge)

information to be able to
react to uncertainties &
changes

MAXQDA summary table - success factors of strategic alliances

Expert Interview -
Company A

Expert Interview -
Company B

Expert Interview -
Company C

Expert Interview -
Company D

Phase 1 -
Strategic
analysis &
decision to
collaborate

Derivation of
alliance motive from
the company
strategy

Identification of type of
knowledge enrichment

Identification of strategic
motives from company
strategy

Identification of own
resources

Elaboration of expectations
regarding time horizon

Phase 2 -
Research &
Selection of
partner

Partner compatibility
regarding customer base,
but not area

Creating trust through
mutual benefits

Partner commitment, the
more concrete, the better

Partner compatibility &
partly overlapping
knowledge base to create
synergies

Phase 3 -
Design &
Governance of
the alliance

Definition of precise
goals and tasks

Agreement of clear
and realistic goals

Building trust by
unilateral
commitments

Building trust by unilateral
commitments (sensitive
information, clear contact
person)

Implementing plan with
fixed milestones

Definition of precise goals
and tasks

Agreement of clear and
realistic goals

Focus on potential of
shared value creation

Preservation & protection
of core competencies

Equity vs. non-equity
structure

Building trust by unilateral
commitments

Preservation & protection
of core competencies

Focus on potential of
shared value creation

Flexible & adaptable
collaboration

Agreement of clear and
realistic goals

Phase 4 -
Post-formation
(Implementation
& Management)

Continual performance
measurement

Immediate implementation
with fast results

Continual performance
measurement

Establishing an information
& coordination system

Developing & enhancing
trust between partners

Immediate implementation
with fast results (pilot
project)

Phase 5 -
Termination of
alliance

Inclusion of termination in
planning phase (to make
outcome & performance
more measurable)

Inclusion of termination in
planning phase (to make
outcome & performance
more measurable and to
adjust or react)

Inclusion of termination in
planning phase (to address
potential problems/
uncertainties related to
time frame &
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commitments)
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