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Abstract

Often entrepreneurship may be more about the strategic creation of an interorga-
nizational network than of an organization. Based on a revelatory case study from
a rather traditional industry in a vibrant entrepreneurial ecosystem, we argue that
once startups replace organization creation by means of network creation they are
confronted with a series of tensions that have to be managed in the unfolding pro-
cess. We analyze how tensions at the beginning of the entrepreneurial
journey — being unknown in the field, lacking an elaborated organization, and fac-
ing competition — are tackled under these circumstances with relational practices.
Our findings enrich the body of research on entrepreneurship and interorganiza-
tional networks by unearthing those relational practices that help — across analyti-
cal levels and time — to address legitimacy, complexity, and reciprocity challenges.

Universitét Berlin; Babson College
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INTRODUCTION

Entrepreneurship research provides a rich understanding
of how and by whom opportunities are discovered, cre-
ated, and exploited when launching a new product or ser-
vice or introducing a new business model (Garud,
Gehman, & Giuliani, 2014; Lingo, 2020; Sarason,
Dean, & Dillard, 2006; Shane & Venkataraman, 2000;
Snihur, Reiche, & Quintane, 2017). The most popular
way of doing this remains to be a founder or founding
team creating a new organization, although the entrepre-
neurial process starts before and continues well beyond
the creation of a new firm. Furthermore, the creation of a
firm or any other type of organization almost certainly
comes along with the creation of more or less cooperative
interorganizational relations (Ring & Van de Ven, 1994).
These are mostly of a vertical nature (i.e., along the value
chain with customers and suppliers) but more often than
not also of a horizontal (i.e., with competitors) or lateral
kind (e.g., with business angels or venture capitalists).
The importance of such relations — including strategic
alliances with large incumbent firms (Katila, Rosenber-
ger, & Eisenhardt, 2008; Li, 2013; Reuer, Arino, &

entrepreneurship, interorganizational network, organizing, practices, startup, tensions

Olk, 2011) — for the creation of new organizations has
been amply demonstrated, not only by entrepreneurship
research (e.g., Elfring & Hulsink, 2007; Hallen, Davis, &
Murray, 2020), but also by network scholarship
(e.g., Powell & Sandholtz, 2012), and by research on
innovation ecosystems (Dattée, Alexy, & Autio, 2018).
However, this research, even if focusing on relations and
following a process approach (e.g., Powell &
Sandholtz, 2012), has paid little attention to the particu-
lar practices and tensions, when entrepreneurship is more
about network rather than organization creation. In
other words, there still is a tendency to attribute the
entrepreneurial journey to the individual founder and
her/his team and to underestimate the role of tension-
ridden processes that come with a relational rather than
attributional approach to entrepreneurship. This is espe-
cially the case when strategic network creation (rather
than organization creation) is the core of early entrepre-
neurship, as it was in prominent examples in the context
of electronic platforms (McIntyre & Srinivasan, 2017).
For instance, Instagram had only 13 employees when it
was acquired by Facebook for one billion dollars (https://
www.businessinsider.com/instagram-first-13-employees-
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full-1ist-2020-4) in 2012. In contrast to this well-known
case from digital business, we show that the creation of a
“strategic network” (Jarillo, 1988) by a rather “lean
startup” can also be observed in a traditional field like
the food industry.

Based upon a revelatory case study from this indus-
try, we will point to entrepreneurship as a practice of
strategic network creation, analyze the tensions arising in
a process characterized by little organization and much
network creation, and thereby contribute to a relational
(rather than attributional), yet more processual and
tension-sensitive understanding of strategic network crea-
tion by small, resource-constrained startups. Thereby, we
will add network-related insights to the expanding body
of process research on venture creation (Davidsson &
Gruenhagen, 2021), and insights into entrepreneurship as
a tension-ridden process, contributing also to research on
interorganizational networks (Jarvenpaa &
Vilikangas, 2022). With reference to the flourishing dis-
course on entrepreneurial ecosystems (Wurth, Stam, &
Spigel, 2022) we strengthen, as a by-product, the more
micro view that such systems tend to support not only
processes of organization but also network creation. On
a meta-level, we aim to bring entrepreneurship and orga-
nization research closer together (Gartner, 2012;
Grandori &  Giordani, 2011; Hjorth, 2014;
Steyaert, 2007). We will do so by adopting a practice-
based perspective (Nicolini, 2013; Orlikowski, 2010; see
Champenois, Lefebvre, & Ronteau, 2020, for a recent
review of this kind of research in the field of entrepre-
neurship) that helps to overcome if not incommensurabil-
ity, then at least incompleteness and inadequateness in
this knowledge domain (Locke & Golden-Biddle, 1997).
In our mainly phenomenon-driven research, we, there-
fore, aim to answer the following question: What tensions

arise for a resource-constrained startup in the process of

strategic network creation (substituting for, rather than
complementing organization creation), and what practices
are employed to manage these?

Toward this end, we position our study in the multi-
faceted literature on the role of interorganizational net-
works in entrepreneurship in general and the process of
organization and/or network creation in particular. Trig-
gered by the discovery of an extreme case of entrepre-
neurship as strategic network creation in the setting of a
traditional industry, we use this literature to clarify how
to conceive of networks as an organizational or gover-
nance form (rather than an analytical perspective) and
then develop a processual, practice-based perspective on
strategic network creation by startups, informed not only
by the case, but also by structurationist ideas
(Chiasson & Saunders, 2005; Giddens, 1984; Sarason,
Dean, & Dillard, 2006; Sarason, Dillard, & Dean, 2010;
Scheidgen, 2021; Sydow & Windeler, 1998). Then, we
will introduce our research methods and the focal case, a
startup in the food industry and its interorganizational
network in Berlin, Germany, currently one of the most

vibrant  entrepreneurial  ecosystems in  Europe
(Scheidgen & Brattstrom, 2023). The analysis of this par-
ticular case over a period of eight years will enable us to
unearth central tensions in the entrepreneurial process of
strategic networks rather than organization creation.
Thereby, we demonstrate the value of a relational,
practice-based  perspective on  entrepreneurship
(e.g., Anderson, Dodd, & Jack, 2010; Johannisson, 2011;
Steyaert, 2007; Thompson, Verduijn, & Gartner, 2020;
see Champenois, Lefebvre, & Ronteau, 2020, for a recent
review), which — with a focus on strategic network crea-
tion in this case — leaves individualist, functionalist and
structuralist accounts behind and focuses on the tensions
that unfold in the process. With our focus on not only
tensions but entrepreneurial practices, we consider the
multilevel interplay between entrepreneurial action and
organizational, network, and field structures as being a
duality rather than a dualism (Giddens, 1984;
Scheidgen, 2021).

ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND NETWORKS
REVISITED: A PRACTICE-BASED
PERSPECTIVE

Since Birley’s (1985) seminal investigation of the influ-
ence of formal and informal relations (e.g., of banks,
accountants, lawyers as well as family and friends) on the
development of startups, the study of entrepreneurship
from a relational perspective has been flourishing, look-
ing at networks not only as an antecedent to, but also as
a consequence of entrepreneurial action (Hallen, Davis, &
Murray, 2020; Hoang & Antoncic, 2003; Slotte-Kock &
Coviello, 2010; Upson et al., 2017). Importantly, not
least since the critique of the early and often under-
specified usage of the network construct in entrepreneur-
ship research (Dubini & Aldrich, 1991; O’Donnell
et al., 2001), the distinction between interpersonal and
interorganizational relationships has gained growing rec-
ognition from entrepreneurship researchers
(e.g., Elfring & Hulsink, 2007). While these different
types of relationships tend to merge in the very early
phases of a startup process (Davidsson & Honig, 2003;
Johannissson, 1998; Lechner, Dowling, & Welpe, 2006),
the strategic creation of interorganizational relationships
is being increasingly taken into account. Partly, this
occurs under the label of entrepreneurial alliances
(Reuer, Arifio, & OIlk, 2011), whether they are of an
explorative technological (Li, 2013) or exploitative com-
mercial nature (Colombo, Grilli, & Piva, 2006). Else-
where, the interorganizational relations considered are
those that startups entertain with lead customers and sup-
pliers along the value chain (Bjorgum, Aaboen, &
Fredriksson, 2021), or with investors and investment
banks (Stuart, Hoang, & Hybels, 1999; Zott &
Huy, 2007). Despite notable advances in this respect
(Fayolle et al., 2016, pp. 9-15), a study of ventures
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focusing on network rather than organization creation,
and adopting the governance form of a strategic network
from the very beginning, is still missing; not to mention
an exploration of the practices and tensions of entrepre-
neurship as a strategic network rather than organization
creation. This incompleteness is unfortunate, not only
because it leaves an important gap in entrepreneurship as
well as network research, but also because the frequently
implicit assumption of entrepreneurship as organization
creation remains unchallenged — with important implica-
tions for not fully understanding the process.

Network governance from a practice-based
perspective

Since the seminal study by Birley and the many influen-
tial conceptual as well as empirical contributions that fol-
lowed (Aldrich & Zimmer, 1986; Colombo, Grilli, &
Piva, 2006; Hite, 2005; Johannissson, 1998;
Larson, 1992; Larson & Starr, 1993; Lechner, Dowling, &
Welpe, 2006; Simsek, Lubatkin, & Floyd, 2003; Upson
et al., 2017), network research has contributed signifi-
cantly to a more adequate because contextualized, less
heroic understanding of entrepreneurship (Fayolle
et al., 2016, pp. 15-18; Welter, 2011). However, given the
(often only implicit) structural bias of network analyses,
especially when the network of relationships is investi-
gated as being an antecedent, entrepreneurial agency and
hence the process is in danger of not being acknowledged
fully in this strand of research. Especially when pursued
as a form of governance, the interorganizational net-
works of startups result from the more or less strategic
actions of individuals, teams or organizations (Elfring,
Klyver, & van Burg, 2021; Engel, Kaandorp, &
Elfring, 2017; Hallen & Eisenhardt, 2012; Klyver &
Arenius, 2022; Ozcan & Eisenhardt, 2009; Stuart &
Sorenson, 2007; Vissa & Bhagavatula, 2012), i.e., actions
that focus, among other things, on activating, adding,
shaping and/or dropping ties (Elfring & Hulsink, 2007).
Network governance emphasizes interorganizational
cooperation, not least with the help of relational practices
(Ness, 2009) and, as such, either complements or substi-
tutes for the classic forms of market and hierarchy
(Powell, 1990; Jones, Hesterly, & Borgatti, 1997;
Provan & Kenis, 2008; see for an early review
Grandori & Soda, 1995). Practice-based theorizing in
general (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Nicolini, 2013;
Orlikowski, 2010), and that based upon structuration the-
ory in particular (Giddens, 1984; Sydow &
Windeler, 1998), helps to approach network governance
from a dynamic, co-constitutive and contextualized per-
spective, focusing on how the respective cooperative
structure comes into being, is reproduced and then even-
tually transformed by patterns of doings and sayings situ-
ated in specific historical conditions (Dimov &
Pistrui, 2020; Keating, Geiger, & McLoughlin, 2014;

Schatzki, 1996). Such process theorizing is particularly
suited to acknowledge not only entrepreneurial agency
but also the dual role of governance, which — like any
kind of structure (Giddens, 1984) — has to be enacted,
reproduced, or transformed by agents, thereby constrain-
ing and at the same time enabling entrepreneurial activi-
ties. In line with structuration theory, individual, as well
as collective agents, are conceived as being “knowledge-
able”, that is, as knowing much (though not everything)
that matters in their situation and being able to apply this
knowledge through their actions and practices.

Such a perspective, which focuses on processes and
employs practice theory, has become popular not only in

studies of strategic management and organization
(Jarzabkowski, Seidl, & Balogun, 2022; Vaara &
Whittington, 2012) but also of entrepreneurship

(Champenois, Lefebvre, & Ronteau, 2020; Thompson,
Verduijn, & Gartner, 2020) and interorganizational col-
laboration (Berends, van Burg, & van Raaij, 2011;
Sydow & Windeler, 1998). Usually, it is based upon a
relational ontology and focuses on flows of events and
activities over a longer period of time (Langley, 2007).
However, in contrast to the recent trend toward strong
process views, that (since Steyaert’s, 2007 seminal contri-
bution) have started to spread in entrepreneurship
research as well, our practice-based perspective, informed
by structuration theory (Giddens, 1984; Sewell, 1992), is
more moderate. Instead of favoring a becoming over a
being perspective on organizations and organizing
(Tsoukas & Chia, 2002), it aims to integrate both.
Thereby, it is based upon a tall rather than flat ontology,
allowing for multilevel process analyses (Seidl &
Whittington, 2014) which, in our case, focus on practices
related not only to the organization and the interorgani-
zational network but also to the organizational field. The
latter is conceived here not only as a further level of anal-
ysis, but also conceptualized from a co-constitutive, more
precisely:  structurationist  perspective  (Auschra,
Schmidt, & Sydow, 2019).

Tensions in network creation from a practice-
based perspective

More specifically, we are interested in the process by
means of which a resource-constrained startup creates an
interorganizational network as a form of governance by
employing practices in settings where, at the start, the
governance form does not yet exist. For that reason, we
use the notion of strategic network creation, alluding to
Gartner’s (1985, 2012) conception of entrepreneurship as
organization creation. Thereby, we define network crea-
tion as being a process by means of which entrepreneurial
agency becomes manifest in the form of relational prac-
tices. These are conceived, in line with structuration the-
ory, as being recurrent activities which, enabled and
constrained by structures, not only transform structural
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conditions into business opportunities but also create and
re-create network governance by means of network prac-
tice. We consider network creation to be ‘strategic’, as it
is important for and intended by the venture, although,
from a practice-based perspective, any strategy realized,
due to unintended consequences, unknown conditions
relating to action and chance elements, may well deviate
from the intended one (Mintzberg & McHugh, 1985).

The governance-focused and yet practice-based view
we will develop on entrepreneurship as strategic network
creation differs from existing conceptualization in at least
two respects. First, and despite its focus on governance,
the view will be processual in nature and consider not
only resource-constraints, but also the duality of struc-
ture and agency, i.e., the enabling and constraining
effects of structure on agency, as well as the need for
structure to be reproduced or transformed by agents with
the help of practices (Giddens, 1984; Sarason, Dean, &
Dillard, 2006; Sarason, Dillard, & Dean, 2010;
Scheidgen, 2021). Akin to a dialectical process perspec-
tive (Benson, 1977, Van de Ven & Poole, 1995), a
practice-based perspective that is informed by structura-
tion theory highlights tensions as ‘natural’ occurrences.

Second, we are interested in those cases in which the
process of interorganizational network creation — and
subsequent “structuration” (Giddens, 1984) — is governed
predominantly by a focal enterprise, a characteristic of
so-called “strategic networks” (Jarillo, 1988). Respective
cases of lead-organization network governance
(Provan & Kenis, 2008) have rarely been analyzed in
entrepreneurial settings, not to mention from a dialectical
process or structuration perspective that is sensitive to
tensions arising in the process from the perspective of a
resource-constrained startup. Instead, startups have often
been seen as relatively weak actors in networks (Yli-
Renko, Autio, & Sapienza, 2001), driven by network
structures rather than actually driving the development
of such structures with the help of strategic actions and
practices.

Thereby, we understand tensions as conflicting pres-
sures that are likely to develop from structural contradic-
tions as well as from incompatible practices. As such,
tensions that may be either fluid or persistent are likely to
require action in terms of either embracing, mitigating,
or circumnavigating them (Farjoun, 2017; Putnam, Fair-
hurst, & Banghart, 2016).! While studies have already
paid attention to tensions in entrepreneurial processes,
e.g., with regard to coopetition (Ansari, Garud, &
Kumaraswamy,  2016),  social-business  relations
(Zur, 2021), or ambidexterity (Audretsch &
Guerrero, 2023) and also in research on interorganiza-
tional networks (cf. van den Oord et al., 2023), to our
knowledge, none has focused on tensions arising in the

'A focus on tensions is typical for a dialectical view of organizations (see already
Benson, 1977) and increasingly considered in entrepreneurship research
(e.g., Long, 2020), whether building on structuration theory or not.

process of entrepreneurship as a strategic network rather
than organization creation.

At first sight, the idea that resource-constrained start-
ups can lead interorganizational networks and effectively
manage such tensions might sound counterintuitive any-
way, given the fact that newly created firms are often
considered comparably powerless and seen as struggling
with the liability of newness and smallness (Aldrich &
Fiol, 1994; Baum, Calabrese, & Silverman, 2000;
Bjergum, Aaboen, & Fredriksson, 2021; Fisher, Kotha, &
Lahiri, 2016). This idea immediately therefore raises the
question as to how resource-constrained newcomers can
develop a capacity to govern the process of network crea-
tion. As we know little about this process, we assume in
line with extant network research on entrepreneurship
(Hite, 2005; Jack, 2010; Slotte-Kock & Coviello, 2010)
that — because many startups are not in a position to
powerfully mobilize equity or negotiate contracts — these
carry out network creation by means of what some call
“relational governance” (Poppo & Zenger, 2002; for a
review, see Cao & Lumineau, 2015), putting more
emphasis on informal connections than on formal con-
tracts in the creation process (Berends, van Burg, & van
Raaij, 2011). In such a case, however, relying on only
one kind of relational governance such as trust may well
not suffice (Gardet & Mothe, 2011). We, therefore,
expect that the respective startups develop the capability
to adapt their interorganizational relations to emerging
opportunities, again with the help of relational practices,
and so to manage tensions that are likely to arise in the
process.

RESEARCH SETTING AND
METHODOLOGY

Entreprenecurial practices can best be captured as the unit
of observation with the help of a qualitative in-depth case
study design that extends over a longer period of time.
What is more, such a study design is appropriate in order
to ground and diagnose the phenomenon carefully before
iteratively generating and evaluating interpretations
(Seetre & Van de Ven, 2021) to shed new light on proces-
sual complexities. From more than a dozen cases of
entrepreneurship that we screened initially, and with the
help of interviews in the Berlin startup ecosystem, we
chose to study Healthfood (anonymized) because it
turned out to be the most extreme in terms of little orga-
nization and maximum network creation in a rather tra-
ditional industry setting.

An in-depth single case study over a longer time
period of an under-researched but by no means uncom-
mon phenomenon even allows for capturing “chance,
necessity, and naiveté” (Powell & Sandholtz, 2012) as
well as non-linear developments. Perhaps even more
importantly, such a research design makes it possible not
only to understand entrepreneurial agency but also the
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structures that — on different levels of analysis, in a par-
ticular organization, network, and field — need to be
enacted, reproduced, and eventually transformed by
entrepreneurs. Applying a practice-based perspective
with a tall rather than flat ontology, we conceive struc-
ture as being formal and informal rules, as well as alloca-
tive and authoritative resources (Giddens, 1984; Sarason,
Dean, & Dillard, 2006).

Our case, Healthfood, is a venture located in Berlin,
Germany. The company was founded by a team of two
academic entrepreneurs in 2010. It initially offered
organic health food (e.g., pulverized smoothies, cereal
bars) via the Internet, soon afterward via organic and
health food shops as well, and by now via retail chains,
especially drug stores. The products were developed in
close collaboration with suppliers and buyers and,
equally importantly, with their home university and a
research institute at a neighboring university. As the
startup is still only staffed by the two founders working
in a small rented office, Healthfood ‘manufactures’ these
products with the help of more than a dozen selected sup-
pliers and organic farmers, and distributes them either
via the Internet or by using the services of a specialized
wholesaler and independent logistics provider with which
it maintains cooperative relations. The vision for the
business is to grow rapidly, sometime in the future even
internationally, but to remain a small organization, stra-
tegically orchestrating an increasingly complex network
of organizations (Paquin & Howard-Grenville, 2013).

Data collection

The case was first approached in 2014, and the last of the
12 in-depth interviews with the two founders and their
partners was conducted in 2022. The interviews gave
voice to the most important actors in the network. In
addition, we have been able to benefit from more than
50 interviews conducted with startups and intermediaries/
experts in Berlin’s entrepreneurial ecosystem, in particu-
lar, to gain an understanding of the first years of network
creation. These interviews helped us to understand the
structures of the Berlin ecosystem better, not least with
respect to the “field-net” (Kenis & Knoke, 2002) in which
Healthfood is embedded. Furthermore, two interview-
like workshops with the founders were held (see Table 1),
and we had opportunities to work closely within a joint
project with the home university’s technology transfer
office (TTO), joining several formal and informal meet-
ings that helped us to track the venture’s development
over many years. Prior to founding Healthfood in 2010,
the two entrepreneurs had been actively involved in set-
ting up the local entrepreneurial community, which led,
among other things, to the official foundation of their
home university’s TTO.

Over the course of a three-year project (within the
eight-year investigation period), we observed more than
16 formal meetings of the TTO and its network and par-
ticipated closely, sometimes on a day-to-day basis, in var-
ious phone calls and informal meetings. In many cases,
the data derived from the participation in these meetings
was not so very informative about the focal Healthfood
case, but essential for understanding the context that, as
not uncommon in incubation processes (Van Erkelens,
Thompson, & Chalmers, 2024), had to a certain extent
been co-created by Healthfood in the early days. In the
formal, semi-structured interviews we targeted at
the case, we also inquired about the founding narrative
and, if this was not already covered, asked about the cre-
ation not only of the organization but also the interorga-
nizational network. Given that we only approached the
venture a few years after its initial creation, we relied
heavily on this narrative to cover the past and how it still
mattered in the present. Later, by conducting panel-like
interviews with the two founders, we were able to capture
large parts of the process in real-time. Such a combina-
tion of retrospective and real-time data “is ideal, with the
retrospective data enabling efficient collection of more
observations (thus enabling a better grounding) and real-
time data mitigating retrospective bias” (Ozcan &
Eisenhardt, 2009, p. 252). In order to validate the stories
told by the two founders, we triangulated their narratives
with information given by partner organizations, in par-
ticular suppliers.

Following other studies in entrepreneurship
(e.g., Drori, Honig, & Sheaffer, 2009; Keating, Geiger, &
McLoughlin, 2014; Marion et al., 2015; Van Erkelens,
Thompson, & Chalmers, 2024), non-participant observa-
tion of the startup was carried out over two four-week
long periods; this was always done with the help of a
research assistant, who was given instructions on how to
take field notes. Such observation is characteristic of eth-
nography (Watson, 2011), which allows closeness to the
case and, therefore, seems particularly suitable for
practice-based research (Champenois, Lefebvre, &
Ronteau, 2020). However, since we applied a practice as
perspective, the ethnographic data was a complementary,
but not the central data source for understanding strate-
gic network creation and its relational practices. Together
with the formal interviews and the workshops, these
observation periods meant that we could gather sufficient
data (O’Reilly & Parker, 2013), and compensate for the
small number of interviews we were able to conduct with
suppliers and customers.

Furthermore, we analyzed the company’s website,
some of its brochures, its media coverage, and further
data from all the available sources (e.g., LexisNexis).
These secondary data allowed some data triangulation, in
particular with regard to the first years of operation,
in order to avoid remembering biases.
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TABLE 1 List of primary data sources.

Organization type Organization Role Data type Time
name
Focal startup Healthfood Co-Founder/CEO Interview 2015-01-28
Focal startup Healthfood Co-Founder/CEO Interview 2016-01-06
University partner product Neighboring Uni Professor for Nutrition Interview 2016-04-15
development Research
TTO Home Uni TTO Manager Interview 2016-05-18
Partner downstream Naturalsale Head of Sales Interview 2016-07-19
Focal startup Healthfood Co-Founder/CEO Interview 2016-08-22
Focal startup Healthfood Co-Founder/CEO Interview 2016-09-28
Focal startup Healthfood Co-Founder/CEO Interview 2017-03-17
Focal startup Healthfood Co-Founder/CEO Interview 2017-06-13
Focal startup Healthfood Co-Founder/CEO Interview 2017-06-14
Focal startup Healthfood Co-Founder/CEO Interview 2020-04-30
Focal startup Healthfood Co-Founder/CEO Interview 2022-03-25
Focal startup Healthfood Co-Founders/CEO Interactive 2015-01-28
workshop
Focal startup Healthfood Co-Founder/CEO Interactive 2016-01-06
workshop
TTO Home Uni - Participant 2014-02-10,
observation 2,5 hours
TTO Home Uni - Participant 2014-03-05,
observation 1 hour
TTO Home Uni - Participant 2015-01-09,
observation 1 hour
TTO Home Uni - Participant 2015-03-23,
observation 3 hours
TTO Home Uni - Participant 2015-06-22,
observation 2,5 hours
TTO Home Uni - Participant 2015-07-16,
observation 1 hour
TTO Home Uni - Participant 2015-09-14,
observation 2,5 hours
TTO Home Uni - Participant 2016-05-10, 3 hours
observation
TTO Home Uni - Participant 2016-06-06,
observation 2,5 hours
TTO Home Uni - Participant 2016-10-13,
observation 2,5 hours
TTO Home Uni - Participant 2016-12-10,
observation 1 hour
TTO Home Uni - Participant 2017-01-26,
observation 1,5 hours
Focal startup Healthfood - Participant 2017-03-06 —
observation 2017-03-10
Focal startup Healthfood - Participant 2017-03-13 -
observation 2017-03-17
TTO Home Uni - Participant 2017-03-30,
observation 0,5 hours
TTO Home Uni - Participant 2017-05-04,
observation 1 hour
Focal startup Healthfood - Participant 2017-06-06 —
observation 2017-06-09

(Continues)
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TABLE 1 (Continued)
Organization type Organization Role Data type Time
name

Focal startup Healthfood - Participant 2017-06-12 —
observation 2017-06-14

TTO Home Uni - Participant 2017-07-19,
observation 1 hour

TTO Home Uni - Participant 2017-10-12,
observation 1 hour

TTO Home Uni - Participant 2017-11-29,
observation 2,5 hours

Data analysis

We stored these secondary data, together with all of our
interview transcripts and field notes, in a case study data-
base to increase their validity and reliability. For that
purpose, we used the software package MAXQDA as
well as MS Excel spreadsheets, and coded the data
(Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013), making use of our
dialectical process perspective (Van de Ven &
Poole, 1995) inspired by structurationist ideas
(Giddens, 1984; Sarason, Dean, & Dillard, 2006; Sara-
son, Dillard, & Dean, 2010).

Informed by this theoretical perspective, we conceived
tensions as being a potential “process motor” (Gehman
et al., 2018, p. 294) and applied an iterative coding strat-
egy, switching — in tune with an abductive approach
(Setre & Van de Ven, 2021) — multiple times between an
inductive, data-driven and a theory-informed approach,
which sensitized us for detecting not only tensions but
also strategic episodes when practices helped to cope with
them. After first analyzing the empirical material induc-
tively and independently in order to ground and diagnose
the phenomenon, later the coding became more abstract,
making increasing use of insights from practice theo-
ryinto networked entrepreneurial venture creation. This
process resulted in narratives of Healthfood’s history and
the history of its network. These were discussed in
follow-up interviews with the founders and representa-
tives of partner organizations before the interpretation
started from a practice-based lens, which remains sensi-
tive not only to tensions and practices but also to struc-
tures on different levels of analysis (organization,
network, and field), helping us to develop and evaluate
interpretations. In each cycle, existing conclusions were
challenged and data was recoded as new information
came up that could be utilized to enhance our under-
standing and analysis. This critical iterative coding strat-
egy, with its ambition to detect any anomalies
characteristic of abductive reasoning (Mantere &
Ketokivi, 2013; Seetre & Van de Ven, 2021), was also use-
ful in order to reconstruct the time from the company’s
foundation in 2010 until our first encounter with the
founders in 2014.

The process perspective focuses on a series of events
linked by critical, fairly recurrent actions, and on how
such practices (rather than situated actions in the form of
current doings and sayings) unfold in context. We placed
a special focus on strategically important episodes in
which organizational and interorganizational practices
were enacted and changed, no matter whether they were
created idiosyncratically or adopted from the (more
rather than less networked) exchange field of food or the
issue field of entrepreneurship (Auschra, Schmidt, &
Sydow, 2019; Kapturkiewicz, 2022). For example, we
coded the following quote as an indication of increasing
complexity problems after the initial successful network
creation phase: “The more partners we got, the more dif-
ficult it became to satisfy all the needs” (Founder
1, 10035). Problems like this were addressed by the foun-
ders by enacting practices from the field and, increas-
ingly, turning them into network-specific practices.
Accordingly, and unlike the approach from a strong pro-
cess perspective, we employ a multilevel analysis
(Davidsson & Wiklund, 2001; Hitt et al., 2007), consider-
ing the role played by individuals to a lesser extent than
that of the organization and, in particular, the network
and the field.

The coding process resulted in nine second-order
themes and three aggregate dimensions (considering the
use of field- and network-specific practices in order to
tackle tensions in strategic network creation, see
Figure 1). The three aggregate dimensions are (1) tackling
the legitimacy tension with practices, (2) tackling the
complexity tension with practices, and (3) tackling
the reciprocity tension with practices (see Figure 1). The
tensions and the practices were cross-checked for valida-
tion in a final round of interviews with the two founders.
The process pattern was detected by matching the coded
information with the process history that emerged in our
iterative completion of the case reconstruction and real-
time observation. In the analysis, we gradually differenti-
ated practices related to the field from those that had
become specific to the network. Thereby, the most impor-
tant indicator for being either field- or network-related is
the degree of specificity to the Healthfood network. The
more a practice utilizes the history of the Healthfood
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First-order concepts and representative quotes

Being new to the field
’ ("Of course, in phase 1, nobody knew us”, co-founder, 10415a).

Second-order themes Aggregate dimensions

1) Individual relationship building, (2) Reliable visioning
‘ ("We met the head of purchasing and it all started really slowly”, co-founder, 10415b).

(3) Leveraging scope and relevance with partners
("Meanwhile it works through recommendations”, co-founder, 11069).

hallen: f growin, in with rowing an organizati
(“The more partners we got, the more difficult it became to satisfy all needs”, co-founder,
10035).

tension

Field practices for building
legitimacy

Tackling the legitimacy
tension with practices

Network-specific practices fol
building legitimacy

reld.rel 5) Di
(“And this rhythm predefines what happens when. In autumn, we focus on developing new
products. Sales peak is from January to April”, co-founder, 117086).

lecting an reing, (7. rdinatin
(“We have changed the process, in that we want to have as much as possible from one
hand”, co-founder, 10236),

hallen: f competing within n rk and fiel
(“There are only three suppliers in Germany that are producing this amount,
up with our supplier”, co-founder, 10967).

.. they will end

ity tension

Tackling the
complexity tension
with practices

Field complexity-mitigating
practices

Network-specific
complexity-mitigating

(8) Increasing network centrality and status
(“In the organic food industry, in the food industry in general, everybody knows each other.”,
co-founder, 12164)

-i
("We searched and found partners, so that we have alternatives for each part.”, co-founder,
11951).

FIGURE 1 Data structure.

network (regarding, e.g., Healthfood products or success-
ful relationships with reputable partners), the more
network-specificity was attributed during our analysis. In
contrast, we analyzed those practices as field practices,
where specificity to the (exchange or issue) field mattered
more than a connection to the Healthfood network. Typ-
ically, in network creation, one would expect the quantity
and quality of network-specific practices to grow as the
network develops in time and space.

As explained above, Figure 1 maps practices to ten-
sions in strategically important episodes. For example,
the practice of reliable visioning was repeated throughout
the whole observation time, but it had extraordinary stra-
tegic importance when addressing the legitimacy chal-
lenge in 2011 with academic partners and in 2012 with
upstream partners. Focusing on strategically important
episodes for strategic network creation, while simulta-
neously conceiving the importance of practice continuity,
was also helpful in detecting data saturation in 2017 and
the following years. While practices are modified con-
stantly and with each repetition, the strategically most
important episodes for network creation took place
between 2011 and 2017, which was confirmed in follow-
up interviews in 2020 and 2022.

HEALTHFOOD - A CASE OF
ENTREPRENEURSHIP AS STRATEGIC
NETWORK CREATION

Healthfood was founded in 2010 by two entrepreneurs as
a public limited company under German law (GmbH). It
was a spin-off from a leading research university (Home
Uni) after about five years of experimentation with

tension

Field practices for
reciprocity

Network-specific practices
for reciprocity

Tackling the reciprocity
tension with practices

different business ideas. Since then, the firm has success-
fully sold health food products, yet not grown in terms of
employees, even though its revenue had increased from
zero in 2010 to about € 5.4 million by 2021. Organization
creation was limited mainly to choosing this legal form,
agreeing on organizational goals and boundaries, and on
the internal division of work between the two founders.
This lean approach was made possible by creating an
interorganizational network that was orchestrated by the
startup. In terms of governance, the arrangement repre-
sents a strategic network (Jarillo, 1988; Lorenzoni &
Baden-Fuller, 1995; Miiller-Seitz, 2012), characterized by
rather long-term, cooperative rather than competitive
and often multiplex interorganizational relationships
(Ring & Van de Ven, 1994, 2019). However, in contrast
to most strategic networks, this one was not led by a
well-known, large and powerful firm, but — not unlike
some interorganizational networks in the emerging bio-
tech industry (e.g., Oliver, 2009, and Powell, Koput, &
Smith-Doerr, 1996, with data mainly for the US;
Maurer & Ebers, 2006, with data for late-starter
Germany) — by a startup that was, like most entrepre-
neurial firms, encumbered by its smallness and newness
(Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; Baum, Calabrese, &
Silverman, 2000). In our case, however, the startup was,
unlike those in the field of biotech, not aiming for growth
but stayed intentionally small; even to an extent that
questions the appropriateness of startups usually being
defined as the creation of small businesses hoping for
rapid growth. Network creation by this particular startup
occurred over time and can be described ex-post as com-
prising the classic phases of an innovation process, from
idea development to idea commercialization (see
Figure 2). In all the phases, Healthfood created and re-
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FIGURE 2 From idea development to commercialization: the entrepreneurial process at Healthfood — reconstructed and observed.

created its network and, thereby, tried to tackle any aris-
ing tensions.

Idea development with the home university, a
neighboring university, and a research institute,
and then organizing for production and
distribution

The two founders of Healthfood studied at Home Uni
and had become very interested in entrepreneurship at a
time when the local entrepreneurial community was not
very large. Home Uni had no professional startup sup-
port at the time, and the two founders were among the
first students to build an entrepreneurial academic com-
munity. After some years of experimentation, the foun-
ders established Healthfood in 2010 and focused on the
development of their first food product idea. The vision
then emerged to offer healthy smoothies containing
almost as many nutrients as fresh vegetables and fruit.
To develop this idea further into organic smoothies, rich
in phytochemicals, and to be mixed by the customers
themselves, network creation first targeted a neighboring
university that was exploring secondary plant substances
at that time, as there was no department of nutrition sci-
ence at their home university. The founders of Health-
food asked the professor who was leading a research
group on this topic and was already known for his inter-
est in supporting local firms:

“You have worked with botanicals. There
are some interesting components that play
an important role in health, for a healthy
diet. What do you suggest we could do?”
(co-founder, 11143)

A cooperative relationship developed from his answer,
suggesting ‘Why don’t you produce powder?” This

granted Healthfood open access to scientific knowledge,
in particular to the process knowledge of freeze-drying.
Later on, the founders were able to pay a small amount
of compensation for the quality tests that the same uni-
versity department had carried out in the meantime. The
product samples were presented to the nutritionists and
analyzed to determine who would be the best supplier
and what would have to be changed in the special drying
process to receive the best possible result. Certain param-
eters for the drying process could be determined and were
then used for contracting with the future suppliers of
Healthfood.

The research group thus helped Healthfood initially,
not only with product development but also with quality
assurance. The Healthfood products then had to be tested
repeatedly with respect to their quality. However, as the
demand for the product soared, the existing capacity at
the university no longer sufficed to carry out all the
required quality tests. However, with the help of the pro-
fessor, one of the Healthfood founders was able to per-
suade a commercial research institute to conduct the
quality analysis under favorable terms, thus extending
the network accordingly.

Due to Healthfood’s early lack of both allocative and
authoritative resources (Giddens, 1984), it was not able
to cultivate a reputation using expensive classical market-
ing instruments. In order to attract attention, Healthfood
therefore crafted an interesting narrative, something
novel that would gain attention on the Web
(e.g., Instagram) and in lifestyle media. The most effec-
tive boost for the business was triggered by a report in a
lifestyle magazine program on German television. This
program often combines lifestyle topics with information
about new developments in nutritional science, so the
Healthfood story fitted in perfectly with its requirements.

By 2011, the network had expanded and new partners
had been engaged, among them a purchaser of raw mate-
rials, a firm for drying and another for grinding them,
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and later a quality assurance organization and a packag-
ing firm. The Healthfood story (boosted to a large extent
by free PR in the media) was especially helpful for the
process of entering these strategically significant partner-
ships. Another important strategy for reputation-building
was the highly focused targeting of a specific segment of
the food industry, i.e., health food stores, the tradition
of which can be traced back to the 19th-century ‘back-to-
nature’ movement in Germany.

Idea commercialization with a first strategic
customer, then with a second such customer who
asked for a further innovative product

While the Healthfood product was only available at first
for purchase through the firm’s own online shop and a
few organic food stores, Naturalsale, the largest whole-
saler in the German health food industry and located out-
side the Berlin ecosystem, soon became a partner of
utmost importance. Naturalsale acts not only as a sup-
plier of goods for the many independent health and
organic food shops but, interestingly, also as a consultant
when it comes to catching up with the latest food trends.
Healthfood approached Naturalsale as its first potential
strategic customer because of its key position in the
health food industry, but supplying this wholesaler
turned out to be problematic. The sales representative of
Naturalsale spoke of problems relating to the availability
of Healthfood’s products at that time, as only a small
quantity of products had been produced hitherto, and
now hundreds of health food stores might wish to
offer them:

“It [...] took over a year until it was actually
possible to deliver the amount required.”
(co-founder, 11152)

However, after more than a year’s close work with Nat-
uralsale, a local manufacturer was able to deliver Health-
food’s products on a continuous basis in terms of
quantity and quality. In addition to solving delivery
problems, Naturalsale also helped Healthfood to improve
its product packaging.’

The partnership with Naturalsale was also instrumen-
tal in increasing the range of smoothie mixtures offered
by Healthfood. Initially, only single varieties were bottled
and sold. Soon, however, Naturalsale suggested offering

2One change initiated by Naturalsale was the modification of the boxes in which
the bags were delivered. Bags frequently arrived crushed because of how they
were stored in the boxes. The staff of the stores therefore had to re-shake the
individual bags, which was a waste of time and labor. Once Naturalsale had
pointed this out to Healthfood, other boxes were used in which the products were
transported standing. This illustrates how not only the transaction of goods, but
also a lively exchange of knowledge — and hence a multiplex relationship — had
developed between Healthfood and Naturalsale.

several powder mixtures. This shows very clearly that
Healthfood not only improved its products by collaborat-
ing with Naturalsale, but also developed them further
and even created entirely new products, using a relational
approach. Naturalsale was already playing with the idea
of distributing bars with the quality of raw food when
Healthfood, too, began to think about selling bars, which
later constituted a second product category:

“Healthfood had already focused on this

topic a little, and we just said we would love

to sell the bar [...] under your brand [...].”

(partner, 11161)

The two founders of Healthfood and employees of Nat-
uralsale tasted the first product samples. Together, they
evaluated what needed to be improved or changed:
“It took more than a year for the idea to be
turned into the final, finished bar product.”
(co-founder, 11185)

Naturalsale also helped Healthfood in many other
respects, e.g., by finding more manufacturers or by
awarding their products a special industry prize called
‘Reform product of the year’. Overall, the relationship of
Healthfood and its first strategic customer developed into
an extremely valuable collaborative interorganizational
relationship.

Following two years of successful network creation,
Healthfood was faced with the challenge that many more
firms and other types of organizations within and outside
Berlin’s ecosystem wished to cooperate with the startup.
The startup was therefore able to be more selective and
strategic in its choice of partnerships. By now, Health-
food has already developed the first important selection
criteria regarding how to deal with such inquiries, e.g., by
not selling all of its products to all its downstream part-
ners. Furthermore, relationships have become increas-
ingly formalized. Dual-sourcing strategies have been
developed to minimize risks, and coordination between
the different network partners has been further improved.
Today, Healthfood connects its partners by creating
direct interfaces in the network, so that coordination is
becoming more standardized. One example is the man-
agement of the inventory:

“By now the inventory for every product is
reported to us on a weekly basis,
triggering — or not — the supply chain to
manufacture more of it. This reporting con-
cerns not only the final product, but also its
parts.”

(co-founder, 11253)

What is more, Healthfood aims to remain a small and
lean orchestrator of a growing network by transferring
more and more parts of the value chain to full-service
providers:
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“This strategy allows us to keep the network
as small as possible and ensures that the
coordination efforts stay within limits. More-
over, focusing on fewer but more integrated
suppliers provides us with more control when
problems arise.”

(co-founder, 11303)

This by now good position in the exchange field also
helps Healthfood not only to find new customers, but
also to develop new innovative product lines with new
network partners. Healthfood’s second successful product
line, healthy cereal bars, was developed with the help of a
large German retailer:

“They [the second important customer]
wanted to introduce super foods to their
shelves. So, we drove to their headquarters
and said to them ‘We are also producing a
cereal bar,” and they said: ‘Show it to us.””
(co-founder, 11401)

CHALLENGING TENSIONS AND
PRACTICAL RESPONSES IN THE
PROCESS OF STRATEGIC NETWORK
CREATION

Healthfood’s founding narrative underlines network at the
expense of organization creation, but this development is
not as straightforward as it may seem at first sight. In fact,
several challenging tensions arose and had to be managed
in the process. In the following, we will analyze the ten-
sions that arose during the process of network creation

with regard to legitimacy, complexity, and reciprocity (see
again Table 1). Based on a temporal bracketing strategy
(Langley, 1999), we distinguish different phases, identify
strategically important episodes, describe the tensions that
predominantly characterized them, and show how they
have been overcome through field- and, increasingly
network-specific practices (see Figure 3).

The legitimacy challenge: being new to the field

Before and after founding Healthfood, the founders were
aware that most potential partners were hardly interested
in their activities and the company they then founded.
They were unknown in the entrepreneurial field and had
problems finding partners in the food industry, i.e., the
well-known liability of newness and smallness had imme-
diate relational effects. In turn, since Healthfood’s net-
work had not yet been created, the founders could not
draw on network-specific governance practices. There-
fore, they had to make use of (in part rather mundane)
field practices to address the tension between being not
known in the exchange field and nevertheless having to
rapidly build up a network of capable partner organiza-
tions. Toward this end, the two entrepreneurs employed
practices they had learned and utilized in the entrepre-
neurial academic field and later in the food industry,
i.e., in the respective issue and exchange fields:

(1) Individual relationship building
At Home Uni, there was no advanced TTO support for

startups initially, so the founders engaged in
relationship-building in their academic environment to

Legitimacy tension: | e "
Tensions Being new to fields and industries
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FIGURE 3 The role of field and network practices in dealing with challenging tensions.
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embed the process of their interactive idea development:
The two entrepreneurs utilized and improved their net-
working practices with university employees, successful
alumni entrepreneurs, other entrepreneurial students, and
professors from different professions — and by this means,
also helped the university to build an entrepreneurial
community and to advance its TTO.

“In the beginning [when our university’s
TTO activities started], we did not have the
network resources. We built them up with
the two entrepreneurs.”

(TTO manager, 12448)

Respective relationship-building practices were also
applied when the two entrepreneurs founded Healthfood
in 2010, after some initially frustrating experiences. From
the very beginning, the firm’s founders approached the
purchasing departments of potential partners nationwide
with cold calls and by formally requesting permission to
send product samples. However, retailers frequently
receive such requests and are very selective, especially
when dealing with unknown firms. This tension was
addressed by reconnecting to practices that had worked
well before.

In addition to relationship building within academia,
the founders also  utilized their individual
background — their expertise in business studies — to com-
plement the entrepreneurial community at Home Uni,
e.g., by forming ties with natural scientists:

“As many of our professors work in the field
of natural science, they often said ‘I have no
business knowledge’. We therefore needed a
lot of business experts at the beginning
[in our network], and the two founders were
among them.”

(TTO manager, 12527)

When founding the startup, the two entrepreneurs could
build on these experiences with actors from a different,
though complementary knowledge domain.

Referring to one’s individual background also became
a universal individual relationship-building practice for
the firm’s entry into the food industry. In the early
legitimacy-building process, it was beneficial that both
founders had gathered professional experience before
they founded Healthfood: “I worked as a sales engineer
before, I gathered sales experience, and looking back,
that was very good” (co-founder, 12063). It helped him to
know how to talk to clients and other potential partners,
and especially how to act in a professional and trustwor-
thy manner. “We were perceived as professionals. Then
things went fast” (co-founder, 10157). The ‘entry’ into the
entrepreneurial issue field was easier, as the two founders,
not least because of their university contacts, had already
been involved when co-creating this system.

As it was initially quite a challenge to build up the
firm’s reputation, the Healthfood founders were keen to
establish a good personal rapport with key contacts early
in the process. However, the danger involved there was
that they might rely too much on personal contacts, so it
became important to quickly transform interpersonal
into interorganizational relationships. The practice of
individual relationship building nevertheless played a
role, especially when there were not yet any interorgani-
zational relations to draw on. In the Healthfood case,
instances of this practice had high strategic importance
whenever a research collaboration with an academic
partner was initiated, and once the first talks with poten-
tial suppliers and customers were successful. After
Healthfood had started to create a network with local
and national partners (universities, upstream & down-
stream partners), interorganizational relations could be
cultivated with the help of increasingly network-specific
practices in order to address legitimacy issues.

(2) Reliable visioning

Analyzing how the Healthfood founders finally con-
vinced their first retail partners reveals an interesting
entrepreneurial practice for overcoming a young startup’s
early lack of legitimacy: creating a vision by signaling
both reliability and innovativeness when approaching a
potential partner in either the exchange or the issue field.
Even in the early days of the emerging entrepreneurial
community at Home Uni, through the innovative yet reli-
able impression the founders made, they were able to
address the legitimacy tension by convincing
stakeholders.

“Their contribution was crucial for the first
applications for funding [the university’s
TTO activities].”

(TTO manager, 12527)

Signaling both reliability and innovativeness might cause
tensions, but both qualities are expected of a new firm, in
particular in an established exchange field (see already
the theoretical argumentation of De Clercq &
Voronov, 2009, based on Bourdieu’s theory of practice).
On the one hand, the food business is a conservative one
and not very open to entrepreneurs, even in Berlin. This
is especially the case when their organization consists of
only two unknown founders with limited technological
competence and financial resources. Given the risks that
are involved in dealing with health food shops and gro-
ceries more generally, established firms look for a high
degree of reliability when collaborating with partner
firms. However, food trends have become more volatile
over the past decade or so, not least in the market seg-
ment of organic health food. Thus, established firms are
seeking to exploit new developments, too, and trying to
increase their innovativeness by collaborating with fresh
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but nevertheless reliable partners. Healthfood, as a young
company, convinced its first retail partner in a crucial
strategic episode by reliable delivery of an innovative
product at a reasonable price: “Nobody else had this
offer of the rare product at the reasonable price of €
8.90” (partner about Healthfood, 10464).

(3) Leveraging scope and relevance with partners

After Healthfood had successfully integrated prominent
partners into its network, first the research institute and
then Naturalsale, it became much easier to convince stra-
tegically important upstream partners, too, to become
part of the network:

“And when you say, you are with Partner
1, you are with Partner 2, you are with Part-
ner 3. Those names are known. And then
they see there must be something going on.”
(co-founder, 11069)

Relying on at least a triad — Healthfood, the reference
partner and the targeted future partner —, the practice of
pointing to reference partners is an example of practicing
emerging network governance based more on cooperative
interorganizational than on interpersonal relations.

For a young startup, ordering large amounts of goods
is not easy, since new firms often do not have an ade-
quate track record for a credit score. The same was true
in the case of Healthfood. But working with prominent
downstream partners, thus signaling trustworthiness
within the network, allowed them to order larger
amounts from suppliers. Even though Healthfood was
and still is a small firm with no employees, the scope and
relevance were leveraged with the help of the network the
founders had created:

“In the past we ordered 25 kg, today we
order 2 tons. That’s a difference that leads to
a good revenue volume, which triggers inter-
est.”

(co-founder, 10561)

Within the practice of leveraging scope and relevance
with partners, the whole network becomes indirectly visi-
ble to new partners, not only along, but also across the
value chain.

The complexity challenge: growing a business
without growing an organization

Within the process of organization creation, startups usu-
ally deal with complexity by building their own capacities
for value creation, e.g., by hiring staff and designing
organizational subunits to manage internal and external
activities. However, in the case of network at the expense

of organization creation, as with Healthfood, the startup
can hardly draw on organizational practices but relies
instead on field- or network-level practices. The Health-
food founders even underestimated the level of techno-
logical complexity before they began to develop the new
business:

“Before that, we thought we would make
dried vegetables. How complicated could
that be, right? Well, turns out it is a highly
complex product.”

(co-founder, 10724)

They hence dealt with the complexity of the food industry
by applying practices they enacted from both the
exchange (food) and the issue (entreprencurship) fields.
To address the tension between having to handle the
increasing complexity on the one hand, and still having
very limited organizational resources and capabilities on
the other, they utilized field-related knowledge, divided
tasks between the founders, and selected and coordinated
the use of outside resources.

(4) Utilizing field-related knowledge

Field-related practices are action patterns that reproduce
and reshape the structure of a field in terms of rules of
signification ~ and  legitimation and  resources
of domination (Giddens, 1984). Startups need to learn
and adopt these practices when venturing into a specific
issue or exchange field. The way that meaning is typically
created and communicated within a field via rules of sig-
nification needs to be understood, because it can help to
reduce mistakes. For example, the Healthfood founders
had to learn from the exchange field to estimate the cor-
rect order amounts:

“So, the most important task for us was to
find the right balance, not too much and not
too little. For example, we had two products
of which we ordered too much. There were
15 tons we didn’t need.”

(co-founder, 11899)

Every industry has its own conventions and rules for
long-term contracting and commitment. Healthfood, as a
“manufacturer without a factory” (Braham, 1985), must
always negotiate with both retail firms (downstream) and
suppliers (upstream), including farmers. Ordering too
much raw material leads to useless stockpiling, but not
ordering enough could lead to delivery problems and
contractual penalties. Understanding and conducting
food industry practices was of special strategic impor-
tance when the amounts to be ordered grew and became
harder to handle. The Healthfood founders gradually
learned the field practices and became better at estimat-
ing the correct amounts required.
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(5) Dividing tasks between the founders

With increasing growth, the problems to be tackled
became more complex for Healthfood, which is why they
had to professionalize processes and handle network
growth. A strategically important episode was when the
Healthfood founders created intraorganizational prac-
tices in order to deal with the complexity of the food
exchange field: specializing in different tasks, thus pick-
ing up general knowledge that spreads easily in entrepre-
neurial ecosystems, i.e., the issue field. While one founder
became the specialist for all upstream activities (ordering
raw materials from farms, etc.), the other became the spe-
cialist for all downstream activities (market analysis, new
product ideas, sales, etc.):

“When the process [of new product develop-
ment] is in its early stage, co-founder 1 takes
care of it. And after that, when the process
has got off to a start, when suppliers send
samples and stuff, we are both in charge, and
at the end it is co-founder 1 again.”
(co-founder, 10931)

(6) Outsourcing and selecting

Outside resource usage or outsourcing can also be a first
step towards reducing complexity. At the very beginning,
when Healthfood sold its first products, storing was done
inhouse, before the products were sent via the postal ser-
vice to the customers. In order to reduce internal com-
plexity, the Healthfood founders outsourced the whole
process of storing and delivery to a fulfillment provider.
This service provider has become an important partner in
the network (co-founder, 11869).

After an explorative phase, the network was strategi-
cally redesigned, amongst other things to deal with the
standardization of a quality assurance process in an
expanding network. Toward this end, Healthfood
decided to replace a number of suppliers for one specific
sub-product with only one supplier for the whole process,
thus becoming more able to quickly identify difficulties in
the process:

“We cannot handle too many players, we are
trying to keep the network as small as possi-
ble because the more we become known, the
more the work mounts up.”

(co-founder, 10841)

This allowed the founders not only to delimit the size and
complexity of the network, but also to reduce the need
for network coordination.

“It was very complicated. And now we have
changed to cultivating, buying, drying and

grinding the product using one source. We
looked for a supplier who does that and
we know he will do this and that for us, and
we pay a little more, but we have no trouble
with coordination anymore.”

(co-founder, 10806)

(7) Formal coordinating

Finding appropriate means of practicing network gover-
nance became important after Healthfood’s explorative
initiation of first relationships. When processes became
more complex, Healthfood gradually moved its practices
from informal and interpersonal to becoming more for-
mal and interorganizational. Throughout the process of
strategic network creation, Healthfood developed and
repeated a set of coordination practices to cope with the
increasing issue of complexity:

“The things we do are things that can be
automated really quickly, when the papers
are ready, and then everything else is easy to
add. The partners know that already, every-
thing is familiar.”

(co-founder, 10186)

The gradual professionalization of network-specific coor-
dination can be illustrated by looking at how, in a strate-
gically important episode, standardized production and
quality assurance practices emerged from an exploratory
practice. As shown, Healthfood initially approached a
neighboring university, not with a formal request but
with a rather vague product idea; the scientists who had
been approached then applied their research to this prac-
tical problem in an exploratory way. Only after that did
the relationship become triadic, as the co-created knowl-
edge was transferred to other organizations when
e.g., suppliers of drying services were contacted with ref-
erence to the drying specifications. The relationships also
became increasingly formalized, as written specifications
were transmitted to the suppliers and a formal project
was started with the nutrition researchers. Improvements
in joint research allowed for increasing standardization
of the technological process. Then a fourth party was
approached to become part of this side of Healthfood’s
network. A formal relationship with a commercial labo-
ratory gradually replaced the relationship with the nutri-
tion researchers, which remained quite informal.

The reciprocity challenge: dealing with rivalry
within the field and network

Once Healthfood had become successful, other compa-
nies became aware of and increasingly interested in imi-
tating not only its products but also its relations and
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practices. Larger downstream partners, for instance,
occasionally tried to work with Healthfood’s upstream
partners directly. Furthermore, with growing success,
competitors and partners began to imitate Healthfood’s
products. One retail firm, for example, has started to
offer cereal bars that are very similar to Healthfood’s
product. Since this firm is also a partner of Healthfood,
this has led to problematic issues in the reciprocity
dimension:

“Of course, there is some concern, and we
can see it coming, that they will imitate us
with their own brand. They have done that
with the bars already, and I am pretty sure
they are being produced by our manufac-
turer.”

(co-founder, 10316)

We identified two major practices enacted from the issue
and exchange fields that the Healthfood founders used to
stay ahead in competition and enhance reciprocity as the
basis for long-term collaboration. To address this coope-
titive tension, the founders increased network centrality
and status, as well as starting to co-innovate and jointly
strategize.

(8) Increasing network centrality and status

In the food industry in which Healthfood is operating,
organizations rely on their field-wide status, which pro-
tects them to a certain extent from opportunistic behav-
ior, as firms can observe each other closely: “They are
observing each other” (co-founder, 10984). Their
field-wide recognition and reputation are important for
most partners, giving rise to a certain degree of protec-
tionism against opportunistic behavior.

“There are only three suppliers in Germany
that produce this amount, and therefore we
know that they will end up with our sup-
plier.”

(co-founder, 10967)

Since the field is rather small and the actors know
each other, partners need to protect their reputation and
are therefore inclined to take the interests of their fellow
field actors into account. The Healthfood founders
learned of these field conventions and made strategic use
of them:

“If it were made public that a producer had
stolen the idea from a customer, their busi-
ness model would be obsolete.”

(co-founder, 12167)

Working closely at the center of the sub-industry of
healthy foods with a variety of exclusive suppliers,

Healthfood is meanwhile capable of obstructing imita-
tion to some extent, at least by means of its centrality.
Neither competitors nor competing partners can copy
their product quality exactly, since Healthfood maintains
its network centrality quite secretively. That is, the full
network is not visible for any network member other
than Healthfood, and the most critical network nodes are
redundant.

(9) Co-innovating and joint strategizing

As soon as the founders became interested in activities
within their home university, they learned to use net-
works with experts — professors and other
professionals — to evaluate the feasibility even of bold
new product ideas:

“They had many ideas [...]. One idea was a
plant in Spain for the harvesting of natural
vehicle energy. I connected with Professor A
to discuss the idea. They found that the idea
was interesting, but that it was 50 years
ahead of its time.”

(TTO manager, 12556)

Idea-finding and -testing with others enabled co-
innovation at high speed, which has become a practice
utilized by the Healthfood founders in later stages, too,
to keep ahead of competitors.

Co-innovating is a practice that was not necessarily
network-specific at first but was leveraged successively by
the practice of strategic network creation. Since Health-
food’s network has developed its own structure and his-
tory, it has become an enabler, but also a source of
constraints, for enhancing reciprocity — as a norm under-
lying long-term cooperation that fosters co-inventing. In
other words, Healthfood’s competition issues are dealt
with by network creation against the background not
only of field-level, but also — and increasingly — of
network-specific practices.

The most powerful barrier to detrimental competition
was developed by the Healthfood founders by means of
joint strategizing practices that build on the practice
of co-innovating. Regular meetings with partners take
place, in which both parties find reciprocity-based ways
of avoiding destructive rivalry. In these meetings, the
Healthfood founders discuss ways of augmenting their
shared success with their partners, thereby leveraging the
“size of the pie” for the network. In a strategically impor-
tant episode, when Healthfood started to work with more
than one large retail chain, the first partner was not
amused and the relationship was jeopardized. But
through creativity and joint strategizing, Healthfood and
its partner found a solution that was beneficial for both
sides: Healthfood started to work with other retailers, but
an exclusive sub-brand was developed for the established
partner (co-founder, 12035).
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DISCUSSION

Healthfood’s network-focused approach to entrepreneur-
ship evoked dialectical tensions that needed to be mas-
tered. This may not be uncommon in the startup phase
for entrepreneurship in general and strategic network cre-
ation in particular. What is surprising, however, is the
reflexivity involved and probably needed, not only to
manage to keep things small, but also to dynamically cre-
ate, re-create, and orchestrate the strategic network to
build legitimacy, manage complexity, and establish reci-
procity for and with the help of relational governance.
From the enactment of an entreprencurial opportunity
via development to the commercialization of the
idea — and back: this is a new firm reinforcing its role as
the strategic center of a growing network, despite remain-
ing small.

While not only legitimacy (Human & Provan, 2000;
Lechner, Dowling, & Welpe, 2006) and reciprocity
(Hite, 2005; Larson & Starr, 1993), but also complexity
and reflexivity (Engel, Kaandorp, & Elfring, 2017) have
been considered before in network research on entrepre-
neurship, they have rarely been analyzed in combination
and with respect to both the field- and network-specific
structures and practices that are utilized to tackle such
tensions; not to mention in settings where a lean startup
strategically focuses more on the network than organiza-
tion creation. Healthfood‘s preference to remain small
and organize value creation in a strategic network rather
than creating value within a growing organization has
been underscored repeatedly by its entrepreneurs. They
explained the reason why by indicating which advantages
are involved in terms of organizational agility and keep-
ing investments low. While the former argument is well
known from research on interorganizational networks,
the even more obvious potential to keep financial invest-
ments low, not least since Powell’s (1990, p. 303) famous
dictum that networks are “lighter on their feet”, has been
paid less attention. In the still ongoing high-growth
phase, the two entrepreneurs have therefore strictly kept
the startup small, remained independent from investors,
and, in light of the enacted structures (rules and
resources) and unearthed tensions (related to legitimacy,
complexity, and reciprocity), focused on further optimiz-
ing the strategic network they have created.

Our analysis has shown that the legitimacy of interor-
ganizational networks seems to create the first important
tension in entrepreneurship as strategic network creation.
This is not surprising, given the relevance of this issue for
organization creation as well (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994;

Alvarez et al, 2023; Baum, Calabrese, &
Silverman, 2000; Drori, Honig, & Sheaffer, 2009;
Fisher, 2020; Fisher, Kotha, & Lahiri, 2016;

Khaire, 2009; Stuart, Hoang, & Hybels, 1999; Zott &
Huy, 2007). As is well-known from research on interorga-
nizational networks more generally, legitimacy in such
settings applies to the network in multiple ways: as an

organizational form, an entity, and an interaction
(Human & Provan, 2000). These three different types of
legitimacy, which have to be gained internally as well as
externally (see also Paquin & Howard-Grenville, 2013),
are not only relevant for the strategic networks created
and orchestrated by a startup, but are even more impor-
tant for them because of the handicap of the lead organi-
zation’s newness and smallness (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994;
Fisher, Kotha, & Lahiri, 2016). In fact, in the case of
Healthfood, we find that after a while the network as an
entity and interaction — or practice — seems to be consid-
ered to be legitimate, internally as well as externally,
despite the fact that the network as a form has not yet
received much recognition in the food industry, when
compared, for instance, to biotech (Powell, 1990). Of
course, stakeholder conflicts over legitimacy issues may
occur and evaluation practices change over time (Alvarez
et al., 2023), thus calling for further study of such an
extreme case of entrepreneurship.

Furthermore, we have been able to show that
increased complexity is an important tension that calls
for more reflexivity, as is usually expected after the early
path-dependent emergence of relationships (Hite &
Hesterly, 2001; Vanacker, Manigart, &
Meuleman, 2014). This means that interpersonal and
interorganizational relations do not simply evolve in the
entrepreneurial process but — like the creation of
the organization — are more quickly an outcome of the
intentional, strategic action of knowledgeable agents,
enacting and reproducing rules. and resources in the pro-
cess (Giddens, 1984; see also Elfring, Klyver, & van
Burg, 2021; Ozcan & Eisenhardt, 2009; Kaandorp et al.,
2020; Zheng, Ahsan, & DeNoble, 2020). Because of the
unintended consequences and unacknowledged condi-
tions of action, emergent and deliberate strategies are
nevertheless likely to be combined in the reality of entre-
preneurship as network creation (Mintzberg &
McHugh, 1985). In the case of Healthfood, the respective
reflexivity, in particular regarding the need to mitigate
complexity, was nicely demonstrated by the fact that for-
malization and routinization within the strategic network
were discussed more frequently and actually achieved in
later phases of the process (Lipparini & Sobrero, 1994;
Sirmon et al., 2011; Srinivasan & Venkatraman, 2018).
The same was true, moreover, with regard to network
redundancy and overload, which was countered with
complexity-reducing practices (Mariotti &
Delbridge, 2011). However, reflexivity mattered even
during early network creation, because a manual served
as a blueprint for creating the strategic network in the
first place (Faltin, 2018). In sharp contrast to the popular
lean startup approach (cf. Frederiksen & Brem, 2017),
this manual focused more on the frugal use of resources
in the operation rather than the creation phase (see also
Solaimani, Heikkild, & Bouwman, 2018). Also later, the
entrepreneurs continuously referred to this approach
when they were explaining their business and network
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model, and gave the reasons why they did not hire
employees and had abstained from elaborating their
organizational structure to secure operations. To hold on
to this reflexivity, the agents mainly referred to the struc-
tures of the issue and exchange fields, which had orien-
tated their formalization and routinization efforts.

Finally, an important finding of our study is that reci-
procity is a significant tension in this process in the later
stage of the re-creation of the strategic network. Reci-
procity, which emerges in the case under scrutiny as the
next dominant tension to be dealt with on the entrepre-
neurial journey, highlights the fact that interorganiza-
tional networks do not closely follow a purely
transactional logic, but instead emphasize the norm of
reciprocity: this is critical for such a form of governance,
allowing for significantly more than exchanging products
and services for a price when being actively cultivated
(Powell, 1990). The prevalence and cultivation of the
norm of reciprocity in the orchestration of the network,
i.e., the reproduction of this norm as a rule of significa-
tion and legitimation, is underlined by the fact that most
of these relationships appear to be long-term, open-
ended, and multiplex and that both the lead organization
and its partners seem to benefit from maintaining them.
In the case in question, reciprocity is illustrated early on,
not only by Healthfood’s intensive non-monetary univer-
sity relationships but also by the relationship to its first
strategic customer, Naturalsale. Later, when re-creating
or re-designing the network, the organizing practices
became more important when aimed at subduing rivalry
in the network shielding the network from being copied,
and demonstrating Healthfood’s concern with reciproc-
ity. It was only in this phase of the process that the coo-
petitive tension became dominant for the network and
the agents were able to refer to the network structures as
the main resource allowing them to organize for reciproc-
ity. Entrepreneurship as a strategic network is more chal-
lenging in this respect and doomed to cope with the
tension successfully.

Managing these challenging tensions recurrently in
the process of network creation and orchestration seems
to be important for a governance-focused and yet
practice-based theory of organizational entrepreneurship
that puts more emphasis on strategic networks than on
organization creation. In this respect, Figure 3 represents
a preliminary process model that highlights particular
relational practices. However, it does so without claiming
that these precise practices necessarily have to be enacted
by entrepreneurs who prefer to create a strategic network
rather than an organization. Instead, what matters more
is the sequence and the increasing importance of network
practices at the expense of practices that have been
“imported” without modification from the issue or
exchange field. As illustrated by the Healthfood case,
when a second product line was introduced, this process
may have needed to be managed more than once, and
because of interorganizational learning (Gibb, Sune, &

Albers, 2017), this took place in a more effective and effi-
cient way. Again, the strategic network was indeed con-
fronted with legitimacy, complexity, and reciprocity
challenges. However, when managing the development of
the second product line, it was already possible to draw
on established ties and practices, which speeded up its
introduction in comparison with the first product line. In
consequence, the process model derived from the case is
less linear and more recursive and dialectical than it may
seem to be. Even more fundamentally, we consider these
closely related and recurrent process properties to be
decisive for entrepreneurship as strategic network crea-
tion; a proposition which, of course, awaits further explo-
ration in other contexts (such as a less traditional
industry and/or a developed entrepreneurial ecosystem).

While entrepreneurship scholars have often not been
as explicit as Gartner about the organizational issues of
startups, Schumpeter (1934) and most of his followers
have always implicitly or explicitly assumed that, in the
end, or at some stage during the process, an organization,
usually a firm or any other kind of organization with a
respective structure, is created (e.g., Ambos &
Birkinshaw, 2010; Kazanjian & Drazin, 1989). As the
case of Healthfood shows, however; this often-implicit
assumption may not always be correct, at least not in the
sense of developing an organization into a complex social
system. Rather than the creation of such an organization,
more often than not, creating a strategic network orches-
trated by a small and lean, resource-constrained “hub
firm” (Jarillo, 1988) may be the focal point of the busi-
ness idea, modeling, and practice. The case of Healthfood
may be extreme, as in most cases network creation may
simply complement rather than substitute the process of
organization creation (Powell & Sandholtz, 2012). How-
ever, entrepreneurship in the form of rather radical net-
work creation may not be as rare as it seems at first sight,
either. Many newly created organizations may remain
relatively small in size (measured by the number of
employees), but grow rapidly in terms of revenue
(Colombo, Grilli, & Piva, 2006; Larson & Starr, 1993).
Grandori & Giordani (2011) aptly speak in this regard
not only of “networked birth”, but also of “networked
growth” being of particular importance when building
and operating a platform business (Mclntyre &
Srinivasan, 2017).

CONCLUSIONS, CONTRIBUTIONS, AND
LIMITATIONS

Our findings extend the rich body of research on
entrepreneurship by analyzing relational governance-
constituting practices from a moderate but ‘deeply pro-
cess engaged’ perspective (Davidsson &
Gruenhagen, 2021), in particular with regard to incom-
pleteness and inadequateness and to our understanding
of entrepreneurship as intentionally aiming for little
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organization but substantial network creation (Locke &
Golden-Biddle, 1997). In contrast to structural network
research focusing more on strategic action within given
networks (Hoang & Antoncic, 2003; Steier &
Greenwood, 2000), there is obviously a well-established
body of literature that focuses on the strategic creation of
new interorganizational networks by entrepreneurial
firms. Larson (1992) and Larson & Starr (1993), for
instance, analyzed the whole process of organization cre-
ation as being a transformation from dyadic ties to multi-
layered interorganizational relationships at an early stage
of development. Ozcan & Eisenhardt (2009) investigated
how executives of new ventures consciously create multi-
plex alliance portfolios, and do so in the context of an
entire (wireless gaming) industry. Engel, Kaandorp, &
Elfring (2017), to give a last example, developed a
dynamic process model of entrepreneurial networking
under uncertainty, allowing for goals to emerge in the
process. These studies, however, neither adopt an
approach to network creation as being an alternative
(rather than a complement) to organization creation nor
do they pay particular attention to any tensions arising in
the process, particularly when the organization creating
and leading the network remains lean.

As is shown in the case of Healthfood, entreprencur-
ship that prefers network to organization creation chal-
lenges our thinking about the organizing practices of
entrepreneurs in at least two respects. First, while the
legitimacy, complexity, and reciprocity tensions
unearthed in the case are obviously not new, the scale
and scope of these, and the detected dominance of respec-
tive tensions in certain phases around strategically impor-
tant episodes of the entrepreneurial process, present fresh
insight. Second, while the relational practices to cope
with these challenging tensions are not surprising either,
their dynamic management by enacting first field- and
then network-related practices in the wake of little orga-
nization creation is certainly remarkable. This sharper
eye on what is going on in the process of entrepreneur-
ship as strategic network creation would of course benefit
from a more dynamic understanding of agency, not only
inside, but also outside the network that is being created.
While this would be a better way of fully capturing the
co-construction of context through the practices of
others, this is certainly a limitation regarding our study
of the Healthfood case.

Nevertheless, the practice-based perspective adopted
in our study, in particular when based upon structuration
theory (Giddens, 1984), sensitizes for tensions arising in
the process of network creation and how they are man-
aged. What is more, such an entrepreneurship-as-practice
perspective (Champenois, Lefebvre, & Ronteau, 2020)
understands strategic network creation by analyzing and
managing the recursive interplay between network gover-
nance and practices over time and across multiple levels
of analysis. In this process, in which tensions may not be
dissipated, but at least coped with, network governance

does not determine, but at best guides these practices, in
turn reproducing or transforming the prevailing form of
governance and practice (Provan, Fish, & Sydow, 2007;
Saz-Carranza & Ospina, 2010), including the tensions
and their dynamics.

On a more concrete level, the distinction between
field-level practices and network-specific practices allows
us to analyze entrepreneurship via strategic network crea-
tion as being a dynamic cross-level process: a process in
which organizational rules and resources cannot play a
major role because of strategic network (rather than
organization) creation in dealing with the legitimacy,
reflexivity, and reciprocity tensions that unfold during
the entrepreneurial process. Instead, field-level practices
are employed, but increasingly substituted with or re-
defined as network-specific practices that effectively
address specific tensions. Such a shift to network-specific
practices that are ‘stickier’ than field-level practices may
even signal the beginning of functioning at some point in
time as a source of competitive advantage (Dyer &
Singh, 1998). The distinction between field and network
practices here is crucial, not only for this particular rea-
son but also because respective relational practices are
definitively more under the control of the entrepreneurs.

Going beyond the governance perspective on net-
worked entrepreneurship with a focus on such practices
connects entrepreneurship research on strategic network
creation nicely with the mushrooming management and
organization research anchored in practice theory
(Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Jarzabkowski, Seidl, &
Balogun, 2022; Vaara & Whittington, 2012, for reviews).
However, this would ideally require not only a more
comprehensive, but also more processual and ethno-
graphic research design than the one adopted in our
study of Healthfood and its strategic network (Berthod
et al., 2017); in particular so when the agency of individ-
uals and their skills (rather than only organizations and
their capabilities) within the organization, the network
and the field are to be considered. Only this would ulti-
mately allow us to capture the flow of activities and
events moment by moment, hopefully without losing
sight of organization-, network- or field-level outcomes
(Kouamé & Langley, 2018; Seidl & Whittington, 2014).

Not only practice-based research on entrepreneurship
as network creation, but also research on entrepreneurial
ecosystems (Wurth, Stam, & Spigel, 2022) would benefit
from a methodology that helps to further unearth rela-
tional practices; especially if acknowledging the duality
of structure and agency and being combined with a focus
on business or innovation ecosystems (Adner, 2017; Dat-
tée, Alexy, & Autio, 2018; Daymond et al., 2023) that are
typically also orchestrated by a lead organization. How-
ever, toward this end, research on ecosystems — not
unlike that on networks — would have to overcome its
structural bias (Hannah & Eisenhardt, 2018; Wurth,
Stam, & Spigel, 2022). Quantitative studies, on the other
hand, would help to detect how generalizable our
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process-related findings are, not only with reference to
less traditional industries than the food industry but also
to the sequence of emerging tensions and the relational
practices that help to address them in settings of strategic
organizing.
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