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Effectuation vs. Causation: Can established firms 
use Start-Up Decision-Making Principles to stay 
innovative? 
 
Abstract 
 
More and more, established companies try to cooperate with start-ups, build their own, 
or try to imitate their mindsets. But, do they make decisions like expert entrepreneurs? 
Effectuation theory describes entrepreneurs decision-making, it has been popular in 
entrepreneurship research for the last two decades, but still underexplored in contexts 
such as established companies decision-making. Therefore, this study answers the 
question of which factors affect the use of effectuation in established companies. Fur-
thermore, the current use of the start-up decision-making principle is investigated. The 
research results show a higher use of effectuation over causation (alternative mecha-
nism) in established companies. However, decision-making principles like “Mean ori-
entation” and “Contingency orientation” are still dominated by causation. Identified fac-
tors for implementing effectuation in established companies are divided into six cate-
gories. In particular, effectuation requires a high flexibility and willingness to change 
goals. Using the already available means and resources of a company to pursue new 
goals, is another argument for using effectuation. Additionally, a more open and trans-
parent culture, encouraging the identification and admittance of mistakes, also sup-
ports the use of effectuation. Based on this research, established companies should 
be able to understand better on which factors the implementation of effectuation de-
pends and where it makes sense to use it.  

 

Keywords Effectuation, Causation, Decision-making principles, Uncertainty, Estab-
lished companies, Means orientation, Affordable-loss orientation, Contingency orien-
tation 
 



 

1 Introduction 
According to Yoon and Hughes (2016) both established companies and start-ups 
would profit from collaboration. An important advantage of this cooperation for estab-
lished companies is the access to positive aspects of start-ups, such as high flexibility 
and their ability to adapt to sudden changes of the environment. For start-ups a coop-
eration can entail overcoming restrictions regarding resources, processes and appli-
cation-specific know-how (Berends, Jelinek, Reymen, & Stultiëns, 2014). The overall 
motivation for both parties is to become or stay competitive in the market. Even though 
start-ups are intrinsically not more innovative than established companies, they are in 
fact much more flexible and agile when they interact with their customers (Criscuolo, 
Nicolaou, & Salter, 2012). One contributing factor to this flexibility and agility of the 
start-ups is their underlying decision-making principle. The principle, called effectua-
tion,  emerged from entrepreneurship research and has gained recognition across 
management scholars in the last decades (Ferreira, Reis, & Miranda, 2015). Effectua-
tion, often used by entrepreneurs, is the start-up culture counterpart to the classic de-
cision-making approach of causation, used by managers in predictable and low uncer-
tainty contexts (Sarasvathy, 2001). 

Recent studies in the field of entrepreneurial research suggest implementing effectua-
tion as an underlying decision-making principle for established companies (Grichnik & 
Gassmann, 2013). The latest entrepreneurial research focuses on general themes like 
effectuation as a tool for non-predictive strategy (Reymen et al., 2015; Wiltbank, Dew, 
Read, & Sarasvathy, 2006), the impact of effectuation on R&D projects with high level 
of innovativeness (Brettel, Mauer, Engelen, & Küpper, 2012) and the use of the effec-
tuation approach for marketing under uncertainty (Read, Dew, Sarasvathy, Song, & 
Wiltbank, 2009). 

However, there is still a research gap concerning the coexistence of effectuation and 
causation principles and whether they can be both used at the same time. Investigating 
the simultaneous use of both principles promises compelling insights due to their re-
spective demands towards a company’s organisational structure, processes, hierarchy 
levels, and access to resources. Each principle might actually demand opposite ap-
proaches, but it is necessary to take them both into consideration. Therefore, an es-
tablished company should neither just implement effectuation as an overall approach 
nor always be forced to use both approaches. Furthermore, it is crucial to create the 
optimal environment for both principles, and then be able to use them efficiently and 
within the right context. Therefore, the steps towards implementing effectuation in es-
tablished companies require a great deal of consideration. Despite its importance, this 
is still and under researched area. Thus, this article investigates the research question 
“Which factors affect the use of effectuation in established companies?” 



 

2 Theoretical Background 

2.1 The idea of Effectuation and Causation 
Effectuation and causation are two alternative decision-making principles. Both princi-
ples can theoretically be used in established companies and in start-ups, but the ef-
fectuation principle is particularly observed among expert entrepreneurs (Sarasvathy 
& Dew, 2013). Furthermore effectuation is observed in situations with a high level of 
uncertainty, while causation is more likely to be used in established processes with 
overall low uncertainty (Dew, Read, Sarasvathy, & Wiltbank, 2009; Fisher, 2012; Wilt-
bank, Read, Dew, & Sarasvathy, 2009). Therefore, a pattern can be identified, showing 
that effectuation is more often used in start-ups, whereas causation is more common 
in mature companies in predictable contexts. The main differences between these the-
ories are illustrated in the following quote by Sarasvathy. 

“Causation [...] processes take a particular effect as given and focus on select-
ing between means to create that effect. Effectuation processes take a set of 
means as given and focus on selecting between possible effects that can be 

created with that set of means.” (Sarasvathy, 2001, p. 245)  

Possible “effects” can be any impact or goal a decision-maker pursues. The “means” 
constitute the tools and resources the decision-maker can use in order to achieve the 
effect. 

The causation process focuses on the effect the decision-maker wants to reach, i.e. a 
certain goal. Based on this objective, the decision-maker determines the means, which 
are necessary in order to reach the certain effect or goal. The approach for effectuation 
is the opposite of causation. It focuses on the means or tools, which are available to 
the decision-maker. Based on this information the decision-maker considers possible 
effects which can be achieved with the available means.  

 

According to Sarasvathy (2001), there are several principles which define the effectu-
ation approach more in detail. These principles have been developed over time and 
the use and definition varies among different researchers.  

The following five principles are used in this article: 

- Means orientation 
- Affordable loss orientation 
- Partnership orientation 
- Contingency orientation 
- Control orientation 



 

The means orientation describes how the means are the focus and not the effect or 
goal someone wants to achieve. The means can be physical, human or organizational 
resources (Barney, 1991).  Wiltbank et al. (2006) mentions the means-driven principle 
as the outset for entrepreneurs who start the effectual process by considering their 
own means: “who am I?”, “what do I know?” and “whom do I know?”. Dew et al. (2009) 
support with their study the actual use of the personal experience by entrepreneurial 
experts (What do I know), but there is less evidence on the actual use of the network 
(Whom do I know) and of their own resources (Who am I) as a starting point.  

The affordable loss orientation suggests, as Sarasvathy (2001) elaborates, to make  
decisions on the ground of the loss someone would accept, instead of on the expected 
return an opportunity can bring. Wiltbank et al. (2006) argues that because of the high 
uncertainty it is not possible to calculate an expected return; as a result, the decision-
making process is much faster and efficient if the decision is based on the easier cal-
culation of what someone can afford to lose (Baum & Wally, 2003).  

In order to reduce uncertainty, the partnership orientation suggests focusing on strate-
gic alliances (Sarasvathy, 2001) instead of competitive analysis, as suggested by Por-
ter (1980). Read, Song and Smit (2009) extend this idea and suggest to build the mar-
ket by engaging with every available partner such as suppliers, customers and even 
competitors. 

For activities that are based solely on expertise and pre-existing knowledge, the cau-
sation approach can be more convenient, but for challenging and exploiting contingen-
cies that occur during a development process, effectuation fits better (Sarasvathy, 
2001). According to Wiltbank et al. (2006), it is important to keep an open mind on new 
goals and on other available means, following an iterative process in order to be able 
to leverage the contingencies, building as a result a contingency orientation.  

“Controlling an unpredictable future rather than predicting an uncertain one” (Saras-
vathy, 2001, p. 252). This statement describes the last principle: control orientation. 
This principle is often assumed to be encompassed in the other principles and not 
every effectuation researcher uses it as a core principle of their theory (Brettel et al., 
2012; Chandler, DeTienne, McKelvie, & Mumford, 2011; Wiltbank et al., 2006). Fur-
thermore, Welter, Mauer and Wuebker (2016) even state that the relationships 
amongst all principles are still not clear. 

Although most researchers do not agree on the designation and the exact meaning of 
these principles, they share the same core of understanding. For the purpose of this 
article, the five principles as listed and defined above are used.  

In order to understand the effectual process and its dynamic model, it is necessary to 
first explain the causation approach. Both models are theoretical and were developed 
by Sarasvathy and Dew (2005) based on their former empirical studies, but first men-
tioned and combined in their joint study. Both examples of causation and effectuation 



 

are about identifying and entering new markets in general but can be easily adapted 
towards other aims.  

The causal process is centred on the market opportunity. Within the model of causa-
tion, a market is considered attractive if the expected return is high enough. In order to 
calculate this, it is necessary to predict the new market. Sarasvathy and Dew list six 
standard tasks in the causal process: 
         “(a) developing a business plan 

(b) extensive market research 
(c) detailed competitive analyses 
(d) the acquisition of resources and stakeholders 
(e) adapting to the environment as it changes over time 
(f) creating and sustaining a competitive advantage.”  
(Sarasvathy & Dew, 2005, pp. 542–543) 

This results in a process that is completely different from the effectual approach, the 
sequence and organization of the activities reflects the casual approach to decision-
making.  

 

According to  Sarasvathy and Dew (2005), the first step for the effectuator, an entre-
preneur thinking in the effectual way, is to consider his own means (Who I am, what I 
know and whom I know). Based on these resources, the entrepreneur decides in a 
next step on what (s)he could do. The next steps are the interaction with other people 
and trying to get other stakeholders into the “project”. Those steps are crucial in the 
effectual process and fundamentally different from the causal model. Thus, within the 
model of effectuation, the stakeholders are not selected based on the opportunity the 
effectuator pursues; instead the opportunity and goals are collectively determined by 
those who join, following an iterative dynamic (Sarasvathy, 2008). With new stakehold-
ers and partners the alliance has access to new means and thereby new goals can be 
defined. On the one hand, the new stakeholders provide the access to more resources, 
on the other hand they take part in determining the goals. Nielsen and Lassen (2012) 
extend the iteration by also reconsidering how the actual identity and the answer to the 
questions “Who I am, what I know and whom I know” changes. After several iterations 
the goal gets clearer and the initial effectual approach becomes more and more causal 
(Maine, Soh, & Dos Santos, 2015).    

2.2 Effectuation in Established Companies and Start-ups  
 

According to current research, effectuation can be used across the different functions 
of an organization (Hoffmann, Lennerts, Schmitz, Stölzle, & Uebernickel, 2016). Table 
1 shows effectuation studies in several different business areas.  



 

Table 1: Effectuation used in different business areas 
Business area Effectuation use cases Literature 

New Product De-

velopment 

Applying to enterprises and especially for the de-

velopment process of products and systems 

(Duening, Shepherd, & 

Czaplewski, 2012) 

Product Innova-

tion 

Applying to small companies and especially for 

the development process of products 

(Berends et al., 2014) 

Business strategy Staying competitive in a constantly changing en-

vironment 

(Wiltbank et al., 2006) 

Manufacturing Challenging the uncertainty of mass customiza-

tion and steps towards virtual production 

(Brettel, Bendig, Keller, Frie-

derichsen, & Rosenberg, 

2014) 

Marketing Handling the uncertainty und unknowable ele-

ments of market research 

(Read, Dew et al., 2009) 

R&D Projects R&D projects with a particularly high innovative-

ness level 

(Brettel et al., 2012) 

Venture Creation Strategic decisions in venture creation process  
(Reymen et al., 2015) 

(Harms & Schiele, 2012) 

As it can be seen in Table 1 prior researchers have been exploring several different 
possible applications of effectuation. For instance, in relation to new product develop-
ment, product innovation and R&D projects in the technology and innovation field; ven-
ture creation, business strategy and marketing in the overall management  function; or 
even in the operations and manufacturing area. 

For established companies, using an effectuation approach to decision-making may 
lead to an improvement in efficiency and performance, in particular in highuncertainty 
contexts (Brettel et al., 2012). In this case, the theory of effectuation suggests not in-
vesting resources in forecasting and predicting but in shaping and controlling (Saras-
vathy, 2001). This leads to a potentially shorter decision-making process, as time-con-
suming procedures can be avoided, and in turn performance can be improved (Baum 
& Wally, 2003). One setting where effectuation could work for both start-ups and es-
tablished companies is when dealing with new products being introduced into new 
markets (Sarasvathy, 2008). In this case, all companies face a very high uncertainty 
which cannot be easily. 

There is so far almost no research on how to implement effectuation in established 
companies. This study aims to contribute to fill this research gap. 



 

3 Methodological Approach 

3.1 Research Strategy 
Based on the prior research on effectuation and its possible use in established com-
panies, this paper aims to investigate the actual use of effectuation in established com-
panies, examining the factors that influence on the prospect of effectuation’s success-
ful implementation. This research thus aims at answering the following research ques-
tion:  

Which factors affect the use of effectuation in established companies? 

Figure 1: The research gap 

 

This specific research question about the possible factors for using effectuation has 
not been answered so far – to the best of our knowledge. Answering the research 
question is important and necessary in order for established companies and organiza-
tions to be able to use effectuation in the appropriate situation. Although the research 
level of effectuation in general has already reached an “intermediate level” of research 
(Perry, Chandler, & Markova, 2012, p. 840), so far, the theory of effectuation has only 
been examined within the context of decision-making in start-ups. Later the question 
was addressed whether it is possible and where effectuation can be used in estab-
lished companies (see Figure 1), but not how effectuation can be implemented. Arend, 
Sarooghi and Burkemper (2015) even state that the complete effectuation research 
still needs much research to become solid. However, research in this new context of 
effectuation is at a nascent level, thus the research strategy “theory building from 
cases” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 548) was considered to be appropriate. Therefore the re-
search design and case selection do not need to be representative but need to vary 
within different criteria (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p. 27). According to Yin (2014) 
and Herriott and Firestone (1983), it is difficult to generalize from one single case, 
therefore this study is based on a multiple case approach in order to find a wider range 
of possible answers to the research question. Based on these cases theoretical and 
practical implications are generated. The subsequent data analysis process follows a 
qualitative content analysis process. 



 

3.2 Case Selection 
The cases for the qualitative research methodology are chosen based on the following 
criteria: company size, branch of industry and revenues. The companies examined in 
this study were selected in order to capture variation with regard to these criteria rather 
than similarity. Therefore, the results can be further generalized and are easier to apply 
to other established companies, which affects the external validity of the study (Yin, 
2014).  

The analysis of only a few cases allows for a deeper investigation, but still can show 
some correlations and dependencies between these cases (Voss, Tsikriktsis, & 
Frohlich, 2002). Thereby, three cases ensure a good balance between the depth of 
each single case and the possible correlations.  

The analysis of effectuation depends largely on the analysed person, because effec-
tuation is based on entrepreneurial expertise (Read & Sarasvathy, 2005). Many quali-
tative research studies on effectuation in start-ups were conducted with the corre-
sponding entrepreneur (Dew et al., 2009; Morrish, 2009) or a team of entrepreneurs 
(Agogué, Lundqvist, & Middleton, 2015).  In contrast, investigating the use of effectu-
ation in established companies is not as easy as in start-ups due to their higher number 
of employees. In order to adapt the analytical strategy to established companies, it is 
necessary to interview not just one person per case but multiple ones, depending on 
the company size. In order to find the right balance between depth of the study and 
discernibility of correlations, the number of interviewees per case is either two or three. 
Companies with more than 5,000 employees are represented by three interviewees; 
the company with less than 5,000 employees is represented by two interviewees.  

The criteria for identifying the interviewees was based on possible areas where effec-
tuation can be used in established companies. Therefore, the interviewees, see Table 
2, work either in the strategic or the technological department of the company. In ad-
dition, another criterion for choosing interviewees is that they have a relatively high 
decisive power. As it is difficult to measure the decisive power in practice, the chosen 
interviewees all have a minimum level in the management hierarchy of the company. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Table 2: Summary of cases and interviewees 

Company 
Branch of in-

dustry Company Size 
Turn over 
[Million €] Case Business department 

A 
Telecom  

technologies 

5,000 – 10,000 

employees 
500 – 1,000 

A1 
Technology Manage-

ment 

A2 Group Strategy 

A3 
Group Business De-

velopment 

B 

Mechanical 

engineering & 

Automation 

10,000 – 15,000 

employees 

1,000 – 5,000 

 

B1 Group Strategy 

B2 Division Strategy 

B3 Corporate Innovation 

C 
Automotive 

supplier 

1,000 – 5,000 

employees 
100 – 500 

C1 Chief Executive Officer 

C2 R&D 

All of the interviewees are associated with the departments of strategy or technology, 
and differences in the particular position and job title are due to the different company 
structures. Despite the different job titles, the role and level of the interviewees are 
similar, as much as possible given the different sizes and branches of the industries. 
In Company C one interviewee is the CEO of the company, which at first does not 
seem comparable with any other position, but in this specific case and company, the 
comparison is appropriate due to the smaller company size. Additionally, in this specific 
case the CEO represents both the strategic and technology department. 

3.3 Data Collection 
The data was collected in semi-structured in-depth interviews. Interviews were consid-
ered as appropriate because they provide very detailed information and are still flexi-
ble, they allow for more questions or follow-up on complex topics (Boyce & Neale, 
2006). However, it still is difficult to minimize biased answers or the risk of reflexivity, 
when the interviewee is saying what the interviewer wants to hear (Yin, 2014). To take 
this aspect into account, the interview is designed to avoid the usage of words that 
describes the actual topic, i.e. effectuation. 

The interviews were semi-structured which allows a more individual interview guide-
line, still following an interview guideline that provides the required reliability (Yin, 
2014). The interview guideline was developed based on the topic literature. Thereby, 
eight main key questions were included. Five of them are in accordance with the un-
derlying principles of effectuation theory. The other three aim at collecting information 



 

about the expertise of the interviewee (Read & Sarasvathy, 2005), the flexibility in the 
processes and organization of the company (Sarasvathy, 2001) and the handling of 
uncertainty (Wiltbank et al., 2009). Every key question has sub-questions in order to 
obtain more details depending on the conversation, as suggested by Bähring, Hauff, 
Sossdorf and Thommes (2008). The questions are inspired by a questionnaire actually 
designed for a quantitative research methodology, developed especially for estab-
lished companies (Werhahn, Mauer, Flatten, & Brettel, 2015). As some of the ques-
tions are perfectly adequate for answering the research question of this case study, 
they were adapted for the interview. The first draft of the interview guideline was used 
in a test interview as suggested by Yin (2014). Based on this, some questions were 
redesigned and the sequence in the guideline was modified. The questions were trans-
lated into German because all interviewees are native German-speakers, facilitating a  
complex topic conversation (see Table 5 in Appendix). 

Most of the interviews were conducted face-to-face at the headquarter of each com-
pany, whereas two of them were carried out via phone. The interviews lasted on aver-
age 34 minutes. Table 6 (see Appendix) lists all interviews’ date, type and duration. 
Every interviewee received an overview of the topic in general, the key questions, and 
organizational information. In all interviews, a recording device was used to then tran-
scribe and analyse the interview. The transcriptions were done following the sugges-
tions of Bähring et al. (2008). All interviews were performed between August and Oc-
tober 2017. 

 

3.4 Data Analysis and Coding 
The interviews were transcribed word by word to facilitate the coding process. The 
transcription and coding were done with the software program maxQDA and Microsoft 
Excel. Figure 2 illustrates the analysis process. 

Figure 2: Data analysis process 

 
The data analysis followed a qualitative content analysis approach. This approach has 
been used by many other researchers with a similar methodology as described by  
Perry et al. (2012). A direct content analysis was followed in order to further develop 
the given theory model about effectuation (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Therefore, on the 
one hand the coding categories follow from the existing theory of effectuation; on the 



 

other hand, coding categories were developed on the basis of new findings and codes. 
The categories, codes and coding were transferred to Microsoft Excel to create a table 
where the codes would be mapped to their classification. This means that every code 
is classified either as an effectual or causal expression. Additionally, codes are classi-
fied as a factor, supporting the use of effectuation in companies, or as an obstacle, 
preventing its implementation. This classification is based on the literature. However, 
not every code has a literature-based classification, because of the still limited litera-
ture on effectuation and the absence of appropriate implementation in established 
companies. The classifications “Effectuation” and “Causation” are used to answer the 
question, which approach the company is using, whereas “Factors” and “Obstacles” 
are used to answer the question on what affects effectuation implementation. Following 
the suggestion from Edmondson and McManus (2007), the goal of analysing the data 
in a nascent research context is to identify a pattern. This mixed approach of building 
categories facilitates using existing theory while at same time continue searching for 
patterns and special codes that provide the basis to modify or generate new theory. 
The list of the coding categories can be found in the appendix. 



 

4 Results 
The results of the conducted interviews are summarized in two tables. Table 7 (see 
appendix) illustrates all identified codes within their respective categories and the num-
ber of codings. Furthermore, each code is attributed either to the approach of “Effec-
tuation” or “Causation”. Table 8 illustrates the attribution of the categories “Factor” and 
“Obstacle” to the respective codes (see appendix). The italic codes in these tables can 
be seen as subcategories for structuring the code system. The results show that every 
code can have multiple classifications such as “Always iterating if something changes 
and set new target […]” (code was developed based on case B3), which is classified 
as “Effectuation” and “Factor”, see Table 7 and Table 8 in the appendix. This part of 
the article first illustrates the use of the different decision-making models in established 
companies. Then, the factors and obstacles are examined in order to describe the 
implementation of effectuation. 

4.1 The Use of Effectuation and Causation in Established 
Companies  

Table 3 shows an overview of the mentioned Table 7 and information on the codes 
derived from each interview case. Here, the categories “Challenges of decision-ma-
kings”, “Flexibility” and “Expertise” are not considered due to the fact that these are 
only necessary for answering the main research question. All interview cases are ag-
gregated within their appropriate company. It also summarizes the use of effectuation 
(EFF) or causation (CAU) approaches for the five categories. The abbreviation C/E 
stands for a mix between effectuation and causation, e.g. because of contrary answers 
in the interviews. N/A means this part of the category has not been discussed in the 
interview.   

Table 3: Overview of the use of effectuation and causation in three companies 
 Company 

A Company B Company C 

Affordable Loss orientation  

 Minimizing possible loss EFF EFF EFF 

 Using exit strategies in projects EFF CAU N/A 

 Only invest what can afford to lose CAU EFF EFF 

Means orientation  

 Impact of motivation and interests CAU EFF CAU 

 Experiments with available means CAU CAU CAU 

 Use of personal network, experience and re-

sources 
CAU CAU EFF 

Contingency orientation  



 

 Changing goals N/A EFF CAU 

 Reducing uncertainty CAU CAU C/E 

 Attitude to setbacks EFF EFF EFF 

Partnership orientation  

 Cooperation EFF EFF EFF 

 Handling new actors C/E C/E C/E 

 Customer EFF EFF EFF 

Control orientation   

 Shaping future and setting trends EFF EFF EFF 

 

In Table 3, it is visible that company A prefers an effectual approach over a causal in 
6 out of 13 subareas. In 5 subareas the causal approach dominates, 1 has not been 
answered and 1 is not clearly distinguishable. Company B uses the effectual approach 
most frequently, i.e. in 8 subareas. Moreover, there are 4 causal and 1 indistinguisha-
ble subarea. Company C has 7 effectual, 3 causal, 2 indistinguishable and 1 unan-
swered subarea. In Figure 3, it is discernible that the differences between each com-
pany are not substantial, when looking at the relative distribution. In each company at 
least nearly 50 % of the 13 subcategories are classified as effectuation.  

Figure 3: Use of effectuation and causation in established companies 

 
The results can also be analysed by the different categories (see Figure 4). In this 
analysis, the “Affordable loss orientation” category shows 9 classifications in total, of 
which 6 are effectual, 2 are causal and 1 is unanswered. The category “Means orien-
tation” is dominated by 7 causal, while there are only 2 effectual classifications. The 
category “Contingency orientation” consists of 4 effectual, 3 causal, 1 indistinguishable 
and 1 unanswered result. The “Partnership orientation” comprises 6 effectual and 3 
indistinguishable classifications. In this category, it is quite conspicuous that all sub-
categories of “Partnership orientation” are non-causal, i.e. are effectual or feature a 
mixed approach. The mixed approach is used in all three companies in the subcate-
gory “Handling new actors”. However, the questions in this subcategory were an-
swered differently by the interviewees in every company. The last category, “Control 
orientation”, has only one subarea and the results of all companies are classified as 



 

an effectual approach. Overall, there are profound differences between these five cat-
egories, while in some the effectual approach dominates, in others such as “Means 
orientation” it is causation that outweighs effectuation.  

Figure 4: Use of effectuation and causation in established companies based on the 
five categories 

 
Figure 5 summarizes the overall results of Table 3. In total there were 21 indications 
of effectual use, 12 of causal, 4 indistinguishable and 2 unanswered areas. Surpris-
ingly, the results show how in established companies effectuation is used twice as 
often as causation.  

Figure 5: The overall distribution of the use of effectuation and causation in estab-
lished companies 

 

4.2 Factors for Implementing Effectuation in Established 
Companies 

As mentioned before the codes are attributed to their theoretical classification, classi-
fied as either a factor supporting or as an obstacle preventing the use of effectuation. 
In the following, all identified factors and obstacles are aggregated into these catego-
ries, for further details see Table 8 (in appendix): 

- Affordable loss orientation 
- Means orientation 
- Contingency orientation 
- Partnership orientation 
- Flexibility 
- Challenges of decision-making 



 

In order to implement an effectual approach in the category “Affordable loss orienta-
tion”, there should be less time for information gathering and if necessary, be forced to 
make assumptions. Using clear key performance indicators and a good project man-
agement to track them, would also support effectuation. Another way of minimizing 
possible losses is to use predefined exit strategies. Exit strategies are defined ways of 
cancelling a project or a pursued initiative in an early stage because a required project 
status could not be reached. In order to avoid jeopardizing the stability of an estab-
lished company, the factor of shifting the risk of failing from the whole company to one 
department could be introduced. Another possibility is to only invest what you can af-
ford to lose, which can be realized by including the customer into the decision-making 
process as soon as possible. Based on this, the loss and effort can be limited in case 
there is no demand for the proposed innovation.  

In order to implement effectuation in the category “Means orientation”, the personal 
motivation and interest obstacles need to be considered. Decisions in established com-
panies often do not consider personal motivation and interests, but only economic cri-
teria. A major aspect of means orientation is trying experiments with available means. 
Focusing on an effectual approach in this category requires to free space for employ-
ees to be creative and innovative. This is often prevented by pressure to deliver early 
results or by economic constraints. Initial input for these experiments can come 
through internal workshops or cooperation with customers. The ability to listen to cus-
tomers is a key factor for using the effectual mindset – not only in the means orientation 
category, but overall. Thereby, it is important that the resources are not procured in 
view of the pursued goal, instead, the resources determine the possible goals. 

Using an effectual mindset in handling contingencies requires to be ready to change 
the goals. This should happen in an iterative way, considering all new information and 
if necessary setting new targets. However, established companies often have fixed 
mission and vision statements, which are per se seen as obstacles for implementing 
effectuation. One factor is to reduce uncertainty, e.g. by using agile development meth-
ods. Agile development methods, introduce time limitations for different project phases, 
e.g. two-week sprints. The sprints can be used to determine different priorities and 
handling setbacks in a project. In general, this method is based on the idea that flexi-
bility is the best attribute when facing setbacks and uncertainty. One should not even 
attempt to avoid such setbacks in order to be able to focus on the real task of the 
project. 

Using effectuation in partnerships can be accomplished by encouraging joint develop-
ments and shaping the future together. This includes cooperating with partners in many 
different areas, in particular the customers. 

In established companies, a higher degree of overall flexibility supports the effectuation 
approach. Flexibility can be increased by introducing smaller teams, a flat hierarchy 
and the associated shorter communications ways, by offering a broad spectrum of 



 

products to customers and by using the trial and error strategy. Increasing the freedom 
of choice of decision-makers also supports flexibility. Another way of improving flexi-
bility is to rather start with small steps and to have only a rough goal, instead of having 
a detailed overall project plan. Large companies have to deal with obstacles such as 
longer decision-making processes due to organizational obstacles, e.g. presenting the 
decision at every hierarchy level. It is also important to have a culture where it is al-
lowed to make mistakes, so that the employees and decision-makers do not need to 
worry about all consequences a decision could entail. 

In total, there are some general challenges decision-makers have to deal with including 
having enough information to make an appropriate decision, facing decisions with 
emotional aspects, e.g. affecting employees, or decisions with time constraints. Addi-
tionally, decision-makers often need more freedom of choice, instead of being forced 
to eliminate all subjectivity and therefore, have to prove and argue every decision. 

Interestingly, we did not detect an influence of the company size, represented by num-
ber of employees and turn-over, on the use of effectuation. As effectuation emerged 
from start-up and entrepreneurial research, smaller companies are expected to be 
more effectual. The results (see Table 4) show the limited differences between com-
pany C (the smallest), company A, and company B (the largest). Although there are 
some differences in the number of used effectual and causal approaches, no clear 
pattern can be observed. 

Table 4: Company size compared by used effectual and causal approach 

Number of  

Small company 
(Company C) 

Medium-sized 
company 

(Company A) 

Big company 
(Company B) 

Effectual approaches  7 6 8 

Causal approaches 3 5 4 

Mixed approaches 2 1 0 

Unanswered subcategories 1 1 1 

 



 

5 Discussion 
The goal of this article is to investigate the use of effectuation in established compa-
nies. Additionally, the main research question is to identify factors affecting the suc-
cessful implementation of the decision-making principle. Ultimately, this article is aimed 
at providing established companies with knowledge about factors facilitating the imple-
mentation of effectuation in their companies.  

The results have been derived from a research design based on several references, 
among them aspects especially aimed to established companies (Werhahn et al., 
2015). Furthermore, the multiple case approach fits with the research question and 
ambitions (Herriott & Firestone, 1983; Yin, 2014). This can be seen, for example, by 
comparing all three companies and their results, which are not contradictory or incon-
sistent. 

5.1 Discussion of the Use of Effectuation in Established 
Companies 

All three cases show that the effectuation decision-making principle is used more fre-
quently than the causation approach. Furthermore, a similar pattern of distribution be-
tween causation and effectuation within each category is discernible in all cases. This 
frequent overall use of effectuation is in fact an unexpected result, especially consid-
ering the size of the companies. Based on this result, effectuation pigeonholing should 
be avoided (Grichnik & Gassmann, 2013). 

It was expected that established companies would use the causation approach due to 
lower uncertainty (Dew et al., 2009; Fisher, 2012 ; Wiltbank et al., 2009). However, the 
results showed that this was not the case. To explain this phenomenon, there are sev-
eral aspects to be considered. On the one hand, all interviewees work in areas where 
this is a high level of uncertainty. Investigating the whole company and every depart-
ment would have probably led to a result with more causal approaches. On the other 
hand, the subcategories of the effectuation approach not only emerged from scholarly 
literature but also from interview codes. This results in more weight to an effectual 
analysis of the results rather than a causal, as the questions were focused on investi-
gating the use of effectuation only negative answers were seen as a causation. How-
ever, the results show that established companies use effectuation in several catego-
ries. This is also supported by the experimental research of Grichnik and Gassmann 
(2013). In their study, the use of effectuation and best practices of five companies were 
investigated, largely confirming the results of this research. 

Especially in the control, partnership and affordable-loss orientation, the effectual ap-
proach is more common. The markedly frequent adoption of the effectual principle in 
“Partnership orientation” can be explained by the fact that not only start-ups, but also 



 

established companies acknowledge the importance of partnerships, e.g. in order to 
reduce uncertainty. This has already been shown by Verhoef (2003).  

The use of effectuation within the context of the affordable-loss orientation in estab-
lished companies can be explained by the need of decision-makers to justify their in-
vestments (see Table 7 in appendix). Project management often focuses on whether 
the invested resources extend the affordable loss (Brettel et al., 2012). In general, this 
characteristic can be seen as not particularly effectual; however, it supports the “Af-
fordable loss orientation”. The categories “Mean orientation” and to some degree “Con-
tingency orientation” show a lower use of effectuation compared to the categories 
above. Especially the mean orientation is dominated by causal approaches in estab-
lished companies. A possible cause is the pronounced goal orientation in established 
companies.  

The mixed approach of causation and effectuation in the subcategory of “Handling new 
actors on the market” (see Table 3) are a result of the opposing answers of the inter-
viewees within all three companies. This could be because of the different understand-
ing or point of view of the new actors in their markets. 

5.2 Discussion of Factors for Implementing Effectuation 
In order to affect the use of effectuation in established companies it is essential to know 
the relevant factors and obstacles. The implementation of a new way of thinking and 
decision-making cannot be achieved by solely introducing new methods, but also re-
quires an appropriate cultural and organizational structure (Kanter, 1985). Due to the 
distinct research design of this part, the results cannot be easily compared and con-
trasted with theory. The following discussion clarifies some identified factors for imple-
menting effectuation.  

An identified obstacle in the category “Contingency orientation” is to reduce uncertainty 
by engaging in active project management. This obstacle solution can be seen as a 
causal approach (Sarasvathy, 2008) but it is actually classified as a factor supporting 
effectuation in the category “Affordable loss orientation” (Brettel et al., 2012, p. 178). 
This is partly based on the idea that planning and forecasting increases your affordable 
loss orientation (White & Fortune, 2002).Project management includes forecasting to 
control whether the project can reach its targets on time. 

Another identified factor in the “Contingencies orientation” category is to adjust goals 
and to avoid holding onto the original target (Sarasvathy & Dew, 2005; Werhahn et al., 
2015). This is also reflected by several codes in the category “Flexibility”, e.g. by doing 
small steps instead of elaborating the overall project plan or by using agile develop-
ment. These aspects clash with the mission and vision statements of established com-
panies that do not often change, becoming an obstacle. This has not only been an 
issue in the conducted interviews but is also supported by Raynor (1998). Furthermore, 



 

it should be mentioned that the pure effectual approach can also entail changing even 
the overall aim of a company (Sarasvathy, 2001). However, in established companies 
the mission and vision statement are often based on their core competences (Raynor, 
1998) which in fact cannot be changed frequently. 

Nevertheless, the mission and vision statement based on the core competences sup-
ports the category “Means orientation” of effectuation. Especially, the subcategory “Ex-
periments with available means” suggests focusing on resources and competences 
which are already existent (Sarasvathy, 2001). However, this category was the one 
with the higher number of causal approaches, and its implementation also showed 
many obstacles. Ideas from experiments need to agree with the corporate strategy,  
this is an obstacle from the viewpoint of effectuation. Another mentioned obstacle is 
the need of an appropriate company culture and support from the management (Kan-
ter, 1985). This is a very complex and time-consuming change, but a necessary one. 
The other obstacles (economic and time constraints for new ideas) are caused by the 
requirement that the daily business needs to be under control (Werhahn et al., 2015). 
If the daily business is under control, the company can encourage handling new ideas 
and experiments within their means. This contributes perfectly to the aspect of using 
exit strategies in experiments or concrete projects (see category “Affordable loss ori-
entation”). In order to still use resources in an efficient way, it is necessary to stop 
pursuing an initiative if it turns out that it does not have the potential of delivering re-
sults. However, when the projects are discontinued, decision-makers also face obsta-
cles because they may fear for their job, as a project exit is often seen as a mistake 
(see Table 8 in Appendix). This is also a cultural obstacle in dealing with employees’ 
mistakes. Therefore, a more open and transparent culture encouraging the identifica-
tion and admittance of mistakes could support the use of effectuation. 



 

6 Limitations and Further Research 
As mentioned in several instances during the discussion, this research also has some 
limitations. One limitation is in the chosen case setup and case selection. Thereby, 
only companies in Germany are considered. Hence, future studies should consider 
countries with different corporate cultures outside Germany in Europe, but also beyond 
that in the US or Asia. Furthermore, the study is limited to established companies. The 
findings and methodology could be further substantiated if the results would also be 
compared to the use of effectuation in start-ups. Another aspect is the selection of 
interviewees, as they are all male. There has been no research on differences in the 
use of effectuation based on the gender of the entrepreneurs but this could be a further 
research possibility.  

Additionally, the data collection is limited to interviews without further data sources. 
This was already discussed earlier but still can be seen as a limitation. In this case, it 
is assumed that the interviewees provided all needed information and are not hiding or 
concealing any negative aspects. In-depth questions were selected to avoid such be-
haviour, but these aspects still cannot be eliminated with absolute certainty. In addition, 
their answers could also change based on their personal traits. This can be addressed 
in further research studies, for instance by focusing on less companies and using a 
quantitative research design in order to reach more employees. 

Overall, the results show that established companies already use effectuation in some 
areas and ways. However, the categories “Means orientation” and “Contingency ori-
entation” are still dominated by causation. In order to support established companies 
in using this start-up decision-making principle, this study described effectuation and 
summarized areas where effectuation is useful. Additionally, it elaborated factors which 
enable established companies to use effectuation (see Table 8 in Appendix). Although 
this is not a final guideline for implementing effectuation, it increases the understanding 
of effectuation and its need for certain organizational structures, for handling cultural 
topics and setbacks, for coping with uncertainty and other general challenges in deci-
sion-making. This is one of the first studies dealing with this specific problem of imple-
menting effectuation in established companies, following e.g. Johansson and McKelvie 
(2012). Therefore, further research is recommended to continue to develop a defined 
guideline for using effectuation theory in established companies. 

A further research study can continue with the topic addressed in this article and ex-
pand this qualitative approach with a quantitative one, for instance a research design 
as proposed by Werhahn et al. (2015) or Valliere (2015). Focusing on only one or two 
companies and using a mixed methodology promises compelling insights about the 
actual and future use of effectuation in a company. According to Bryman (2006), the 
combination of qualitative and quantitative research can be of great value. 



 

Another possible research study can focus on continuing to develop a general imple-
mentation guideline for established companies. This would require a broader approach 
with different companies, maybe not only focused on Germany. Therefore, experi-
ments can help to prove the validity of the elaborated factors and obstacles in other 
established companies combined with a longitudinal research design to compare the 
use of effectuation before and after the experiment (Aaboen, Dubois, & Lind, 2012). 
However, many factors are quite far-reaching and may require extensive and in-depth 
transformations such as a total change of management support or company culture. 
This will be one of the main challenges in further research studies.  

In conclusion, the research of effectuation is already on a way to an “intermediate level” 
of research (Perry et al., 2012, p. 840), but there are still some research gaps to be 
filled and promising possibilities to investigate (Arend et al., 2015).  This study ad-
dressed the use of effectuation as a decision-making principle in established compa-
nies, describing the factors and obstacles which may affect its implementation. Based 
on these factors, interested companies can further support their effectuation imple-
mentation process.  
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Appendix 

 

Table 5: Questionnaire 
Questionnaire Literature 

1. Welche Position haben Sie und was sind Ihre Aufgaben? 
- Welche Fähigkeiten und persönliche Eigenschaften benötigt jemand Ihrer Meinung nach 

diese Aufgaben auszuführen? 

- Wie lange arbeiten Sie bereits in Positionen mit einer hohen Entscheidungsgewalt? 

- Was sind Ihre größten Herausforderungen im generellen Bezug auf die Entscheidungs-

findung in Ihrer Position? 

- Wie würden Sie Ihre Entscheidungsfreiheit klassifizieren/beschreiben? 

(Read & Sar-

asvathy, 

2005, p. 50) 

2. Welchen Fokus legen Sie darauf, dass nur die Initiativen und Projekte verfolgt werden, 
für die Sie auch die relevanten Kompetenzen und Ressourcen besitzen? 

- Wie stark berücksichtigen Sie Aspekte wie Motivation und Interesse bei der Projekt-/Zielau-

swahl? 

(Werhahn et 

al., 2015, 

p. 311) 

3. Wie versuchen Sie potentielle Verluste von Initiativen oder Projekten auf ein akzeptables 
Maß zu begrenzen? 

- Wie viel Wert legen Sie auf eine Relation zwischen dem Investitionsvolumen und Ihrem Ver-

lust, der verkraftbar wäre? 

- Definieren Sie am Anfang eines Projektes konkrete Exit-Strategien? 

(Werhahn et 

al., 2015, 

p. 311) 

4. Wie gehen Sie mit Rückschlägen oder unvorhergesehenen Zufallsereignissen in Ihren 
Projekten um? 

- Sehen Sie Zufälle eher als Chance, die man nutzen kann oder als Risiko, das vermieden 

werden sollte? 

- Wie viel Einfluss bringen neue Informationen im Sinne einer neuen Ressource und woher 

kommen diese Informationen (z.B. Kongresse?) 

(Werhahn et 

al., 2015, 

p. 311) 

5. Wie stellen Sie eine stetig hohe Flexibilität in Projekten und Initiativen sicher? 
- Wie gehen Sie mit Ideen um, die nicht direkt zu den Kernzielen/-prozessen des Unterneh-

mens passen? 

- Welche Vorteile hat Ihr Unternehmen, wodurch es innovativ und flexibel ist? 

(Sarasvathy, 

2001, 

p. 247) 

6. Wie gehen Sie mit Projekten oder Entscheidungssituationen um, in denen sehr große 
Unsicherheit herrscht? 

- Was halten Sie von Initiativen ohne konkrete Zielsetzung, um die Kreativität und Innovativität 

anzuregen? 

- Können Sie für solche Projekte, das entsprechende Budget genehmigen lassen oder wird 

hierfür ein Budget vorgehalten? 

(Sarasvathy, 

2001, p. 247; 

Wiltbank et 

al., 2009, 

p. 119) 



 

 

7. Wie nehmen Sie neue Akteure auf einem innovativen Markt wahr? 
- Neue Akteure stellen potentielle Partner oder neue Wettbewerber dar 

- Welchen Wert spielen Partnerschaften, um gemeinsam die Zukunft zu gestalten? 

(Werhahn et 

al., 2015, 

p. 311) 

8. Welche Rolle spielen Sie beim Trend/Zukunftsmarkt von morgen? 
- Sehen Sie sich selbst eher als jemand der aktiv die Zukunftsmärkte mitgestaltet oder aktu-

elle Trends adaptiert? 

- Wie binden Sie den potentiellen Kunden in die Zukunftsgestaltung mit ein? 

(Werhahn et 

al., 2015, 

p. 311) 

 
 
 
 

Table 6: Summary of Interviews 
Case Position of Interviewee Gender Date Type Duration 

A1 Head of Development Male 28.08 Face to face 34 min 

A2 Head of Group Strategy Male 28.08 Face to face 38 min 

A3 Head of Group Business Development Male 28.08 Face to face 38 min 

B1 Group Strategy Manager Male 06.09 Face to face 34 min 

B2 Head of Division Strategy Male 13.09 Face to face 27 min 

B3 Senior Corporate Innovation Manager Male 13.09 Face to face 31 min 

C1 Chief Executive Officer Male 22.09 Phone 38 min 

C2 Head of R&D Male 18.10 Phone 35 min 

 
 

Table 7: Code classification for the use of effectuation or causation 
Code (Number of codings) Effectuation Causation 
 Affordable loss orientation   
   Minimizing the possible loss of projects and initiatives      

     Time limitations in order not only searching information (2) X15  

       Make assumptions, if something is still unclear in the end (1) X  

     Using KPI's and project management (1) X10  

       Really good project management helps to track the project status (2) X10  

       Clear KPIs (2) X  

     Using exit strategies in projects to minimize possible loss   

       Adjust project or exit if necessary based on new information  (3) X6  

       Having milestones for exit strategies (3) X11  

       Exit depends on project (e.g. no exit by customer projects) (1)  X6 

       Decision-Maker in established companies need to secure their job  (1)  X11 

   Don't jeopardize the stability of the company    

     Reducing number of focus topics (1) X11  

     Shifting the risk of failing for the whole company to one department (1) X   

   Only invest what we can afford to lose   

     Require early feedback of real customer (1) X2  

     Making the wrong decisions or trying something new is not possible (1) 

  

 X11 



 

 

 Means orientation   
   Respect motivation and interests   

     Interesting topics always seen from a viewpoint of the company (1)  X11 

     You need to understand why the team is not motivated (2)  X11 

     Team Motivation is decisive for the success of the project (3) X11  

     Decisions are based on chance and risk, not motivation (1)  X11 

   Experiments with available means   

     Every action needs an aim or potential result (1)  X4 

     Origin of innovations   

       Internal workshop for finding new ideas (1) X2  

       Ideas often come from technologies (1) X  

       Some topics come from competitor or market analysis (3)  X1 

       Ideas often come from customer (1) X2  

       The product itself can be an innovation driver (2) X  

     Every new idea needs to fit to the company's strategy (4)  X1 

     You need few creative people with appropriate freedom (2) X11  

     No actual use of free space (1)  X11 

     Not pursuing every idea, but focussing with a funnel (4)  X1 

     New ideas need nevertheless a business case (2)  X11 ,12 

     After a certain time period it needs to be decided where the project belongs to (2)   

       Is it strategical rational to include this competence (1)  X4 

       M&A, spin-off, cooperation with university, etc. (1) X5  

   Use of personal network, experience, resources   

     Most important ability is to listen to the customer/market (1) X2  

     We don't consider existing knowledge or resources in the company (2)  X2 

     Team should be interdisciplinary (1) X1 ,17  

     The resources are procured regarding the goal we follow (2)  X4 

     Having the right competences is a basic requirement (3) X3 ,17  

 Contingency orientation   
   Changing goals if necessary   

     Always iterating if something changes and set new target, etc. (1) X11 ,12  

     Mission and Vision are fix and should not change (1)  X4 ,12 

       Starting something new is a long-term decision about e.g. competence (1)  X 

   Reducing uncertainty   

     Forecasting to handle the contingencies (2)  X13 ,14 

       Every forecast should be transparent to show all information and details (2)  X 

     I should try to minimize the risk (1)  X11 

     Contingencies are shown in best- and worst-case scenarios (1)  X8 

     With an agile method we can challenge the big uncertainty (1) X16  

   Handle setbacks and contingencies   

     Setbacks and contingencies are seen as opportunities (4) X1  

     Best thing against setbacks is flexibility (1) X16  

     The important thing is not to despair but to think constructive (2) X10  

     No recommendation for trying to avoid setbacks or failing (2) X10  

      

Table 7: continued  
Table 9: continued  

  
Code (Number of codings) Effectuation Causation 
     Not possible to avoid setbacks or random events (2) X10  

     Analysing, finding solutions and having courage for taking new ways (1) X10  

     Setbacks in innovation projects are a chance for growing (2) X10  

     Learn from setbacks and do not the same mistake again (2) X10  

   Using new information as a new resource   

     Gathering all relevant information is important (2) X12  

     Getting new information (1) X12  

     Change project settings based on new information (2) X6 , 12  

 Partnership orientation   
   Partners getting more important due to higher complexity (3) X8 , 10  

   Cooperation - jointly development and shaping future   

     You can research with a competitor for new technologies (1) X1  

     Start-Ups often search for partner and contact bigger companies (2) X9  

     Cooperation’s with start-ups are good and necessary (1) X9  

     Better cooperate with than include small and new players (1) X5  

     Technology partnership with few customers to develop innovative products (1) X10  

     Partnerships along the value chain are essential (1) X10  

     Partnerships with competitors are unusual (1)  X1 



 

 

     Partnerships for new technologies are essential (1) X10  

     Growing with cooperation, if value added process is divided up (1) X  

       There is no one who can do everything by himself (1) X  

   Handling new actors    

     New market actors can be competitor and potential partner (1) X1 X1 

     New actors on the market are competitors (1)  X1 , 7 

       Competitor, if he offers the same  (2)  X1  ,7 

       Competitor, if you serve the whole value added process (1)  X1 , 7 

     New actors are more a potential partner than a new competitor (2) X1  

       Partner, if they have specific technologies (1) X1  

     A potential partner can become fast a competitor (1)  X 

     New players often have complete new technologies (2)   

       If it is a new technology you will try to cooperate or M&A, etc. (3) X5  

   Customer   

     We listen to our direct and to the end customer (2) X2 ,6  

     Customer-closeness is very important (2) X2 ,6  

     Customers are included in development process (3) X2  

 Control orientation   
   Head of ISO group for designing the requirements for new product (1) X1  

   Long-term relationships are more and more important (1) X8  

   We shape the future active with trends (1) X1  

   Partners and Customers are important for shaping the future (4) X8  

   We are trendsetter and shape the future (5) X  

 

1  (Sarasvathy, 2001, p. 252), 2  (Sarasvathy, 2001, p. 247), 3  (Sarasvathy, 2001, p. 253), 4  (Sarasvathy & Dew, 2005, p. 543), 5  

(Grichnik & Gassmann, 2013, pp. 61–65), 6  (Sarasvathy, 2008, pp. 102–103), 7  (Porter, 1980, p. 4), 8  (Sarasvathy, 2008, 

pp. 88–89), 9  (Yoon & Hughes, 2016, p. 1), 10  (Brettel et al., 2012, p. 178), 11  (Werhahn et al., 2015, pp. 307–308), 12  

(Read, Song et al., 2009, p. 574), 13  (Sarasvathy, 2008, p. 94), 14  (Brettel et al., 2012, p. 172), 15  (Sarasvathy, 2001, 

p. 249), 16  (Werhahn et al., 2015, p. 310), 17  (Nordhaug & Gr⊘nhaug, 1994, pp. 89–90) 

 
 

 

Table 8: Code classification for supporting or preventing effectuation 
Code (Number of codings) Factor Obstacle 

Challenges of decision-making   
   Having enough information data (4)  X 

   The modern management tries to eliminate every subjectivity (1)  X 

   Decisions affecting employees (e.g. decisions not based on facts) (1)  X15 

   Decision with time constraints (1)  X15 

   Political impact and environment in foreign countries (1)  X15 

   Need of the appropriate freedom of choice (1)  X11 

   Appropriate methodologies and metrics for evaluating (1)  X 

   Not only think of stakeholders but include them in the process (1) X2  

   Find collaborative decisions which everyone supports (2) X2  

 Affordable loss orientation   
   Minimizing the possible loss of projects and initiatives      

     Time limitations in order not only searching information (2) X15  

       Make assumptions, if something is still unclear in the end (1) X  

     Using KPI's and project management (1)   

       Really good project management helps to track the project status (2) X10  

       Clear KPIs (2) X  

     Using exit strategies in projects to minimize possible loss   

       Adjust project or exit if necessary based on new information  (3) X6  

       It's still a challenge to stop a project after long time of work (1)  X 

       Having milestones for exit strategies (3) X11  

       Exit depends on project (e.g. no exit by customer projects) (1)  X6 

       Executing exit depends on personal view, because of admitting a mistake (1)  X 

       Decision-Maker in established companies need to secure their job  (1)  X11 

   Don't jeopardize the stability of the company    

     Reducing number of focus topics (1) X11  

     Shifting the risk of failing for the whole company to one department (1) X  

   Only invest what we can afford to lose   

     Require early feedback of real customer (1) X2  

       Loss/effort is low due to listing, translating and thinking (1) X  

 Means orientation   
   Respect motivation and interests   



 

 

     Interesting topics always seen from a viewpoint of the company (1)  X11 

     Decisions are based on chance and risk, not motivation (1)  X11 

   Experiments with available means   

     Every action needs an aim or potential result (1)  X4 

     Origin of innovations   

       Giving free space, if the workload of company is low (1) X  

       Internal workshop for finding new ideas (1) X2  

       Ideas often come from customer (1) X2  

     Need to be accepted by employee and management (culture topic) (2)  X11 

     Daily business needs to be under control (2)  X11 

     Every new idea needs to fit to the company's strategy (6)  X1 

     Resources and appropriate structure are needed (economic constraints) (5)  X11 

     You need few creative people with appropriate freedom (2) X11  

     After few days there should be results (1)  X15 

     New ideas need nevertheless a business case (2)  X11 , 12 

     After a certain time period it needs to be decided where the project belongs to (2)   

       M&A, spin-off, cooperation with university, etc. (1) X5  

   Use of personal network, experience, resources   

     Most important ability is to listen to the customer/market (1) X2  

     Team should be interdisciplinary (1) X1 ,17  

     The resources are procured regarding the goal we follow (2)  X4 

 Contingency orientation   
   Changing goals if necessary   

     Always iterating if something changes and set new target, etc. (1) X4 , 12  

     Mission and Vision are fix and should not change (1)  X4 , 12 

       Difficult if the strategy changes after every product or every year (1)  X 

   Reducing uncertainty   

     Forecasting to handle the contingencies (2)   

       Gut feeling is not appropriate, you need funded analysis (2)  X13 .14 

       

       

  Table 8: continued    

  Code (Number of codings) Factor Obstacle 
     With an agile method we can challenge the big uncertainty (1) X16  

     Planning always everything safe prevents progress (1)  X 

   Handle setbacks and contingencies   

     Best thing against setbacks is flexibility (1) X16  

     The important thing is not to despair but to think constructive (2) X10  

     No recommendation for trying to avoid setbacks or failing (2) X10  

     Motivation and backup of management is important (culture) (2) X11 ,18  

     Not always be happy about setbacks, but be balanced (1) X10  

     Learn from setbacks and do not the same mistake again (2) X10  

   Using new information as a new resource   

     Getting new information, e.g. from (1) X12  

       Sales centre (1) X  

       Fairs, conferences, etc. (3) X  

       Network (internal and external) (5) X1  

     Change project settings based on new information (2) X6 , 12  

 Flexibility   
   Increasing flexibility   

     Use agile development: Sprints with changeable priorities (2) X16  

     Freedom of choice supports flexibility of company (1) X11  

     Trial and error strategy to be more flexible (1) X  

     Flexibility is depended of the project or industry branch (1)  X 

     Family guided companies are more flexible than joint-stock companies (1)  X 

     Flexibility due to broad spectrum of products (1) X  

     High flexibility due to small teams and no extra team meetings (1) X16 ,18  

     Doing small steps instead of the overall project plan (just have a rough goal) (1) X16  

     Standardization increases flexibility and reduces costs (1)  X 

     Flexibility through flat hierarchy and short communication ways (4) X16 ,18  

   Having a culture where it's allowed to do mistakes, the employees are more open (1) X11 ,18  

   Better fail fast (1) X16  

   Gates for proofing the project status and if necessary stop/exit (1) X  

   Freedom of choice is limited through laws (1)  X15 

   Freedom of choice is high but with constraints like corporate strategy (1)  X11 

   Current change to more empowerment for smaller departments (1) X16 ,18  



 

 

   Decision making takes longer due to organization and preparing in big companies (1)  X16 ,18 

   Mission and Vision are "fix" (1)  X1 

   Structures and processes are too fixed (1)  X1 

 Partnership orientation   
   Cooperation - jointly development and shaping future   

     Better cooperate with than include small and new players (1) X5  

     Growing with cooperation, if value added process is divided up (1) X  

   Handling new actors    

     New players often have complete new technologies (2) X  

       If it is a new technology you will try to cooperate or M&A, etc. (3) X5  

   Customer   

     We listen to our direct and to the end customer (2) X2 ,6  

     The best projects still need a market and customer (2)  X6 

     Customers are included in development process (3) X2  

1  (Sarasvathy, 2001, p. 252), 2  (Sarasvathy, 2001, p. 247), 3  (Sarasvathy, 2001, p. 253), 4  (Sarasvathy & Dew, 2005, p. 543), 5  

(Grichnik & Gassmann, 2013, pp. 61–65), 6  (Sarasvathy, 2008, pp. 102–103), 7  (Porter, 1980, p. 4), 8  (Sarasvathy, 2008, 

pp. 88–89), 9  (Yoon & Hughes, 2016, p. 1), 10  (Brettel et al., 2012, p. 178), 11  (Werhahn et al., 2015, pp. 307–308), 12  (Read, 

Song et al., 2009, p. 574), 13 (Sarasvathy, 2008, p. 94), 14  (Brettel et al., 2012, p. 172), 15 (Sarasvathy, 2001, p. 249), 16  

(Werhahn et al., 2015, p. 310) , 17  (Nordhaug & Gr⊘nhaug, 1994, pp. 89–90), 18 (Kanter, 1985, pp. 54–55) 

 


