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ENTREPRENEURIAL STRATEGIC POSTURE AND NEW TECHNOLOGY VENTURES
IN AN EMERGING ECONOMY

ABSTRACT

Purpose: Although start-ups have gained increasing scholarly attention, we lack sufficient
understanding of their entrepreneurial strategic posture (ESP) in emerging economies. The purpose of
this study is to examine the processes of ESP of new technology venture start-ups (NTVSs) in an
emerging market context.

Design/methodology/approach: In line with grounded theory guidelines and the inductive research
traditions, we adopted a qualitative approach involving 42 in-depth semi-structured interviews with
Ghanaian NTV entrepreneurs to gain a comprehensive analysis at the micro-level on their strategic
posturing. A systematic procedure for data analysis was adopted.

Findings: From our analysis of Ghanaian NTVs, we derived a three-stage model to elucidate the nature
and process of ESP Phase 1 spotting and exploiting market opportunities, Phase Il identifying initial
advantages, and Phase |11 ascertaining and responding to change.

Originality/value: The study contributes to advancing research on ESP by explicating the process
through which informal ties and networks are utilised by NTVs and their founders to overcome
extreme resource constraints and information vacuums in contexts of institutional voids. We depart
from past studies in demonstrating how such ties can be harnessed in spotting and exploiting market
opportunities by NTVs. On this basis, the paper makes original contributions to ESP theory and
practice.

Keywords: Entrepreneurship; entrepreneurs; Africa; sub-Saharan Africa; Ghana; competitive

positioning.



1. INTRODUCTION

Entrepreneurial start-ups often start off optimistically and some of their early advantages can fade
away after relatively short periods of operation and for some, this results in business failure (Paradkar
et al., 2015; Hanage et al., 2021). Globalisation and liberalisation have not only ushered in an era of
start-ups across the developing world but also triggered different positioning strategies by incumbent
and new ventures (Ahmadi and O’Cass, 2018; de Lange, 2016). Although the literature is replete with
studies on market positioning (see Blankson, 2007; Doyle and Saunders, 1985; Lawler-Wilson and
Fenwick, 1978), few have attempted to explore how external and organisational forces can alter the
market position of new technology venture start-ups (NTVs) after founding (Ahmadi and O'Cass,
2018; Matricano et al., 2021). NTVs are technology-based firms less than nine years old and
characterised by resource constraints, and limited organisational routines (Li and Atuahene-Gima,
2001; Cao and Im, 2018). Although positioning has long been emphasised by scholars as essential for
firm performance (Aaker and Shansby, 1982; Blankson and Kalafatis, 2001), there also remains a
paucity of research on developing countries that explores how start-ups take or alter their market
position after formation. This paper seeks to bridge this gap in the current literature by examining the

process of entrepreneurial strategic posture (ESP) in emerging economies.

In emerging economy contexts, the institutional resources that are prevalent in developed
economy contexts may not exist or are embryonic (Bruton et al., 2008). Entrepreneurial ecosystems in
emerging economies have resource scarcities, institutional voids and structural gaps (see Cao and Shi
2021). Moreover, entrepreneurs have been inspired by the availability of technologies and digital
solutions to launch new ventures and explore opportunities (Jafari-Sadeghi et al., 2021). Against this
background, we examine how external and organisational factors force NTVs to alter their

entrepreneurial strategic posture and how they shape their actions and decisions. By entrepreneurial



strategic posture, we are referring to how new ventures relate or respond to changes in the competitive
business environment (Ormrod and Henneberg, 2011). Indeed, strategic posture is a pivotal feature of
the competitive position of a firm (Aaker, 2001). Thus, we capitalise on distinctive data consisting of
42 in-depth semi-structured interviews with new technology ventures from early 2016 to 2017 in

Ghana to explore this issue.

To address this lacuna in our understanding, we focus on NTVs in Ghana for several reasons.
Ghana is regarded as one of the leading nations in West Africa that have embraced democracy and
created a more open economy that is conducive to entrepreneurial development and innovation
(Appiah-Adu et al., 2017; Amankwah-Amoah and Debrah, 2010). As the country has moved
progressively away from the protectionist policies and political instability, foreign direct investments
and the formation of new firms have flourished (Nyuur et al., 2016; Nyuur and Debrah, 2014). As
Appiah-Adu, Okpattah, and Amoako (2017, p. 2-3) recently noted, Ghana is “Africa’s golden gateway
to a safe and stable investment destination” partly due to its institutional stability and the fact that it
has “championed democracy in Africa” for decades. Moreover, there is a vibrancy within Ghana for
start-ups and the country is a hot spot for technology ventures. Nevertheless, the country suffers from
institutional voids that pose challenges for the strategic positioning of start-ups (Amankwah-Amoah

and Hinson, 2019).

On this basis, the study offers two main contributions to entrepreneurship, innovation and ESP
literature. First, we extend the contemporary strategic positioning literature (see Blankson and
Kalafatis, 2001; Panda, Paswan, and Mishra, 2019), which has largely developed and utilised in the
marketing discipline into the field of entrepreneurship by illuminating the dynamics of entrepreneurial
strategic posture (ESP) in emerging economies. Indeed, the issue of strategic positioning remained

largely underexplored in the emerging economic context. Our data and analysis from Ghana extend



the exploration of strategic positioning into a new context. In doing so we have unearthed three
fundamental phases in the ESP process, consisting of spotting and exploiting market opportunities,

identifying initial advantages, and ascertaining and responding to change.

Second, our research contributes to the literature on entrepreneurship around institutional voids
(Mair and Marti, 2009; Mair et al., 2012) and the entrepreneurial ecosystem (Xu et al., 2020).
Specifically, we shed new light on technology entrepreneurship (Jafari-Sadeghi et al., 2021; Biancone
Secinaro lannaci and Calandra, 2021) in emerging economies by demonstrating how informal
networks and ties are harnessed by NTV founders to overcome the challenge of information and
knowledge vacuum in munificent opaque, and fragile institutional environments. Furthermore, we
demonstrate how NTVs ESP strengthens the entrepreneurial ecosystem through the exploration of new
possibilities and opportunities in institutional contexts with fragilities. The insights from Ghana
provide a much-needed understanding of ESP in maintaining firms’ competitiveness after formation.
Thus, the study deepens our understanding of the growing body of research on positioning strategies

in emerging markets (Blankson, 2007).

The rest of the paper is organised as follows. The next section reviews and discusses the
literature on ESP and institutional voids. This is followed by an examination of the research context
and method. Next, we proceed to develop a model to explicate our key findings. The final section sets

out the contributions and practical implications.

2. LITERATURE CONSIDERATIONS

We begin our literature considerations by focusing on entrepreneurial strategic posture which has

been the focus of limited research attention concerning NTVs. As our contextual focus is on an



emerging country context, we draw on institutional voids perspective as the theoretical lens to
foreground this study.

2.1 Entrepreneurial Strategic Posture

By “entrepreneurial strategic posture” (ESP) (Covin et al., 1994), we are referring to firm-level factors
that capture “the disposition to respond to situations through taking calculated risks, being innovative,
and demonstrating strategic proactiveness” (Ahmadi and O’Cass, 2018, p. 1). ESP, therefore, refers
to how new ventures respond to changes, adapt or alter their market position after formation in the
competitive business environment (Ormrod and Henneberg, 2011). In fact, different terms have been
used to designate ESP including “entrepreneurial orientation” (Aspelund et al. 2007), “entrepreneurial
posture” (Ahmadi and O’Cass, 2018), and “entrepreneurial proclivity” (De Clercq and Zhou, 2014).
The ESP can also be viewed as a quest to position new ventures to improve competitiveness that entails
elements of innovativeness, proactiveness and risk-taking (Covin and Slevin, 1989; Thoumrungroje
and Tansuhaj, 2005). In essence, the entrepreneurial strategic posture is regarded as a mechanism
through which new ventures earmark and deploy existing resources and capabilities towards
responding to environmental upheavals (Ahmadi and O’Cass, 2018; Alvarez and Busenitz, 2001).
Therefore, it encapsulates the strategy-making processes within new-venture organisations (Lumpkin
and Dess, 1996). This implies that entrepreneurial strategic posture, as a pathway toward market
positioning (new ventures’ actions to modify, respond to and monitor consumer perceptions of a
marketable offering (Blankson and Kalafatis, 1999)), is not only shaped by new venture specific
factors. Rather, it is also influenced by the institutional environment within which the new venture is

situated (Matricano et al., 2021).

Prior studies find that ESP is instrumental in promoting entrepreneurial learning efforts in
highly competitive environments and mitigates the challenges of entrepreneurs leading to improved

performance (De Clercq and Zhou, 2014; Fernet et al., 2016). Studies suggest that ESP facilitates the



development of novel solutions to address complex and challenging situations confronting
entrepreneurs (De Clercq, Kaciak, and Thongpapanl, 2021; Kearney et al., 2020). From a strategic
marketing perspective, firms are often required to regularly assess their offerings (Park et al., 1986),
market position, brands and products (Blankson and Kalafatis, 2001) in the wake of changes in the
environment to achieve long-term survival. Anchored in the concept of market positioning is the
suggestion that organisations can alter their tangible characteristics and intangible assets such as the
brand, and reputation of products and the firm to help ensure effective alignment of changes in the
external environment (Ammirato et al., 2021; Blankson and Kalafatis, 2001). After founding, new
ventures may possess different sets of resources and capabilities, which may affect their ability to
compete or adopt different market positions (Hall, 1993). At the same time, these new ventures are
likely to vary in their learning capacity, exploiting knowledge at the founding, and recognizing and
responding to environmental upheavals (Romanello and Chiarvesio, 2017). This in turn would shape

their ability to thrive in the post-formation phase of the venture (Wennberg et al., 2016).

2.2 Institutional Voids

In a developed country context, having well-developed institutions (government, supporting agencies,
legal and judicial, banking and finance; energy, telecoms etc) contributes to providing NTV founder’s
higher degrees of certainty during the nascent and launch stages of their entrepreneurial ventures
(Cunningham and Link 2021). This also contributes to how they strategize in positioning their products
or services in established markets. The institutional void perspective refers to the presence of weak
and underdeveloped institutions or the lack of institutional arrangements that support the function of
the market (Khanna and Palepu, 1999). Some scholars have employed the term “institutional swamp”

to denote the intricacy and richness of formal and informal institutional fabrics in non-Western



countries such as those in sub-Saharan Africa (Olthaar et al., 2017; Bothello, Nason, and Schnyder,

2019).

An accumulating body of research has demonstrated that emerging countries are characterised by
factors such as lack of adequate disclosure, weak contract enforcement regime, weak governance
regime, lack of uniformity of legal systems, rampant power outages due to poor power infrastructure,
abundant red tape, shortage of skilled workers and lack of financial credit availability which curtails
entrepreneurial development (see Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2019; Arslan et al., 2020; Khanna and
Palepu, 1999, 2006; Mair and Marti, 2009). Institutions provide the constraints and incentives within
which entrepreneurs can create value and maximise utility (Pathak et al., 2013). Inefficient markets
and market failure are manifestations of institutional deficits. Taken together, these institutional voids

affect and influence entrepreneurs’ ability to navigate the business environment and adopt positions

(Mair and Marti, 2009).

Institutions also influence new ventures’ ability to search, observe and react to potential
opportunities (Pathak et al., 2013). In the face of these institutional constraints, NTVs may be forced
to innovate or exploit new ways to achieve product or service innovations. Given that product/service
advantages can be eroded by imitation by rivals (Kim and Atuahene-Gima, 2010), firms are required
to access new knowledge, resources and skills to ensure their long-term survival (see also Ahmadi and
O’Cass, 2018). An interesting line of research has demonstrated that organisations that are unable to
reorient themselves to devise a proactive strategy and respond to customer demands in a timely manner
are more likely to lose their competitive edge (Amankwah-Amoahet al., 2022; Doyle and Saunders,
1985) or even lead to their demise (Amankwah-Amoah, 2016). Given that their mere entrepreneurial
posture is questionable in delivering sustainable competitive advantage (Ahmadi and O' Cass, 2018),

there is a need to explore the process and dynamics of ESP.



2.3 New Technologies and Entrepreneurship

The evolution and scale-up of new technologies and digital solutions have facilitated entrepreneurship
and the creation of new ventures to create and capture value (Jafari-Sadeghi et al., 2021). The adoption
and deployment of new technologies and their solutions have further provided unique opportunities
for new ventures to posture and transform their business models in line with external opportunities
(Jafari-Sadeghi et al., 2021). The propensity of NTVs to embrace and deploy new technologies may
therefore be vital in their ESP. Arguably, new start-ups facing the liability of newness and perhaps
limited resources encounter strong resistance from strong incumbents intending to diminish
competition (Porter, 2008). NTVs, therefore, start from weak market positions with limited resources
and may be further constrained by regulations, local power, and corporate governance structures (de

Lange, 2016).

In emerging contexts with institutional voids, NTVs may further encounter such things as poor and
very slow internet connection, lack of expertise, difficulty in accessing intellectual capital, and lack of
general familiarity with technology (de Lange, 2016). These together can inhibit NTVs ability to
effectively posture for survival and growth. Nevertheless, research has suggested that NTVs in
emerging contexts can take advantage of the institutional voids to shape their environments (Tracey
and Phillips, 2011). Accordingly, constraints in emerging markets stimulate new technology firms and
their founders to search for alternative solutions to the institutional voids leading to increased
entrepreneurial opportunities (Cao and Im, 2018). Emerging contexts with institutional voids,
therefore, serve as an appropriate platform to assess how NTVs posture to survive and grow. However,
research has not sufficiently examined the process and dynamics of NTVs ESP in emerging contexts
leading to calls for further research on ESP in emerging country contexts (Amankwah-Amoah and

Hinson, 2019). We seek to address this gap in the literature.



3. METHODOLOGY

3.1 Research context: entrepreneurship in Africa and Ghana

In recent years, Africa has had some of the world’s fast-growing economies, due in part to the
increasing attractiveness of the continent to foreign investors as well as the growing confidence of
indigenous entrepreneurs (Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2021; Nyuur et al., 2016; Nyuur and Debrah,
2014). In recent times, digital technologies including the internet, mobile phones and smartphones
have enhanced individuals' and organisations’ ability to mobilise, analyse and store data (World
Development Report, 2016). Indeed, an increased number of people in the developing world now have
access to the internet, thereby paving the way for new services to be delivered online. Accordingly,
this has created conditions that have allowed new businesses in the information and technology sector
to flourish (World Development Report, 2016). Although Africa’s digital revolution continues to
spread across major cities, small cities are yet to experience any significant progress (DW, 2017). The
shift towards the digital revolution has created ample opportunities for aspiring entrepreneurs to take
advantage of the market opportunities. At the same time, Africa’s enterprising women are also seeking
to reverse the trend by entering tech entrepreneurship not only in rural areas but also in urban
communities (DW, 2017). Despite the government's drive to develop a digital infrastructure such as
providing digital addresses, the internet and mobile phone infrastructure, Ghana remains
underdeveloped. Notwithstanding the wider drive for digitalisation across the continent, many
individuals still lack access to reliable power supply, internet connections, computers and even mobile
phones to be able to take advantage of the technological development (see World Development Report,

2016).
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Another challenge and constraint revolve around start-up funding. In 2021, African start-ups
across the 54 nations raised a mere $1.1bn (Jackson, 2021), compared with China and US which in
2016 attracted around $31bn and $69.1bn in venture capital respectively (African Business, 2017).
This exemplified the major challenge of lack of access to finance facing emerging firms in Africa,
making it somehow an entrepreneur-friendly environment (African Business, 2017). Youth technology
entrepreneurs are increasingly encouraged to help address the high unemployment among graduates
as well as reduce their reliance on public sector jobs (Kolade et al., 2021). For instance, creating jobs
in areas such as building mobile applications to help detect and stamp out counterfeit drugs has helped
usher in a new era. Within this group, some of the impediments faced include high costs for housing
and space in major cities, high-cost student loans, and institutional barriers such as weak legal systems
and corruption. In the half-century that has passed since Ghana gained independence, limited attempts
have been made to foster the formation of NTVs. Yet, in recent years, NTVs have grown substantially,
and many have excelled in achieving internationalisation with neighbouring countries. Recent years
have also witnessed a surge in government activities aimed at harnessing new technology to facilitate
economic development including liberalising the telecommunication and mobile sectors (Amankwah-
Amoah and Hinson, 2019). Since the late 1990s, Ghana has shifted towards embracing democracy and

developing a more open economy that allows new technology adoption to occur.

3.2 Data collection and analysis

A qualitative approach to exploring entrepreneurial proclivity in an emerging economy was considered
the most appropriate given that past studies have demonstrated that there is limited theoretical
knowledge on the phenomenon, which warrant such an approach (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007; Yin,
2013; Siggelkow, 2007). Given that we lack a solid understanding of the issue, we adopted a qualitative

approach to help provide a more comprehensive analysis (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2013).
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We limited the source of data collection to new-technology venture entrepreneurs. To identify the
entrepreneurs in the technology-related areas, we used an amalgamation of formal and informal
approaches. We used a university alumni network, government agencies for registering small
businesses, a snowballing approach and informal networks within society to identify and contact the
relevant individuals. One of the researchers initially contacted the individuals and discussed the nature
of their business before proceeding to the formal interviews. This process of identifying and contacting
the potential study participants took around two weeks. After the potential study participants agreed to
take part in the study, the interviews were arranged at a location convenient to all participants. Our
preliminary analysis and further confirmation through informal discussions suggested that most of the
NTVs in Ghana were set up by young people in their 30s. This was borne out in our initial sample.
Based on some of the interviews, we were able to identify and contact other individuals in the sector
through direct referral, and they were subsequently interviewed. In addition, a copy of the study’s
initial findings was offered to potential study participants which helped to boost participation

(Bendapudi and Leone, 2002).

Taken together, our data came from the in-depth semi-structured interviews and archival
records from government and the entrepreneurs. Following a general introduction, informants were
asked about how their business started — key advantages at the start, expertise, and level of education
at founding and any anticipated challenges at the founding. We then proceeded to explore the post-
funding-stage issues such as challenges and new opportunities uncovered after founding and handling
new customers and clients. We then explored how the environment changed and its effects on their
resources and expertise utilisation and deployment. Study participants were asked about the possible

effects of factors such as financial resources, lack of affordable infrastructure, e.g. electricity and

12



internet, and the dearth of experienced workers in the sector. The final sets of questions revolved
around their attempt to respond to change and renew the business as challenges emerged and the impact
of these challenges on the venture (See Appendix A for questions). In all, we conducted 42 in-depth
semi-structured interviews with the informants from early 2016 to 2017 in Ghana. Most transitioned

from higher education to entrepreneurship whilst others progressed entrepreneurship through training.

The interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed and coded. The interviews lasted between 30 minutes
and two hours. In line with semi-structured interviews (Strauss and Corbin, 1998) and the inductive
research traditions (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Salvato and Corbetta, 2013), a systematic procedure
for data analysis was adopted. We started first by constructing the “story” of each informant and
identifying the key themes in his/her interview (i.e., we constructed the storyline for each start-up and
its founder/owner). After this, we began to compare the key themes from the transcripts to look for
commonality. To capture the whole dynamics of the entrepreneurs and their experiences in initiating
and implementing strategic actions, we developed each story and then compared responses on specific
issues such as nature of threat after formation, nature of resources and expertise mobilised to respond
to change, how effective the initial responses were, and actions taken after the event to lock in progress
or successes. Utilising insights from the interviews, archival data and field notes in this kind of “part-
to-whole iterations” (Bendapudi and Leone, 2002) helped to complement the picture of the experiences
of the informants. Given that one of the remaining authors conducted the interviews, the others acted
as critical reviewers to help ensure the validity and clarity of each entrepreneur’s story (Salvato and
Corbetta, 2013). Following this, we utilise replication logic to explore whether there were
commonalities and patterns in the informants’ insights to help confirm or refute the emerging picture

(Strauss and Corbin, 1998).
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4. FINDINGS

Overall, our analysis identified three fundamental phases in the ESP process which capture activities
including spotting and exploiting market opportunities, identifying initial advantages, and
ascertaining and responding to change. At the same time, our data uncovered that these phases within
the ESP pass through two time-related development stages: the ‘pre-and early post-founding’ stage
and ‘post-founding late’ stage. Cumulatively, these phases and two stages chart the entrepreneurial
strategic posture in the new-venture life cycle. The three phases occur on the continuum of the

transition from pre-founding to post-funding late-stage development (see Figure 1).

4.2 Phase 1: Spotting and exploiting market opportunities

This phase marks two specific actions that NTVs needed to identify market opportunities: spotting and

exploiting.

4.2.1 Spotting market opportunities

Our analysis of the pre-and early post-funding stage shows several approaches to spot market
opportunities. The first one involved spotting the inability of existing applications to satisfactorily
address the vital needs of certain business segments or bridge the link between businesses and
customers. For instance, an entrepreneur from a technology company with a new messaging platform
that helps businesses to be able to send messages to their customers and also receive messages from
them easily explained that “our business has a new messaging platform sort of ‘WhatsApping’ between
businesses and their customers ... There were existing solutions that were bridging the communication

gap between family and friends in an easy, cheap and cost-effective manner ” (Entrepreneur N). They

14



however spotted that there was no similar platform that could bridge the communication gap between
businesses and their customers. So, they took steps to solve the existing communication challenges
and the gap that existed in the corporate business environment. The informant explained “I began
speaking to people I trusted to fine-tune the idea. I also initiated a quick survey to solicit some feedback
and see if the idea was worth pursuing. People who liked the idea joined me to build the platform ...
now the business runs purely on the internet. It is helping businesses get real-time information and

feedback from their customers.” (Informant N). Another informant D concurred by noting:

“I learnt how to listen to people and make friends. Resources came through friends but mostly
self-generated. My most efficient area of expertise is in listening and making people talk. As they

share the problems facing their businesses, I learn how to create the solution.” (Informant D)

Our analysis indicates that the NTVs can capitalise on experiences in other ventures in creating
technology solutions to overcome the absence of adequate market orientation, which often leads to the
underperformance of such firms. On exploiting market opportunities, one informant in a publishing

company explained that:

“We basically print and type for individuals who do not have access to their own internet and
IT machines. To work with the company, you have to be proficient with IT... The printing press
had become a very good way of fetching money and | decided to add the internet café since
internet was quite hard to come by in Ghana. | got a loan and started the company then later on

had a partner from the States.” (Informant K)

Past studies have demonstrated that resources are required to solve critical business problems, take
new market positions, and design new products that are often beyond the competencies of the single

venture (Paradkar et al., 2015). As Informant T7 noted:
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“During my national service days, I realised most banks were using Excel to prepare their
payroll and also in maintaining their fixed assets register which was prone to errors and
therefore decided to come up with a product to address that need ... Together with a friend who
is co-owner, we came up with the application. We then sent proposals out to companies for a

demo and gradually these companies bought into the product.”
Another informant recalled:

“Lucky for us at that time we were looking for other services to offer their subscribers aside the
regular voice and data services... so we saw the opportunity and created this company to offer

value services to them.” (Informant R)

Based on our study analysis we can conclude that founders of NTVs were motivated by the
opportunities to utilise their prior expertise and know-how. By developing social networking
capability, the entrepreneurs can access scarce external resources and expertise not available internally,
thereby enabling them to overcome institutional and resource constraints (Acquaah, 2007). As

Informant T10 puts it:

“l decided to pursue ICT as | realised that it is the future and holds a lot of potential for economic
development. The journey was not smooth at the start with commitment and learning ... I started
with network and software designs, bidding for smaller contracts to gain experience and

i

leveraging on that to gain presence and brand positioning for bigger contracts.

Table 2 summates the nature of exploration and exploitation activities preceding and after the

formation of the new venture.
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4.2.2 Exploiting market opportunities

A second action we found in phase 1 relates to entrepreneurs exploiting market opportunities. In the
past, new ventures relied mainly on their own knowledge and expertise in combating environmental
turbulence after formations. The digital era has ushered in a new environment where firms increasingly
combine what resides inside and outside their organisational boundaries to improve their survival
chances (Chesbrough, 2003; Ammirato et al., 2021). Our study suggests that in the wake of early
difficulties in accessing resources, many NTVs and their founders turned to collaboration as a means
of overcoming expertise and resource gaps to improve their competitiveness. We found that such
collaborations are done through different approaches, including the use of technology and/or typical
resource sharing mechanisms. For instance, an entrepreneur explained that “We started our business
as a virtual office. We did not have an office to start with. We used our client’s offices as a temporary
office whilst providing them with managed IT support. We tackled this issue by “partnering with
another company to share an office” (Informant J). Some respondents went far to explain the

technology service they provide and how they are affiliated with 10T partners:

“Since its establishment in 2008, [company name] has remained a dedicated technology service
provider nationwide, catering for all client needs through our efficient delivery centre in Accra,
Ghana. There are 12 persons in our staff team ... We use cloud systems for most of our created

solutions. We are strongly affiliated to 10T partners.” (Informant D).

Interestingly, our analysis indicates that access to complementary resources and expertise after
founding remains vital for the survival of these new ventures as it enabled them to fulfil the demands

of their clients. Entrepreneur Q puts it this way:
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“We have had to partner with traditional agencies or get in-house personnel to offer traditional
marketing services so that we are able to give clients who need a 360 campaign that integrates

off- and on-line media. This is still a work in progress.” (Informant Q)

However, some NTVs were able to spot opportunities during the pre-formation stage before seeking
ways to strategically collaborate in exploiting those opportunities. By forging partnerships and
collaborations, the start-ups can gain some kind of legitimacy, which enhances their reputation and
offerings. However, some rely on external support to help overcome deficiencies such as lack of

market knowledge, new technology and insufficient financial resources. For example:

“We have friends and partners, so banks have not had the chance to treat us unfairly.”

(Informant D)

4.3 Phase 2: Identifying initial advantages

For the second phase, our analysis on the pre-and post-funding stage indicates that many of the
entrepreneurial start-ups had some kind of initial advantage at the founding. The majority of them
identified their knowledge and skills as being the key assets before the formation of the new venture
and early market advantage. This knowledge might include knowledge of foreign markets. In almost
all cases, the founders had degrees in computer science, engineering, information technology or related
areas before establishing their venture. This knowledge in the technical areas was largely seen as the

key asset at the founding stage as Informant T12 describes:

“[ started from university days as I used to render IT support services to smaller companies ...
The drive and love for IT coupled with entrepreneurial desire catapulted into this dream of

[company name] ... Started from smaller companies with resource support from family and
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friends. Expertise was from my academic background and continuous improvement on my skills

set”

The importance of highly skilled individuals was noted by many study participants as an advantaged

as noted by Informant T5:

”In my case the only advantage | had was the knowledge about how to start and manage a

business.” (Informant T5)

This point was further echoed by another respondent:

“Our initial start-up advantages were that we had credible expertise and a competitive
understanding of our space, and we kept our costs low which means we did not incur debts up-

front. We still have those advantages.” (Informant Q)

From our analysis, we found that the prior experiences, social support and network including family
financial support at founding were crucial. Through the background and work, founders were able to
accumulate superior industry-specific knowledge on how different technologies work and can be

utilised by businesses. As one informant recalled:

“Most of our staff have worked in key and major companies in our industry. So, they used the
experience they have acquired to the advantage of our company. Our staff have smart ways of

executing projects.” (Informant T9)

Another re-emphasised:

“Having worked in an insurance broking firm as an IT person for almost 10 years, | realised

that there are a lot of IT issues in the industry. Companies have bought computers, but they are
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not adding any value to their businesses ... I started as an individual consulting ... got

experienced through schooling and working for free for others.” (Informant S)

Another advantage alluded to by the informants was that they have had opportunities to learn from

other start-ups in the country:

“l had the opportunity to speak with some industry players to know the challenges they face in

dealing with technology solution providers.” (Informant H)

At one Internet of Things (10T) Solutions provider firm, Informant T8 added:

“Africa is a virgin field when it comes to IT, with an exploding population made up of the youth.

This brings up many opportunities.” (Informant T8)

As Informant T9 at an IT Solution firm stressed:

“We developed tailored questionnaires according to business sectors and gave them out to our
prospective customers. Based on their responses we identify their needs ... We first tried to get
main contact numbers from those opportunities and book meetings with key decision makers of

those opportunities.”

Summatively, this highlights how these NTVs firms engage with existing firms or potential users to

identify their challenges to develop technology solutions. Notwithstanding the backgrounds of the

founders, these NTVs can utilise their expertise in developing solutions by working collaboratively

with various network ties.
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4.3.1 Returnees as a source of knowledge

Interestingly and unexpectedly, we found that highly skilled returnees have played a pivotal role in the
development of the high-tech sector, bringing with them an array of industrial experiences and
education from Western nations. An increasing number of Western-educated graduates have returned
home to start new businesses, bringing with them experiences across industries. The possession of
knowledge of foreign markets in the UK and US has equipped their organisations, among them are
Informants J and Q. In spite of these experiences, they also face the same challenges. Informant Q,
with a master’s degree in Digital Marketing from New York University, highlighted the potential
positive effects of prior education in influencing the decision to set up a full-service digital marketing

agency. She noted:

“There were barely any digital marketing agencies in Ghana when | moved back in 2013. Most
brands were using agencies in Nigeria, Kenya or SA. A few traditional agencies were attempting
to put together digital teams in-house to keep up but there were no outstanding players in the
space at the time ... My business is human-resource intensive so luckily, 7 didn’t need a huge
capital investment beyond securing office space and a few operational costs. | already had the

)

expertise from my work and academic experience in the States.’

Indeed, start-up firms created by returning entrepreneurs were able to capitalise on rich knowledge and
experiences of the founders to diversify the business and institute measures and processes that
minimise the risk of failure. The preceding arguments suggest that returnees can be a key source of
human capital, including knowledge of international markets and skills which can enrich the new
venture. Such strategic assets can equip new ventures to spot opportunities, and strategically adapt to
overcome initial turbulence in the business environment. The following informant charts the transition

from exploring to exploiting the market opportunity by adding:
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“Most professionals in Ghana had work and academic expertise in traditional marketing so
hiring them would not have been cost-efficient. The strategy | adopted was to get students who
were fresh out of college and showed potential to grasp things quickly, be creative, think quickly,
were tech-savvy, understood marketing to an extent and were ready to learn. And then | trained

them. | ensured we kept our cost low, so we did not need external financial support.” (Informant

Q)

As shown in Table 3, there are differential effects and the nature of initial market advantages. The
small size and geographic isolation often mean that some start-ups are unable to tap into existing talent

pools across the whole nation.

4.4 Phase 3: Ascertaining and responding to change

This is a post-founding late-stage development. The NTVs often experience competitive threats after
formation in transitioning to the next phase of development. However, there are two types of threats
faced by the new venture: firms’ positioning due to lack of legitimacy at founding and market
competition, which curtailed their ability to establish a foothold in the market. One informant

highlighted funding as being one of the challenges before and after starting the business:

“Financial resources were our major challenge because most of the projects we got when we
started were executed without mobilisation funds; all the projects were pre-financed from our
own resources ... We have had some kind of agreement with some rich people to pre-finance

projects ...and in return they will get some interest on the money invested. The relationship is
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purely done on transparency and truthfulness. We also tried as much as we can to have 30 days

credit facilities with most of our suppliers.” (Informant T9)

Others offer a more general analysis of why many small and medium-sized enterprises (SMESs) lose

their initial advantage due to poor positioning by noting that:

“Occasionally, there is an over-reliance on political influence so once the party is out, they

crash.” (Informant I)

On factors that cause SMEs to lose initial market advantages after formation, Informant Q provided

this insight:

“Not having a true competitive advantage to begin with ... Not being flexible enough to adapt
quickly to changes in the market; not building their business around a consumer need, but rather
building it from the perspective of the product or service they hope to sell; being intimidated by
the strides and resources bigger companies have and attempting to have the same when it is not
financially feasible; incurring costs that cannot be clearly justified as having a positive effect on

their bottom line and hiring the wrong people.”

Although many of the informants complained about negative effects of weak regulatory frameworks,
lack of skilled tech personnel and lack of government support and funding in hampering their activities,
many emphasised that the key to success is predicated on ability to leverage the existing resources and

expertise to respond to the given environmental conditions. An informant asserted:

“Yes, | know of a few that have closed down. A lot of them have to do with the after-sales support
which these firms failed to offer. Also, over-expansion leading to higher overhead costs is also

a major cause of these failures ... Customer service is a key part of our marketing strategy. We
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are constantly in touch with all companies ‘to whom we've sold products to know if they will
require add-ons or modifications to suit their requirements. Our products are also fairly priced

to continue to be in competition.” (Informant T7)

Our findings indicate not only initial steps in combating turbulence but also developing a
comprehensive understanding of the issues preceding strategic actions. Such an approach equips
entrepreneurs to be able to navigate the business environment and mitigate the effects of strategic and
tactical errors in such responses. Our analysis indicates that obtaining and utilising new knowledge is
essential in start-up firms’ ability to recover after experiencing a decline in their initial market
advantage. By initially using the door-to-door network to develop trust with potential clients and

customers, some founders plant the seeds towards recovery in a turbulent period.

“Sometimes it may appear as though the market is not ready for what they are offering. However,
this should not cause them to close down ... S0, it boils down to not fully appreciating where the
market is at when they entered, striving for scalability too early, and being unprepared for the

amount of work and time it takes to get the market-ready.” (Informant Q)

Due to competition, they quickly realised that they could not only rely on their limited resources for

success but also needed the resources and expertise of partners.

5. DISCUSSION

Based on the analysis of NTVs in Ghana, and synthesis of the results, we deduced a three-stage model
that sheds light on the dynamics and external and organisational factors of ESP. Our phases illustrate
activities in the pre and post founding phases such as spotting and exploiting market opportunities,

identifying initial advantages, responding to turbulence and maintaining market position.
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In the pre-founding stage, entrepreneurs with technology expertise spotted business opportunities not
fully served by existing technologies and applications. Others also engaged with existing firms or
potential users to spot opportunities that require technology solutions. These opportunities involve
both business and individual customer needs not adequately catered for by existing applications.
Founders of the NTVs were able to deploy their expertise and in some cases prior experiences in other
ventures to develop new solutions that would serve the needs of either the business or the customers.
Technical knowledge and expertise are key assets in spotting and exploiting opportunities at the pre-
founding stages as well as in identifying the initial advantages of the NTV during the founding stage.
Resources required in developing new applications are usually beyond the capability of an individual
founder or venture. Many founders of NTVs turned to partnership and collaboration with others to

acquire the resources and competencies required for exploiting the opportunities.

In the post-funding phase, NTVs experienced challenges and threats in their positioning due to liability
of newness, lack of legitimacy, weak regulatory frameworks, and lack of government support.
However, they recover through developing networks and trust with potential customers or clients. Both

external and internal environment resources are therefore key in the NTVs founding and growth.

The three phases identified enable us to unpick the processes through which informal and formal
ties/networks are utilised by new ventures to overcome extreme resource constraints, knowledge and
information vacuum that shapes NTVs ESP (Nyuur et al., 2018). Our study affirms that ESP is a
process of deploying tangible and intangible capabilities in establishing and maintaining relevant
relationships. In addition, our findings suggest that informal networks such as family, friends and local
culture provided necessary but scarce financial and human capital in identifying and exploiting market
opportunities. Indeed, in an emerging economy with weak institutional voids, the informal ties and

networks appear to have become an effective mechanism for overcoming the institutional voids by
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helping the ventures to overcome extreme resource constraints, limited market knowledge and

financial credits.

From our findings, prior work experience, expertise and knowledge contribute to the dynamics of ESP.
Our analysis demonstrates that the knowledge acquired through prior work experiences in the same
and related sectors coupled with education in the key areas appeared to have equipped the
entrepreneurs to shepherd their organisations through turbulence after formations. Some of the
ventures’ early successes or ability to navigate the business environment were predicated on the
knowledge and expertise brought to bear by the founder(s). Knowledge and skills acquired by
entrepreneurs are therefore relevant to exploiting market information and possible opportunities
(Flamini et al., 2021). However, our findings also indicated that new ventures tend to limit their
external environmental scanning activities by relying on their immediate personal networks, including
friends, family, former work colleagues and environments to identify and explore market
opportunities. By diversifying their spotting and exploiting market opportunities activities, the firms
can enrich their capabilities and internal resources. Taken together, the above analysis outlines the
dynamics of ESP as route market positioning. Effective ESP involves entrepreneurs having an open
mindset to identify, seize and exploit opportunities in the external environment (Flamini et al., 2021)

at the pre and post founding stages of development.

5.1 Implications for Theory

The study sought to examine the processes of ESP among NTV in an emerging economy and makes
three main contributions. First, based on our findings we contribute to research on ESP (Covin et al.,
1994, De Clercg and Zhou, 2014) and market positioning (Blankson and Kalafatis, 2001) by deepening
our understanding of how NTVs adopt and reposition themselves in the wake of environmental shifts.

We highlight the dynamics of ESP during the pre and post founding stages of development and develop
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a three-stage model of ESP, which illustrates activities such as spotting and exploiting market
opportunities, identifying initial advantages, responding to turbulence and maintaining market
position. The model sheds light on the dynamics and external and organisational factors that contribute
to ESP. Furthermore, although the current discourse calls for a better understanding of start-ups
(Paradkar et al., 2015), we know little about their market positioning. Our analysis contributes to
market positioning research (Blankson and Kalafatis, 1999) by deepening our understanding of how
NTVs spot and respond to market opportunities. Our findings also expand our understanding of
entrepreneurial strategic posture (Ahmadi and O’Cass, 2018; Covin and Slevin, 1990; Lumpkin and
Dess, 1996) by exploring the post-funding stage and how environmental forces can alter the position

and market advantages in an emerging market context.

Second, our study enriches the entrepreneurship literature around institutional voids (Mair and
Marti, 2009; Mair et al., 2012). Specifically, we demonstrate how NTV founders leverage informal
networks and ties to overcome the challenge of information and knowledge vacuum in fragile, opaque,
and munificent environments. Our insights from Ghana provide a much-needed understanding of ESP
in maintaining firms’ competitiveness after formation in less transparent and efficient contexts. This
study, therefore, deepens our understanding of the growing body of research on positioning strategies

in emerging markets (Blankson, 2007).

By also focusing on NTVs our study provides better insights and extends the literature on
technology entrepreneurship. This body of literature has discussed the role of new technologies in
launching new ventures (Jafari-Sadeghi et al., 2021). Our study extends this body of knowledge by
highlighting the essential role of technologies and digital solutions in both internal and external
environmental monitoring, as well as in facilitating strategic positioning in challenging institutional

contexts. The research, therefore, demonstrates the usefulness of strategic posturing in NTVs growth
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and builds on the role of technology readiness knowledge base in entrepreneurial exploration and

exploitation (Jafari-Sadeghi et al., 2021).

Third, strategic posture is fundamental in the development of new ventures (Covin and Slevin,
1990; see also Mu et al., 2016). However, past studies have paid little attention to how NTVs alter
their entrepreneurial position in the wake of changes in the business environment after formation. We
extend our understanding of this in an emerging market context through a three-stage model that

elucidates the dynamics of ESP.

Implications for practitioners

From a practical standpoint, our findings indicate that NTVs should recognise that initial
advantages are mere temporary positions or advantages which are easily replicated by me-too
products/services. This requires NTVs to expand this expertise that contributes to the maintaining of
their competitiveness. To avert the initial loss of market advantages, NTVs should explore different
approaches to market positioning including continuous innovations and repositioning the venture.
From a public policy standpoint, creating entrepreneurship forums and managerial training centres for
small-scale entrepreneurs within emerging nations would support and facilitate the diffusion of ideas
and best practices. Such a forum will help enrich locals in how best to obtain financing and improve
competitiveness and collaboration with local and international firms. By developing national policies
towards increasing access to the fundamental tools to compete in a global economy such as laptops,
smartphones, internet etc governments can create necessary conditions for new-venture formation to
flourish. Another policy implication of the findings is the need to create conditions that encourage
these new ventures to seek to internationalise beyond the Ghanaian market to at least the neighbouring

countries within the region and beyond.
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Notwithstanding the above important insights, there are some limitations in this study. First, we
focused on start-ups in the technology-related sectors in Ghana. This overlooks the wider explosion of
new business formations in many emerging countries across industries. It might be worthwhile for
future research to see cross-industrial data to assess the generalisability of the findings. By focusing
on a single country, our study cannot be generalised to other emerging countries. We also relied
exclusively on a very small number of entrepreneurs and used self-reporting of individual experiences,
which can be sugar-coated, thereby lessening the generalisability of the findings. Future studies could
therefore seek to expand and test our model. Moreover, several informants hinted at the failure of rival
firms. Another useful starting point would be to examine the causes, market failure and inefficiencies.
In an age of growing influence of technology in emerging nations, it is hoped that this study fosters

new streams of research on sub-Saharan Africa.
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