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Hackathons are a current trend in many industries aiming to ideate new digital innovations 

that can disrupt existing businesses. There is a lot of potential in hackathons but there is a 

long journey to go before an idea from a hackathon is turned into successful business. 

During this journey a hackathon team needs different types of inter-organizational networks 

in order to survive and the business to grow. However, researchers have not yet investigated 

the evolution process. 

This thesis presents a longitudinal case study aiming to get a novel understanding on how 

hackathon teams evolve from an idea to actual business after a hackathon. Two hackathon 

teams are followed for one year to examine their evolution and network formation. The 

empirical case study is conducted with a process perspective, examining events and actions 

of the case teams’ evolution related to time and other events. Since no previous research 

exists on hackathon team evolution specifically, the empirical study is supported with a 

comprehensive literature review on small firm evolution and relationship development. 

The main results of this case study propose that hackathon teams evolve in stages: (1) 

concept generation, (2) piloting, (3) early operation, (4) growth and (5) maturity. When 

moving from one stage to the next, a hackathon team makes a clear shift in their strategic 

focus. In addition, a continuous stage of exploration is ongoing simultaneously with the 

other stages, which indicates the high technology-driven nature of hackathon teams.  

The case study shows that during the first evolution stages, a hackathon team is not yet able 

to intentionally manage its networks. Instead, they are depending on opportunities of for 

example different events and their own personal relationships. Different networks are 

important in different evolution stages, but according to the findings of this case study most 

important are reputational networks that provide a hackathon team with credibility. In each 

inter-organizational relationship, the initial expectations are crucial in determining its 

success. The relationships develop in cycles where commitment increases in time and 

continuous learning leads to readjustments.  

To conclude, this thesis presents novel theoretical understanding on hackathon team 

evolution. Thus, it opens up the topic for future research that is needed to deepen the 

understanding of the phenomenon. The results are quite consistent with the evolution of any 

small emerging firm. However, this case study indicates that hackathon teams can enter new 

networks through social capital that the gain by participating hackathons and other events. In 

addition to the theoretical implications, some practical implications are pointed out based on 

the case study to hackathon teams, their partners and hackathon organizers. 
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Tiivistelmä 

Hackathonit ovat ajankohtainen trendi monilla aloilla ja niiden tarkoituksena on ideoida 

uusia innovaatioita mullistamaan olemassa olevaa liiketoimintaa. Hackathoneissa on paljon 

potentiaalia, mutta matka hackathonissa syntyneestä ideasta menestyväksi liiketoiminnaksi 

on pitkä. Selviytyäkseen hackathon-tiimin on tehtävä yhteistyötä muiden organisaatioiden 

kanssa. Tätä hackathon-tiimien ja niiden verkostojen evoluutiota ei kuitenkaan ole vielä 

tutkittu. 

Tämän tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on luoda uutta teoreettista ymmärrystä siitä, miten 

hackathon-tiimit kehittyvät liiketoiminnaksi hackathonin jälkeen. Pitkittäinen case-tutkimus 

toteutettiin tutkimalla kahta hackathon-tiimiä ja niiden yhteistyösuhteita vuoden ajan. 

Tutkimus tehdään prosessinäkökulmasta, tarkastellen tapahtumia ja ilmiöitä hackathon-

tiimien evoluutiossa suhteessa aikaan ja toisiin tapahtumiin. Koska hackathon-tiimeistä ei 

ole aiempaa kirjallisuutta, tutkimuksen teoriapohjana on laaja kirjallisuuskatsaus pienten 

yritysten evoluutiosta ja organisaatioiden välisten yhteistyösuhteiden muodostumisesta. 

Tutkimustulokset osoittavat, että hackathon-tiimien evoluutio tapahtuu vaiheittain: (1) 

konseptin luominen, (2) pilotointi, (3) alkava toiminta, (4) kasvu ja (5) kypsyys. Siirtyessään 

vaiheesta toiseen, hackathon-tiimi tekee selkeän muutoksen strategisessa fokuksessaan. 

Näiden vaiheiden lisäksi hackathon-tiimeillä on vahvasta teknologiafokuksestaan johtuva 

jatkuva tutkimusvaihe, joka tapahtuu muiden vaiheiden kanssa samanaikaisesti. 

Tutkimus esittää, että ensimmäisten evoluutiovaiheiden aikana hackathon-tiimi ei vielä pysty 

tietoisesti hallitsemaan yhteistyöverkostojaan, vaan on hyvin riippuvainen odottamattomista 

mahdollisuuksista ja olemassa olevista verkostosuhteistaan. Eri evoluutiovaiheissa tarvitaan 

yhteistyötä erilaisten toimijoiden kanssa, ja alkuvaiheessa erityisesti maineverkostot ovat 

tärkeitä hackathon-tiimille. Yhteistyösuhteet kehittyvät sykleissä, joissa yhteistyökumppanit 

oppivat, arvioivat ja mukauttavat yhteistyösuhdetta jatkuvasti. Erityisesti alkuvaiheen 

odotukset vaikuttavat suuresti yhteistyösuhteen onnistuneeseen luomiseen. 

Tutkimus tukee suurilta osin aiempia teoreettisia käsityksiä siitä, miten pienet yrityksen 

kehittyvät. Kuitenkin tämä case-tutkimus osoittaa, että hackathon tiimit voivat löytää uusia 

verkostoja sosiaalisen pääoman avulla, jota he saavat osallistumalla hackathoneihin ja 

muihin tapahtumiin. Tutkimus luo uutta teoreettista ymmärrystä hackathon-tiimien 

kehittymisestä, ja näin ollen avaa ilmiötä tulevalle täydentävälle tutkimukselle. Teoreettisen 

panoksen lisäksi tutkimus osoittaa myös käytännön oppeja ja oivalluksia hackathon-

tiimeille, niiden yhteistyökumppaneille sekä hackathonien järjestäjille. 
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I  INTRODUCTION 

 

1. Introduction 

This thesis presents a case study of how hackathon teams evolve from an idea 

in a hackathon to business. Since inter-organizational networks are crucial for 

the evolution of any small emerging firm, the relationships hackathon teams 

form during their early evolution are also investigated. The focus is on 

understanding the evolution as a process and seeing how inter-organizational 

networks form and develop around a hackathon team. The empirical case 

study includes two case teams, which have been examined during their first 

year of operation. 

There is no previous research on hackathon teams specifically and this thesis 

aims to provide initial understanding and insights into the topic. This thesis 

focuses on the turning points, goals, intentions and relationships of the 

hackathon teams. A process perspective is utilized to investigate these 

dynamics related to time and each other. This way a deep understanding of the 

phenomenon is achieved and can be later used for further research on the 

topic. 

This introduction chapter presents the context and objectives of the thesis. 

First, the background is discussed to understand the bigger picture around the 

topic in chapter 1.1. Then in chapter 1.2, the objectives of the thesis are 

clarified and the research questions are presented. Chapter 1.3 describes the 

research perspective, design and the context of the empirical case study. 

Finally, chapter 1.4 presents the structure of the thesis. 

1.1. Background 

Digitalization is not anymore a new phenomenon but it continues to challenge 

the traditional industries as it enables new kinds of opportunities and new 

types of competitors for them. The construction industry among other 
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traditional industries in Finland, as well as globally, is facing a digital 

disruption where digitalization finally renews the business, not only by turning 

existing processes to digital but by creating brand new operating models for 

the entire industry. Because this disruption concerns the whole industry, it can 

not be tackled by single organizations on their own but requires collaboration 

both industry-wide and cross-industry. Thus, new networked operating models 

and a new mindset towards inter-organizational collaboration are needed if the 

organizations wish to survive through the digital disruption.  

One new operating model for finding solutions to the struggles of industry is 

hackathons. A hackathon is an event where people from different industries, 

skills and backgrounds gather together to intensively create new digital 

solutions in a short period of time, for example during one weekend. They can 

be either focus-centric (focusing on a specific problem) or tech-centric 

(focusing on a specific technology) depending on the organizer of the 

hackathon. (Briscoe & Mulligan, 2014) Hackathons have recently gained a lot 

of attention and the interest of large companies from different industries, and 

likewise Briscoe and Mulligan (2014) realize their huge potential in digital 

innovations. Thus, hackathons could be used to find the needed digital 

disruptive solutions for renewing entire traditional industries. 

1.2. Thesis objectives 

Though many organizations in traditional industries have recognized the 

potential of hackathons there is still much work to be done before an idea 

from a hackathon is turned into actual networked business that disrupts the 

industry. A hackathon team usually is not yet even a company at the time of 

the hackathon, and their resources and knowledge about the target industry 

might be quite minimal. Thus collaboration with the bigger players in the 

industry is vital for them (Hite & Hesterly, 2001). This thesis will focus on 

this road from a hackathon team to actual networked business by following 

how inter-organizational relationships begin to form around a team as it 

evolves.  
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Furthermore, because of the high importance of successful network formation 

for a hackathon team (or other young firm), it is interesting to ask how these 

networks actually form and develop. Lapiedra et al. (2004) argue that since a 

network consists of dyadic relationships between different actors in it, the 

formation and development of a network can be explained through 

investigating the dyadic relationships in it. Thus, a closer look to specific 

relationships of a hackathon team will reveal a lot of information about the 

success of the team.  

This thesis has two research questions. The first one concentrates on the 

evolution process of hackathon teams.  

RQ1: How does a hackathon team evolve from an idea to business?  

The second one in turn focuses on the development of inter-organizational 

networks and relationships that are needed during the evolution process.  

RQ2: How do different inter-organizational networks and relationships form 

and develop around a hackathon team? 

In this thesis hackathon teams are considered as a specific type of small 

emerging firms as hackathons teams have not yet been investigated a lot in 

academic research. Thus, this thesis also aims to find out some differences 

between the evolution of hackathon teams and other start-up firms.  

1.3. Research perspective, context and design 

Relationship formation as a process 

To best understand the path from a hackathon team to networked business a 

process perspective presented by Langley (1999, 2007) is used in this study. 

Langley (2007) argues that process thinking enables us to regard a 

phenomenon dynamically, “in terms of movement, activity, events, change 

and temporal evolution”. This dynamic consideration means situating the 

events, changes and activities in relation to time and thus it differs from 

variance theories that discuss static attributes and effects, for example when 
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explaining strategic change (Langley, 1999). An inter-organizational 

relationship and its development are certainly dynamic phenomena (Inkpen & 

Currall, 2004) and thus the process perspective provides great insights to the 

topic. This process perspective sees that inter-organizational relationships are 

socially constructed and thus are constantly evolving and changing over time 

by actions and interpretations of the partners (Ring & Van de Ven, 1994). 

As Langley (1999) presents, there are many levels and ways to analyze 

process data, and this thesis will use a more detailed narrative strategy for data 

analysis. By following the detailed narrative approach, this thesis provides a 

process view to understand the development processes of hackathon teams 

towards business.  

Research context and design 

This thesis will present a longitudinal empirical case study of two forming, 

hackathon-originated teams using Langley’s (2007) process research 

perspective. Because the development of hackathon teams has not yet been 

studied much, a case study is conducted. The focus is on getting a deep 

understanding of the formation and development process of inter-

organizational relationships and collaboration that the case teams develop with 

their partners.  

This thesis only considers the development of the dyadic relationships that the 

case hackathon teams form within their networks. This approach is chosen to 

keep the hackathon teams in the center of the study, and because the evolution 

of these dyadic ties in a network has a direct impact on the evolution of the 

entire network (Hite, 2005). Thus understanding the formation of dyadic 

relationships will facilitate understanding the formation of the larger network.  

The comparative case study is conducted in the context of construction 

industry in Finland. The two hackathon teams that are in the center of this 

study both participated in the first AEC Hackathon, where AEC stands for 

Architecture, Engineering and Construction. AEC Hackathons aim to bring 

together expertise from different fields to find new digital solutions in the 
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construction industry. The first AEC Hackathon in Finland was held in 

November 2015, and after that, both the teams of this comparative case study 

have been developing their digital solutions towards actual business. This 

thesis follows the journeys of these teams as a longitudinal case study. 

Furthermore, this thesis aims to understand the inter-organizational dyadic 

relationship the teams form with other organizations from a process 

perspective. 

There is still very minimal research on hackathons per se, and this thesis is 

among the first ones studying the topic. Thus, to support the case study in 

answering the research questions, a wide range of relevant literature will be 

discussed: previous research on inter-organizational network and relationship 

formation in general, entrepreneurship literature on the evolution of small, 

young firms and the literature on the governance of inter-organizational 

relationships.  

1.4. Structure of the thesis 

First, after presenting the background, motives and objectives of this study as 

the introduction, a theoretical part will follow. It consists of three main 

chapters discussing different fields of literature. Chapter 2 presents 

entrepreneurship literature that explores the evolution of young small firms 

from a network point of view. Chapter 3 discusses existing research that 

addresses the development processes of inter-organizational networks and 

relationships in more detail. A summary of the theoretical part is conducted by 

presenting a theoretical framework in chapter 4. 

The next part of the thesis presents the empirical case study. Chapter 5 

explains the methodology, introduces the cases and describes how data 

collection and analysis was conducted.  Chapter 6 in turn covers the results of 

the study by first describing the empirical findings and their theoretical 

interpretations and then finally answering the research questions of the thesis.  
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The final part of the thesis presents the conclusions and implications. They 

main conclusions of this thesis are summed up in chapter 7, an evaluation of 

the study follows in chapter 8, and finally the possible implications of the case 

study and some suggestions for future research are discussed in chapter 9. 
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II THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

This chapter discusses the viewpoints and models that literature can provide to 

study the formation process of inter-organizational relationships of a small 

firm. To begin answering the first research question, entrepreneurship 

literature is reviewed (chapter 2) to explain how the formation of networks is 

linked to the first steps and growth of a young small firm. Then classic 

theories of inter-organizational network and relationship formation are 

presented (chapter 3). They can be discussed in terms of linear processes, 

cyclical processes and development of governance. The aim is to explain the 

dynamic nature of inter-organizational relationships. Chapter 4 concludes the 

theoretical synthesis by linking the two previous chapters together. 

2. The evolution of a young small firm 

A small firm is often characterized by a small number of employees, smaller 

amounts in production and fewer resources in use (Street & Cameron, 2007). 

A typical hackathon team fits well into these characteristics, and thus we can 

discuss them as emerging small firms. Because of the small resources and 

operations a small firm is usually dependent on the inter-organizational 

relationships and networks, which have been proven to foster the sustainable 

success of a small business (e.g. Hite & Hesterly, 2001; Larson & Starr, 1993; 

Street & Cameron, 2007). This is well noted among entrepreneurial 

researchers, and the characteristics, management and effects of inter-

organizational networks for a small firm have been investigated in the 

literature (Street & Cameron, 2007). 

More specifically, the formation of small firm networks has been studied, but 

mostly from the point of view of finding suitable partners or gaining referrals 

(Street & Cameron, 2007). In addition, managing and building the inter-

organizational relationships as well as organizational learning have been 

studied but Street and Cameron (2007) note that the development of  

relationships over time is yet to be explored. In this chapter I clarify the 
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development of these relationships by discussing the evolution process of a 

small firm and its network. Also different kinds of relationships might be 

needed in different phases of this evolution (Hite & Hesterly, 2001) and thus 

also the formation of different ties is addressed. 

2.1. Networks in small firm evolution and growth 

“Addressing questions of how early firm networks evolve can be elusive” 

(Hite & Hesterly, 2001, p. 276). This is because as the small firms evolve 

through their early phases, also the networks evolve in order to better support 

the firms’ needs. Hite and Hesterly discuss this evolution of a young small 

firm and the networks it develops on the way. Unlike previous research, they 

address networks of a small firm dynamically rather than on a single point in 

time. They recognize that also networks evolve in time and they focus on 

networks during two life cycle stages of small emerging firms: emergence and 

early growth. These would then be followed by stages of later growth, 

maturity and death and each stage represents a different context, needs and 

challenges for a firm. (Hite & Hesterly, 2001) 

First stages of small firm evolution 

According to Hite and Hesterly (2001) the emergence stage of the evolution 

of a small firm begins as a firm is legally acknowledged. At this point, a 

firm’s main strategic goal is to survive. Its resources and capabilities are still 

very small and the uncertainty and equivocality of the firm are relatively high. 

Thus, it needs external resources and reliability that can be gained through 

forming inter-organizational relationships and networks. During the 

emergence stage, the networks are stated to be more identity-based, meaning 

that the network ties include some kind of personal or social identification. 

The identity of ties is found more important than the actual economic 

functions partly because the more unknown partners are not yet available for 

an emerging, uncertain firm. (Hite & Hesterly, 2001) 
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Early growth stage in turn begins when intentional decisions are made to shift 

the strategic focus from survival to growing the business. Like in the previous 

emergence stage, uncertainty and equivocality are high when firms shift to 

early growth. However, now the firms have gained some reputation and 

legitimacy that did not exist in emergence, but which now enables finding and 

attracting new partners. In order to grow, a firm needs this broader set of 

resources and its networks should evolve. Hite and Hesterly (2001) propose 

that firms who shift from their identity-based networks to more calculative 

networks during early growth will likely be more successful. They think that 

the functions of the ties should now be more important than their identity and 

the formation of ties is more motivated by economic benefits than it was in 

emergence stage. Calculative networks usually allow the firm to access a 

broader range of resources and opportunities and thus it will better support 

growth. (Hite & Hesterly, 2001) 

When a firm evolves from emergence to early growth, it will also gain more 

power over determining and adapting its networks. According to Hite and 

Hesterly (2001) identity-based networks in emergence stage are highly path-

dependent because the lack of reputation makes firms rely on their existing 

connections. This restricts the amount of flexibility for a firm to intentionally 

manage and adapt its network. In turn, at the early growth stage a firm has 

gained some reputation that allows it to begin managing its own networks by 

forming new ties more calculatively. Thus, small firms coevolve with their 

networks as the formation and management of networks are highly linked to 

the life cycle stage of the small firm. (Hite & Hesterly, 2001) 

Coviello (2006) in turn aims to understand the development process of 

international new ventures (INV) and the dynamics of their networks. She 

presents INVs to develop through four life cycle stages that represent the 

evolution of a technology-based new venture. Stage 1 includes concept 

generation, resource acquisition and technological development, in stage 2 the 

firm is a production related start-up and is commercialized, in stage 3 the firm 

aims to grow in sales and volumes and faces new organizational issues, and 
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then stage 4 represents stability and profitability. Coviello investigated the 

networks of three INVs in their stages 1, 2 and 3 and based on a comparative 

case study she found that internationalization did not take place until stages 2 

(commercialization) and 3 (growth). (Coviello, 2006) The stage 2 is 

comparable to Hite and Hesterly’s emergence stage, and stage 3 to early 

growth.  

Coviello (2006) disagrees with Hite and Hesterly’s state that ties evolve from 

identity-based and path-dependent to more calculative, intentionally managed 

ones as a firm evolves from emergence to growth. In contrast, her case study 

states that both path-dependent and intentionally managed network ties are 

present in all three stages of a new ventures evolution. She emphasizes that, 

unlike Hite and Hesterly state, there is no one single combination of different 

ties but there are many combinations that can lead to success. For example, 

those firms that had identity-based networks in conception and 

commercialization stages could rely on trust and social relations to access the 

resources they needed. On the other hand, those firms who begin with a 

sparse, calculative-based initial network may be exposed to face the 

challenges of later growth already in earlier stages. (Coviello, 2006)  

In conclusion, there seems to be several potentially successful networking 

strategies for small firms instead of just one. Coviello does though point out 

that the ties with economic intentions were dominant compared to identity-

based in all the networks in her study.  

Network model for organization formation 

Larson and Starr (1993) present their own process model for organization 

formation from the inter-organizational network point of view. Their model is 

based on extant research and discusses how an entrepreneur forms a new 

organization through networking. They see that a new venture evolves 

together with its network dynamics that aim to finally crystallize into stable 

long-term relationships. The model (shown in figure 1) has three stages of 

entrepreneurial networking that are crucial for emerging new firms to access 

the needed resources. The stages are (1) focusing on essential dyads, (2) 
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converting dyadic ties to socioeconomic exchanges and (3) layering the 

exchanges with multiple exchange processes. The main point behind the 

model is to emphasize how simple dyadic exchange relationships are 

transformed into a multidimensional stable set of network relationships in 

time. It clearly differs from the previously presented ones by structuring the 

stages from a network’s point of view instead of a firm’s one. (Larson & Starr, 

1993)  

 

Figure 1 The network model of organizational transformation process from pre-

organization to organization by Larson and Starr (1993). 

According to Larson and Starr’s model the first step for an emerging firm is 

focusing on essential dyads because of the need to access resources not found 

inside the organization. This first stage includes developing relationships with 

other organizations that could become potential partners and then evaluating 

these new relationships. This search and evaluation process is repeated until a 

network has been shaped to best fit the current needs of an emerging firm and 

the most essential relationships have been identified and selected for further 

development. These relationships should be those that can best provide the 

critical resources during the initial steps of an emerging firm. They can be 

based on either social or economic exchanges. During the first stage, a new 

firm itself also evolves from a business concept towards an actual 

implementation plan that can be executed with the help of the identified 
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essential relationships. (Larson & Starr, 1993) To link this to the previous 

models, at this stage a firm evolves from concept generation to 

commercialization/emergence (Coviello, 2006; Hite & Hesterly, 2001). 

Next, the relationships established as essential are developed further through 

increasing commitments and transactions in them. This Larson and Starr name 

as stage 2 where, if successful, the relationships are converted from either 

social or economic into two-dimensional, socioeconomic exchanges. This 

means they begin to have both personal and economic aspects as the business 

interests become clearer over time and interaction increases between them. 

During this stage the parties explore the possibilities of the relationship by 

taking small risks and learning by trial and error. This learning enables the 

parties to constantly evaluate the business potential of the relationship and if 

expectations are met the partners will commit even more in the relationship. 

With increased communication also formal and informal procedures begin to 

form and the interdependence of the partners will increase.  (Larson & Starr, 

1993) 

The final stage 3 then aims to layer these socioeconomic relationships with 

other business functions and integrate them into the routine exchanges of the 

relationships. This causes an even tighter interdependence among the parties- 

More commitment is required from both, and it will make the network more 

stable. Larson and Starr state that during stage 3 the relationships will shift 

even more towards organizational economic exchanges instead of personal 

relationships of the entrepreneur. This contradicts with Coviello’s (2006) view 

of both identity-based and economic-based networks can be equally present in 

all evolution phases discussed previously. Larson and Starr argue the 

difference with the complex nature of the exchanges. The collaboration is 

integrated into the organizations everyday activities and processes become 

more structured and standardized with increasing formal and informal 

procedures. Thus, the relationships can not anymore be dependent on only the 

personal relations and social interactions. (Larson & Starr, 1993) 
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What happens after stage 3 is the crystallization of stable multidimensional 

relationships which according to Larson and Starr (1993) is linked to a new 

organization having been formed. They state that a firm is not fully mature 

until it has some crystallized relationships. With stable and more predictable 

network relationships, a new firm is now recognized as a viable entity and 

other parties are dependent on it. Its formation process from a pre-

organization to a new organization through the three stages is now complete. 

Crystallized relationships give the new firm credit, which provides it with new 

possibilities for growth as it attracts new partners and is able to acquire new 

resources. Notable is that although some relationships in the network have 

been crystallized into long-term commitments, the firm must continue 

evaluating its ties and exploring new ones. (Larson & Starr, 1993) 

In conclusion, all discussed authors, Hite and Hesterly, Coviello and Larson 

and Starr, agree that the evolution of a young small firm is highly linked to its 

network’s formation process. During its emergence and early growth, a new 

firm is highly dependent on building a network that will eventually enable and 

stabilize its operation and further growth. Thus, the firm aims towards stable, 

profitable and multidimensional exchange relationships during the early steps 

of its evolution. Though what Coviello (2006) emphasizes is that not all 

relationships are crystallized but actually only a few of them will and even 

should remain long-term. Different ties have different purposes and not all are 

meant to be what Larson and Starr call crystallized. Thus, Coviello reminds 

that the network of a young firm is highly unstable and constantly changing. 

(Coviello, 2006) This is because at different phases an emerging firm needs 

different kinds of relationships and networks (Hite & Hesterly, 2001). 

2.2. Different types of ties 

In the previous section, extant literature on the type of ties in different 

evolution phases was presented. First, Hite and Hesterly (2001) argue that as 

the firm evolves from emergence to early growth the relationship ties evolve 

from identity-based ties to more economic ties. This means that the previous 

socially embedded ties will gain an arm’s-length distance as the relationship 
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become more inter-organizational instead of inter-personal. With this, they 

also become more manageable. (Hite & Hesterly, 2001) Larson and Starr 

(1993) agree with Hite and Hesterly’s view but Coviello’s (2006) case study 

contradicts with them. She found that both types of ties are present in all 

stages of a young firms evolution, though economic, calculative relationships 

are predominant (Coviello, 2006). Hite (2005) continues this discussion later 

with the concept of relational embeddedness. 

Relationally embedded  

Relationally embedded inter-organizational relationships have a social 

relationship in addition to the market-based one. Because of the social aspect, 

relationally embedded relationships can influence the firm’s economic and 

strategic choices more than purely economic ones. Hite (2005) explains that 

there are three possible social components in a relationship: a personal 

relationship, dyadic economic interaction and social capital. She argues that 

network entry is always done through one of these components. A full 

relational embeddedness is achieved when a relationship gains all three social 

components (Hite, 2005).  

It is easier for a small young firm to be influenced by someone close and 

known compared to a stranger because the parties are already committed to 

their relationship. Thus, relationally embedded ties are usually managed with 

trust instead of formal governance mechanisms. (Hite, 2005) This is consistent 

with previous views of Hite and Hesterly (2001) as well as Larson and Starr 

(1993) who also acknowledged the importance of social ties for a new firm. 

Hite (2005) argues that understanding and managing the evolution of these 

relationally embedded ties may facilitate the successful emergence and growth 

of a young firm.  

Based on her case study, Hite (2005) presents that relationally embedded ties 

evolve dynamically, and she establishes three processes that may affect this 

evolution and gaining the three social components. First, the network entry 

process quite much determines which aspect of full embeddedness can be 

discovered first. The relationship may begin as simply personal (like most of 
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the relationships in Hite’s case study), with dyadic economic interaction or 

through social capital in case some other party introduces the new partners to 

each other. The case study suggests that the relationships that enter the 

network through personal relationship are more likely to evolve to full 

embeddedness and the evolution will be quicker than for those entered 

through social capital or dyadic economic interaction. (Hite, 2005) 

If a first social aspect has been established in network entry, a social 

leveraging process can enable the second and/or third one. Social leveraging 

means that one social aspect in a relationship will promote the development of 

the others. For example, dyadic economic interactions might incrementally 

build a personal relationship between the partners as they communicate and 

collaborate. Vice versa, personal relationships will enhance the will to have 

economic interactions among the partner because they already enjoy working 

together. Hite also points out similar connections between social capital and 

personal relationship as well as social capital and economic interaction. The 

social leveraging processes are recursive as well as additive and they can add 

layers to the relationship in time. (Hite, 2005) 

The third process of network evolution that impacts relational embeddedness 

according to Hite (2005) is trust facilitation. She presents that each social 

component will facilitate a different type of trust in the relationship. This is 

important as trust is then used to manage the relationally embedded 

relationships. The more social components there are in a relationship, the 

more trust is likely to exist. More trust will make the informal governance 

more effective. (Hite, 2005)  

What about the management of the evolution of relationally embedded ties 

then? Coviello (2006), Hite and Hesterly (2001) and Larson and Starr (1993) 

argued that some relationships are path-dependent and others intentionally 

manageable. With her closer look into the evolution process, Hite (2005) 

argues that the entry processes are quite path-dependent but the social 

leveraging processes instead can be manageable (Hite, 2005).  
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The idea of embedded ties seems similar to Larson and Starr’s (1993) view of 

crystallized relationships with a very different approach. Hite (2005) focuses 

only on the social aspects of a relationships while Larson and Starr take a 

much more transactional point of view. Regardless of that, they both discuss 

the same phenomenon of forming highly embedded relationships. 

Is embedded relationships the way to go? 

An emerging small firm should realize that not all relationships need to be 

fully relationally embedded. Though relational embeddedness can open 

opportunities and advantages for a young firm, it also restricts and requires 

effort and resources to maintain and develop the relationships. Thus, 

overembeddedness might hinder the success and growth of a firm. (Hite, 

2005)  

Uzzi (1997) discusses the dilemma of whether to form embedded ties or not 

and calls it the paradox of embeddedness. He states that when a relationship is 

highly embedded, a firm loses its ability to adapt as it is bounded to a specific 

network structure. Thus, the risks in overembeddedness are great. If for 

example, a focal organization leaves the embedded network or some other 

structural changes suddenly take place, the social embeddedness makes the 

other organizations vulnerable. In addition, changes in the social ties involved 

in embedded relationships put the collaboration at high risk as the base for the 

relationship may disappear. (Uzzi, 1997) For example if a firm’s management 

team changes, the social ties might disappear and the nature of the whole 

relationship changes. This again requires the ability to adapt from the partners. 

On the other hand, one major positive aspect of embedded ties is that they 

may open possibilities for internationalization of a young small firm. Coviello 

and Munro (1997) examine the internationalization process in evolution of 

four small emerging software firms. They conclude that the process is quite 

rapid and existing networks play a huge role in internationalization. According 

to their study, during the first year of operation small firms focus on the 

domestic market though they would have high intentions to internationalize. 

In the following few years (years 1-3) the firm is ready for entering the 
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international market which Coviello and Munro state to usually happen 

through an initial relationship with a large firm developed already in the first 

year of operation. (Coviello & Munro, 1997) This means that one highly 

embedded and integrated relationship with a large player in the industry seems 

to be a great way to enter the international markets. Later also new 

relationships and networks established may facilitate internationalization by 

providing knowledge and possible access points to new markets (Coviello & 

Munro, 1997).  

Uzzi (1997) argues that the optimal network structure for a small emerging 

firm consists of both highly embedded relationships and more distant ‘arm’s-

length’ relationships. This way new novel information is allowed to enter the 

network through less embedded ties but the performance of the firm is 

increased with the benefits of relationally embedded ties. (Uzzi, 1997) Thus, 

the management of the firm’s right mix of relationships is crucial for an 

emerging firm. 

Different networks for different purposes 

In addition to differences in their level of embeddedness, relationship ties can 

also vary in terms of their purpose for the emerging firm. Lechner and 

Dowling (2003) distinguish a total of five different types of networks that new 

emerging small firms may need to enable growth. These types are social, 

reputational, co-opetition, marketing and knowledge, innovation and 

technology (KIT) networks. Different networks are established for different 

reasons and together they form a relational mix for an emerging firm. The 

relational mix develops and changes over time because some networks are 

more important than others in different phases of a firm’s evolution. With a 

case study of multiple software firms Lechner and Dowling aim to prove 

which kinds of networks are needed in each phase. (Lechner & Dowling, 

2003) Table 1 combines Lechner and Dowling’s network types and main 

objectives to Hite and Hesterly’s (2001) evolution stages. 
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Table 1 - Network types and objectives on each stage of firm evolution (elaborated 

from Hite & Hesterly, 2001; Lechner & Dowling, 2003) 

Firm evolution stage Network focus Main objectives 

 

Emergence 

 

Social networks                

Reputational networks 

 

Resources,       

Opportunities for future 

networks  

Early growth Marketing networks                        

Co-opetition networks 

Enable growth  

Later growth Co-opetition networks 

Technology networks 

Flexibility,   

Stronger positioning,  

New knowledge & 

innovations 

Maturity Adjusting the relational mix 

to firm’s needs 

Ensure future growth,  

Develop networks further 

 

First of all, social networks are usually the very first types of networks 

established. This is consistent with the view of Hite (2005) as also she noted 

social networks to be the a common way to enter a network. Lechner and 

Dowling present that the first relations of emerging firms are usually based on 

pre-existing social networks and they make it possible to establish business 

networks in the first place. Nevertheless, friends can only take you so far, and 

in later phases, social networks can be very constraining. Thus, other networks 

need to be established as the importance of social networks decreases. 

(Lechner & Dowling, 2003) 

The other network type that is especially important in the very first steps is 

reputational networks. This means that emerging firms seek for new partners 

who are highly visible and appreciated, and thus provide the firm with 

reputational capital in the market. Unlike in social networks, to acquire 

reputational partnerships a firm must be able to provide something valuable to 

the partner. Usually firms have only a few reputational relationships but those 

few can give a huge boost for an emerging firm by giving access to new 

networks and making it more attractive. Thus, they are crucial for growth but 
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like social networks, their importance will decrease in time when a firm gains 

reputation of its own. Both social networks and reputational networks can be 

quite informally governed and probably thus also easiest for small emerging 

firms to establish. (Lechner & Dowling, 2003) 

When a firm begins to grow the focus in network management turns into co-

opetition and marketing networks. Co-opetition networks, meaning co-

operation with competitors, though are important in all phases of a firm’s 

evolution and they provide a firm with flexibility and scale. For example, 

larger projects are possible for small firms only if they collaborate and at that 

point co-opetition networks are crucial. This way also risks in big projects are 

reduced. Lechner and Dowling argue that usually co-opetition networks are 

regional and they take time to form and develop. Marketing networks instead 

usually derive from other relationships and thus overlap with other types of 

networks. They help in reaching new markets as well as gaining better market 

information and are important for growth. Their importance increases with 

firm’s sales growth but might later decrease if the firm’s own internal 

marketing capabilities increase. (Lechner & Dowling, 2003) 

The fifth and final type of networks, knowledge, innovation and technology 

networks regard the access and creation of new knowledge and innovations 

with partners. These networks require intense and frequent interaction to 

function properly. Thus, they are usually quite small and utilized more in the 

later phases of firm evolution when a firm has more resources. In these later 

phases, the management of different networks and the relational mix they 

form for a firm becomes crucial to ensure future growth as well. Lechner and 

Dowling here agree with Hite and Hesterly (2001) that in the later phases of 

firm evolution the network structure becomes more intentionally managed. 

(Lechner & Dowling, 2003)  
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2.3. Summary of small firm networks 

This chapter has discussed how small emerging firms evolve through forming 

and developing their networks. In sum, networks seem to form a very 

important aspect in a small firm’s evolution and finding the right partners is 

crucial in enabling successful performance in early phases. Based on the 

theoretical findings figure 2 presents a synthesis of the stages and network 

activities through which small firms evolve to maturity. 

 

Figure 2 Evolution of emerging small firms (Based on Coviello, 2006; Hite & 

Hesterly, 2001; Larson & Starr, 1993; Lechner & Dowling, 2003). 

In emergence stage a firm’s main goal is to survive. At this point resources 

and capabilities of a firm are low and thus they rely on existing social 

networks to get started. These initial networks may then open opportunities 

for new networks in the future. The search and evaluation process is important 

to find the relevant partners since the resources of the firm are not sufficient to 

focus on many relationships at the same time. The firm’s networks are quite 

path-dependent because no reputation or credibility to manage the networks 

yet exists. In addition to social networks, reputational networks are acquired to 

achieve visibility to the young firm.  
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During early growth then some credibility has been gained and the firm is in 

the process of commercialization and reaching new markets. The existing 

relationships are getting more committed and the firm is learning together 

with its partners. Marketing and co-opetition networks may be pursued to 

foster growth with the still quite low own resources. The firm’s ability to 

manage its network intentionally begins to grow. 

In the stage of later growth the firm aims for stronger positioning and stability 

in the market. Simultaneously the existing relationships are deepened with 

more layers. The collaboration becomes embedded into the daily practices of 

the partners and governance in the collaboration increases. In addition, 

internationalization activities might take place with the help of built networks. 

When reaching maturity, firms have stable and predictable relationships 

though they still should continue to evaluate their existing networks and 

searching for new ones. Some networks for new knowledge and innovations 

may be formed at these later evolution stages. Furthermore, intentional 

management of the portfolio of networks becomes an important activity. In 

addition to managing the types of networks, firms should pay attention to 

having both highly embedded relationships and more distant arm’s-length 

relationships to ensure successful performance and abilities to adapt.  
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3. The formation and development of inter-

organizational relationships and networks 

Though inter-organizational networks and their formation have been in 

interest of many researchers, they have mostly focused on the motives and 

conditions that facilitate it. Thus, the process of how the relationships and 

networks actually form is still to be investigated further. The researchers that 

have aimed for explaining the formation process have identified some phases 

or, on the other hand, cyclical processes that go even deeper into the dynamics 

of the relationships. (Ebers, 1997) Lapiedra et al. (2004) point out that the 

formation process of a network is not usually well defined and planned in 

advance. Rather they argue that the formation of an inter-organizational 

network is a result of the evolution of dyadic relationships between different 

actors (Lapiedra et al., 2004). Thus, both network formation as well as 

relationship formation are discussed.  

The previous chapter discussed the evolution of small emerging firms through 

networks and the phases presented were more related to the evolution of the 

firm than the specific relationships. This chapter will go more in detail to how 

the relationships actually form and develop. 

3.1. Phases of network formation 

For example Gray (as cited in Ebers, 1997) divides the formation process of a 

relationship into three phases: problem-setting, direction-setting and 

structuring. First, in the problem-setting phase, common interests are 

discussed in order to find possibilities and needs to form partnerships. If the 

first phase is successful, a direction-setting phase follows where values are 

discussed to see if the collaboration could actually work. Then if potential 

partners get to the final, structuring phase, the structures and practices of the 

collaboration are developed and the relationship has been formed. (Ebers, 

1997)  
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Lapiedra et al. (2004) on the other hand divides the process of network 

formation into two stages. Their approach is quite transactional and they 

modify a framework originally discussed by Larson (1991). The integrated 

model is presented in figure 3. The two stages in the process of network 

formation addressed by both Lapiedra et al. and Larson are (1) a trial period 

and (2) an integration period. The formation begins with a trial period where 

the first exchanges are made. This usually means simple trade relationships 

that aim to build credibility of the parties. At this point the risks as well as the 

volume of transactions are usually still low and thus it is quite safe for the 

parties to explore the collaboration and its possibilities. During initial trials, 

parties also get to know each other better and might start to apply some 

governance mechanisms to the relationship. One key point of the trial period 

is also to build trust based on these first experiences of collaboration. 

(Lapiedra et al., 2004) 

 

Figure 3 Phases of network formation according to Lapiedra et al. (2004). 

The period of integration differs from the previous one by more 

communication and more investments in the collaboration. Similar to the trial 

period, the integration stage will continue on experimenting the collaboration 

and learning from the mistakes made. But the difference lies in higher 

investments and volume of transactions since the parties are now more 

committed to improving the relationship and creating added value together. 

The commitment also leads to the development of common structures and 

processes to ensure fluid and frequent communication and coordination that 

supports the collaboration. This means integration between the companies on 

multiple levels. (Lapiedra et al., 2004) 

According to Lapiedra et al. (2004) integration can be strategic, tactical, 

operational, interpersonal, cultural and technological. The first three result 
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from communication between managers of the parties and will ensure that the 

collaboration best supports its objectives. Strategic integration concerns top 

managers sharing information about the main objectives to ensure best 

possible outcomes. Tactical integration in turn happens through 

communication between middle managers where the specific projects and 

activities are defined, and then operational integration regards communication 

and coordination in daily activities. Interpersonal integration takes place as the 

members begin to form personal relationships across organizations and 

cultures might be integrated by addressing the cultural barriers and differences 

between the parties. Finally, integration can be done on technological level 

where processes of communication and knowledge sharing are enhanced by 

information systems. All these levels of integration require resources and 

commitments, so the more levels are applied, the deeper the relationships in 

the network will develop. (Lapiedra et al., 2004) 

At which point then has the network been formed? Lapiedra et al. (2004) do 

not address this question explicitly, though they state that the evolution of 

dyadic relationships between multiple organizations will lead to the formation 

of a network. It can be concluded that as the period of integration 

incrementally ties the parties together with others, at some point they are 

interdependent enough to be called a network. At that point the relationships 

between organizations are long-term and somewhat stabilized. Continuous 

adjustments are made by the parties according to the requirements of the 

network (Lapiedra et al., 2004), which clearly points out the importance of the 

network to the organizations involved.  

Social approach to relationship formation 

Larson (1992) presents similar stages in the formation of network dyads but 

discusses them from the viewpoint of social aspects in the relationship. She 

argues that entrepreneurial relationships begin as arm’s-length and informal 

and through the stages of network formation they may transform into stable, 

long-term relationships in the network. The stages include (1) preconditions 

for exchange history, (2) conditions to build and (3) integration and control 
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(figure 4). It clearly differs from the previous framework with its social 

approach instead of an economic one. In addition, Larson (1992) presents a 

new first stage that takes place before the trial period which was the first one 

in the model of Lapiedra et al. (2004).  

 

Figure 4 Phases of network dyad formation discussed by Larson (1992). 

In this first phase, preconditions for exchange history, the existing social 

context enables the formation of new economic exchanges and ties between 

organizations. By social context Larson (1992) refers to the prior relations and 

reputations that she argues as preconditions for an inter-organizational 

relationship. Based on these preconditions parties evaluate the possibilities for 

future collaboration and that is why for example a good reputation is crucial 

for any company. Also the expectations and obligations are mainly produced 

based on the reputation and prior relations at this point, and they should be 

realistic to avoid disappointments later on. (Larson, 1992) 

Larson’s (1992) phases 2 and 3 are quite comparable to Lapiedra's et al. trial 

period and period of integration. But according to Larson, a trial period is only 

one part of phase 2, conditions to build. At this stage mutual economic 

advantage should be discovered, as transactions are getting more and more 
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usual. Thus, further control is needed to support the collaboration. A trial 

period is often used to test and develop the relationship, its practices and 

governance structures. During phase 2 the parties begin to know each other 

and the communication becomes more routinized in time. Expectations 

become clearer and gradually increasing commitments during the trial period 

will finally move a relationship to phase 3. (Larson, 1992) 

In the third phase of the formation process, the relationship is stabilized as 

integration takes place. Integration of operations and strategies leads to higher 

interdependence among the parties. Larson (1992) characterizes the 

integration phase with enhanced communication and strategic dependencies. 

Also social control comes into play now to govern the relationship. Since the 

parties most likely trust each other, the social obligations control their actions. 

(Larson, 1992) 

The formation of value networks 

The formation process of a network can also be discussed from a value 

creation point of view. Konsti-Laakso et al. (2012) present a case study of 

innovation networks and investigate the entire network formation through 

value creation. They use four network evolution stages: (1) initial business 

connection, (2) mutual commitment, (3) mutual dependence and (4) value 

creation, originally presented by Blankenburg-Holm et al. (1999). Konsti-

Laakso et al. (2012) emphasize that the first three stages are needed before the 

collaboration can begin to create value for the participants. The stages are 

presented in figure 5. 
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Figure 5 Stages of network evolution needed before the network begins to create 

value for the participants (Konsti-Laakso et al., 2012). 

Konsti-Laakso et al. (2012) explain what kind of activities these stages 

include in practice in their case study of a suburban development project. 

Business connection stage includes arranging a kick-off meeting with network 

parties and expressing interest and motivations towards the mutual issue and 

actions. These make the parties better connect and get to know each other. 

This also facilitates the next stage of mutual commitment. According to the 

case study, mutual commitment stage is established by confirming the mutual 

vision. This is done by deciding actions and increasing awareness of other 

parties’ interests. Mutual commitment has a positive effect to the next stage, 

mutual dependence. Stage of mutual dependence regards governance in terms 

of formal and informal agreements, coordination and distribution of activities. 

By achieving mutual dependence, the parties have now the possibility to 

create value together by identifying opportunities and sharing knowledge 

within the network. (Konsti-Laakso et al., 2012) 

These four stages are actually quite comparable with Larson’s (1992) more 

social approach presented previously. Larson’s first stage, preconditions for 

exchange history, includes similar connecting activities than Konsti-Laakso et 

al. (2012) present in their initial business connection stage. Similarly, mutual 
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commitment stage comparable to Larson’s conditions to build stage, and 

mutual dependence stage is similar to Larson’s integration and control stage. 

As a result of the process a network dyad is created, according to Larson 

(1992). Konsti-Laakso et al. (2012) state that the network is now able to begin 

creating value.  

In conclusion, though the several network formation models discussed in this 

chapter differ in terms of their approach to network formation (from 

transactional to social and value creative) the stages they have are actually 

quite alike and consist of similar practices. 

3.2. Cyclical processes of relationship formation and 

development 

Differentiating from the previous views are those who examine relationship 

formation as cycles or spirals. As Van de Ven (1976) discusses, inter-

organizational relationships emerge incrementally and constantly build upon 

previous exchanges in order to grow, and thus a cyclical process describes the 

formation and development well. Van de Ven (1976) presents relationship 

formation as a continuous cycle of issue commitments, resource transactions 

and structural adaptation. According to the model, commitment to the 

collaboration and the issue it is aiming to solve occurs as communication 

between organizations. Communication, in turn, increases awareness and 

consensus of mutual goals and opportunities that lead to resource flows 

between the parties. When resource flows increase, the need for governance 

grows and thus the structures of the relationship are re-evaluated. This 

requires communication that will again raise awareness and consensus among 

parties and this way the cycle can go on growing the relationship in depth 

and/or width. (Van de Ven, 1976)  

The three stages in Van de Ven’s (1976) are similar to Gray’s three stages 

briefly presented in the beginning of the last chapter. First one, problem-

setting is similar to issue commitments as in both the point is that parties 

discover the shared problem that makes them commit. Secondly, direction-
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setting as well as resource transactions regard the actions needed to face the 

shared issue, and finally Gray’s structuring phase describes the development 

of governance and structures, as also does Van de Ven’s structural adaptation. 

The main difference is that Van de Ven (1976) argues these three phases to be 

constantly repeated. 

Continuous negotiations and assessments 

Continuing on this cyclical view Ring and Van de Ven (1994) discuss the 

developmental process of an inter-organizational relationship that constantly 

reconstruct the relationship. They propose a theoretical framework for the 

development process, which is shown in figure 6. It consists of three separate 

phases: negotiations, commitments and executions that are all being assessed. 

The phases can overlap and vary in terms of duration according to for example 

the amounts of uncertainties in the collaboration. (Ring & Van de Ven, 1994) 

The framework can be equated with Van de Ven’s (1976) previous model of 

issues commitments (negotiations), structural adaptation (commitments) and 

resource transactions (executions). The last two are now in different order. 

First, the negotiations phase includes processes such as developing joint 

expectations and goals for the collaboration, and motivations, investments and 

possible risks are discussed between the parties. In addition to these formal 

aspects of the relationship being negotiated, also informal sensemaking takes 

place as the parties begin to make better sense of each other and the 

collaboration. (Ring & Van de Ven, 1994)  
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Figure 6 Process framework of the development of inter-organizational relationships 

(Ring & Van de Ven, 1994). 

In commitments phase the parties define the future actions needed and discuss 

to ensure the commitment in them by agreeing on rules and obligations. At 

this point the governance plays an important role, when the parties decide to 

either rely on trust or to establish formal agreements to ensure the 

commitments. Unlike in the theoretical model by Van de Ven in 1976, this 

new one presents that structures and governance of a relationship are adjusted 

before collaborative actions take place in the next phase. (Ring & Van de Ven, 

1994) 

Now in the executions phase, commitments are realized into actions. 

Especially in the beginning of a relationship, collaboration is performed 

through formal roles of the parties so that interactions happen between the 

roles instead of the personalities behind. This is because formal role behavior 

is more predictable and thus helps to address the uncertainties better compared 

to inter-personal interactions. Still Ring and Van de Ven (1994) note that as a 

relationship develops further and parties get to know each other more, they 

may begin to interact more as persons instead of their formal roles. (Ring & 

Van de Ven, 1994) However, this can vary depending on the nature of the 

relationship and evolution stage of the firms. According to Hite and Hesterly 

(2001) especially for emerging firms, the relationships are likely to begin as 
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identity-based relationships where the relationship is personal at first. Thus, 

whether the interaction takes place between formal roles or personal ones 

depends also on the origin of the relationship. 

The three phases are constantly repeated if the parties are satisfied in terms of 

efficiency and fairness in the relationship. A constant assessment phase is 

therefore running. The parties rethink whether to further develop (i.e. continue 

the cycle) or terminate the relationship. What should also be highlighted is the 

interplay of formal and informal aspects of the relationship. Formal practices 

and interactions increase predictability in the relationship. On the other hand, 

the informal ones may increase trust and allow some flexibility. The balance 

of both formal and informal interactions must the collaboration. Otherwise, it 

might easily be fatal for the relationship and lead to unsuccessful results and 

even termination of the relationship. (Ring & Van de Ven, 1994)  

A cycle of learning and re-evaluating 

Also Doz (1996) has developed a cyclical process model to explain the 

evolution of strategic alliances through learning. Based on his case studies, 

successful alliances evolve through repetitive cycles of learning, re-evaluation 

and readjustment that eventually help in decreasing the impacts of initial 

conditions of the relationship. These initial conditions include expectations of 

the parties, initial structures of a relationship and the definition of tasks and 

practices. Initial conditions have been proved to have great effects on the 

development and success of the relationship (Inkpen & Currall, 2004) but still 

Doz’s evolutionary cycles might turn even a more unfavorable starting point 

into success. Through this repetitive process, the collaboration will grow in 

depth and/or width in time. (Doz, 1996) 
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Figure 7 Cycle of learning adapted from Doz (1996). 

Doz’s cyclical process (figure 7) begins from learning, which is much affected 

by the initial conditions especially in the very beginning of a relationship. To 

be successful, partners should learn about five different aspects of the 

collaboration: the environment, the task, the process of co-operation, the skills 

of the partners and the goals and motives. Initial conditions will either foster 

or hamper these learning processes, but as partners do learn more about the 

collaboration, impacts of the initial conditions decrease. In addition, learning 

can be divided into cognitive and behavioral. First, cognitive learning is about 

understanding how collaboration should be done and it develops into 

behavioral learning when the partners figure out how to make the 

collaboration work in practice. Both are needed in order to successfully 

continue the evolutionary cycle. (Doz, 1996) 

Learning then will lead to re-evaluation of a relationship when partners assess 

the collaboration based on three criteria: efficiency, equity and adaptability. 

The assessments are based on what partners have learned about the 

collaboration and thus can be either positive or negative. Efficiency regards to 

the assessments made on whether the collaboration is successful and will be 

able to create value. Assessment of equity is based on the expectations, and 

learning about the partner’s trustworthiness and adaptability in turn focuses on 
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evaluating the partner’s capability to adjust. Doz (1996) presents these 

evaluation criteria to be crucial in determining and shaping partners’ level of 

commitment in the collaboration. Negative assessments will decrease 

commitment to a relationship and positive assessments will increase it. (Doz, 

1996) 

After (re-)evaluation the cycle turns to the final phase of readjustment where 

conditions are shaped according to what has been learned. As a result, revised 

conditions in terms of task definition, routines, structures and expectations 

will replace the initial ones. Successful readjustments require shaping both the 

inter-organizational collaboration and the organizations internally to best 

complement the relationship. If assessments have been negative instead, the 

readjustments will probably lead to less supporting conditions. To continue 

the cyclical process, the new revised conditions will again either foster or 

hamper learning about the relationship, which will again lead to re-evaluation 

and readjustment. This way the best possible outcome is a continuous 

reinforcing spiral of learning, positive re-evaluation and readjustments leading 

to success. (Doz, 1996) 

The importance of developmental cycles in early stages 

As explained, the developmental cycles of a relationship indicate well the 

success of it. Vlaar et al. (2010) agree with this view but they also state that 

when putting a lot of effort into negotiation and search processes for potential 

partners in the beginning, a lot less is needed in the later phases of the 

established relationships. This is because careful and rich negotiations in early 

phases of a relationship help in making the structures well suitable for 

collaboration (Vlaar et al., 2010) and the possibility to get into the reinforcing 

cycle presented by Doz (1996) will increase. 

To emphasize this even more, Vlaar et al. (2010) divide the formation process 

of inter-organizational relationships into two separate phases: pre-formation 

and post-formation, that both have their own processes and practices. 

Separating these two is the point where a contract is made between partners 

whether formal or informal. Pre-formation begins as organizations start 
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searching for partners and it includes practices for search efforts as well as 

practices for negotiation efforts. When the negotiations lead to contracting, a 

switch to post-formation happens. Post-formation in turn, includes practices of 

trust and control creation and renegotiations of different aspects of the 

collaboration. (Vlaar et al., 2010)  

3.3. The effects of initial governance 

As discussed the initial conditions of a relationship can be very influential in 

determining the success and performance of an inter-organizational 

relationship. In addition, the prior reputations and expectations will shape the 

governance mechanisms that the parties apply to a newly formed relationship. 

The governance may be either formal, leaning on formal contracts and 

procedures, or informal and based on trust. The literature recognizes these 

both to be efficient governance mechanisms but they have also been proven to 

be very interdependent (Costa & Bijlsma-Frankema, 2007). Trust and 

formalization of the relationship can act as either substitutes or as 

complements, and many authors actually agree that they can act as both (Costa 

& Bijlsma-Frankema, 2007). This coevolution can be crucial for an inter-

organizational relationship, and thus the initial levels and coevolution of trust 

and formalization need to be considered when analyzing the development of 

an inter-organizational relationship.  

To address the nature of trust and formalization a two-dimensional approach 

to trust is considered. According to Lewicki, Tomlison and Gillespie (2006) 

this means that trust is confident expectations about the other’s conduct and it 

can be either positive (trust) or negative (distrust). Usually trust and distrust 

are thought as opposites but the approach presents them as somewhat 

independent. For example one can have positive expectations about the other 

in some matter and negative expectations in another. Trust and distrust share 

the same components: cognition, affect and intuition. These components mean 

that trust and distrust are beliefs and expectations about the others 

trustworthiness (cognitive), emotional bonds towards the other (affect) and 

willingness to be vulnerable to the other’s actions (intuition). (Lewicki et al., 
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2006) For example Vlaar et al. (2007) prefer to discuss trust and distrust as 

separate in inter-organizational relationship because there are benefits for the 

collaboration in both and they can compensate each other’s weaknesses. Thus, 

this division between trust and distrust as separate dimensions will be used in 

this thesis. 

It should also be noted that throughout the thesis inter-organizational trust is 

discussed instead of interpersonal since the main point is to investigate 

relationships between hackathon teams and their collaboration partners instead 

of the persons involved. 

The initial levels of trust, distrust and formal governance 

Trust and distrust evolve all the time and the changes are produced in 

interactions, transactions, experiences and challenges the parties share. All 

these shape trust and distrust in both strength and breadth. The effect is 

determined by the duration, diversity and frequency of the experiences. The 

relationship can develop into three different directions according to whether 

the experiences affirm confidence in negative or positive expectations. The 

options are increase in trust, increase in distrust or increase in both. (Lewicki 

et al., 2006) Of course later in the relationship the effect can be also 

decreasing in case the levels of trust or distrust are already high. 

The initial levels of trust, distrust and formal governance will have a great 

effect on how a relationship develops and performs. Inkpen and Currall (2004) 

describe that the initial conditions for an inter-organizational relationship 

include definition of objectives, design of practices and governance and 

sharing expectations towards the partner and the collaboration. They are partly 

shaped by previous experiences and reputation since parties base their 

assessment on trustworthiness of the other on those factors. The assessment 

then will determine how much risk parties are willing to take regarding the 

relationship. If they find the other trustworthy, especially in terms of their 

integrity, the risk does not seem so high. (Inkpen & Currall, 2004)  
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In most new inter-organizational relationships the parties are not yet familiar 

with each other and thus the basis for trust might be missing. This being the 

case, initial trust is usually mostly based on calculations about the others 

trustworthiness, meaning that all trust is based on evaluations about the 

possible gains and losses of the relationship (Lewicki et al., 2006). When the 

initial level of trust is not very high, it is usual that more formal governance 

mechanisms are applied. For example, the contract will be complex and 

detailed in case of low levels of trust and more simplistic in case of high levels 

of trust. If the parties already know each other better, their trust may have 

developed into trust that is based more on actual knowledge about the partner, 

and thus they might end up with less formalized controls. (Inkpen & Currall, 

2004) 

Though new relationships usually start from low trust, Inkpen and Currall 

(2004) argue that some level of trust must always exist in order for 

collaboration to even begin. The reason for this need is that the parties 

probably will not end up in an agreement on the negotiations about which 

control mechanisms to use if no trust is present because social interaction 

requires trust (Inkpen & Currall, 2004; Vlaar et al., 2007). Without any initial 

trust the amount of uncertainty is high and motives of the other are constantly 

questioned so the negotiations will not be easy as parties are not willing to 

share knowledge and take risks that are needed for the collaboration. In 

addition, Vlaar et al. (2007) present that very high levels of distrust will have 

a similar effect of increasing uncertainty and thus the suspicion will then make 

collaboration difficult. Still a small amount of initial distrust is healthy for a 

relationship to avoid credulity. (Vlaar et al., 2007) 

In contrast, some basic level of formal governance is also argued to be 

required for any inter-organizational collaboration. Vlaar et al. (2007) state 

that formalization will provide parties with guidance and stability that they 

need in order to engage in a relationship even if high levels of trust may be 

present. A formal contract defining the rules and some structure for 

collaboration is normal for any inter-organizational relationship and usually 
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seen as a precondition for it. An excessive level of formalization instead will 

be harmful as it restricts flexibility that is needed to survive in a constantly 

changing environment. (Vlaar et al., 2007) Too much formal control will 

eventually also lead to disagreements and distrust as the parties want to 

remain autonomous (Ring & Van de Ven, 1994). 

As a conclusion, all three, trust, distrust and formal governance, are required 

in at least some levels in the initial conditions of the relationship. The initial 

levels “leave strong imprints on the development of cooperative relationship” 

by determining their coevolution and the initial performance of the 

collaboration (Vlaar et al., 2007, p. 421).  

The coevolution 

As the relationship and collaboration mature over time, the dynamics of trust, 

distrust and formal governance evolve as well and affect each other on the 

way. Inkpen and Currall (2004) study this coevolution and base their 

propositions on learning that takes place in interactions between the parties. 

During collaboration partners will learn and understand each other and the 

relationship better and this learning will form a foundation for trust and 

distrust to grow. If the performance and collaboration has reached the 

expectations, levels of trust are likely to increase. If the expectations are not 

met, distrust in turn may increase. (Inkpen & Currall, 2004) In either case, 

learning will lead to trust developing from calculus-based to knowledge-

based. Knowledge-based trust is based on the mutual experiences and 

learnings about the other. (Lewicki et al., 2006) 

When partners learn more about each other and trust develops, also the nature 

and level of formal governance will be adjusted. The formal contracts made in 

the beginning will probably stay in place on the background but other types of 

formal coordination and control mechanisms are re-evaluated as increased 

mutual trust might reduce the need for them. Thus Inkpen and Currall (2004) 

suggest that firms will shift to more trust-based, flexible governance when the 

uncertainties of a relationship vanish. In addition, they present that with 

increasing levels of trust, the parties are also more willing to take risks in the 
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collaboration and commit to it even more. As the dependence grows, the need 

for control again increases. It is then up to the parties to decide whether there 

is enough trust or if they need to be formal. (Inkpen & Currall, 2004) This 

way trust and formal governance constantly co-evolve together as a 

relationship develops. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, Ring and Van de Ven (1994) discuss the 

development of an inter-organizational relationship as a continuous process 

where formal and informal aspects are constantly assessed. This continuous 

negotiation between formal and informal aspects also describes well the 

coevolution of formalization and trust as the relationship develops. For 

example Ferrin et al. (2007) and Vlaar et al. (2007) discuss the recursive 

nature of trust (and distrust), formalization and performance of the 

collaboration, meaning that they tend to form self-reinforcing cycles of 

coevolution. The initial conditions of a relationship are triggers for these 

cycles, as they will first affect the performance of a relationship, which will 

shape the levels of trust and distrust. Then the level of formalization will be 

re-evaluated, and then these changes will affect the future performance. The 

interesting question is whether the cycle will end up being a good one or a bad 

one. (Ferrin et al., 2007; Vlaar et al., 2007) The cycle is presented in figure 8. 

 

Figure 8 The reinforcing cycle of trust, formalization and performance based on 

Ferrin et al. (2007) and Vlaar et al. (2007). 
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Vlaar et al. (2007) describe how a vicious cycle can result from low levels of 

trust and high levels of distrust in the beginning of a relationship. In this case, 

usually the level of formalization will be high to fight the uncertainties but 

because of low trust and high distrust the negotiations will not be very open, 

and thus the formal governance might not be used in the right way. The 

situation is unfavorable for the collaboration and the performance of the 

relationship will be negatively affected, as for example the decision-making 

process may be slowed down by excessive formalization. Furthermore, the 

poor performance will lead to negative interpretations of the partner, which in 

turn will lead to more formalization, less trust and more distrust. The pattern 

continues and the vicious cycle has been formed. The relationship will be in 

great trouble if no radical actions are taken to change the direction. (Vlaar et 

al., 2007) 

Vlaar et al. (2007) find more positive outcomes in a virtuous cycle that instead 

begins with high initial trust and low initial distrust. In this case, 

communication is more open, and thus the right things can be formalized 

effectively and the need to formalize can actually be seen as a positive, caring 

act. Trust enhances positive interpretations about the partner and thus the 

partner’s behavior is interpreted more positively. The conditions are also 

supportive for good performance of the collaboration and combined with the 

positive interpretations, the commitment and trust towards the relationship is 

likely to increase further. The commitment in turn will ask for formalizing the 

new aspects of the relationship to support the performance and trust. This 

cycle sounds a lot better compared to the previous one and prove how 

important initial trust really can be. (Vlaar et al., 2007) 

3.4. Summary of process views on network formation 

In sum, there are many different views on describing how inter-organizational 

networks and relationships form and develop. However, also many similarities 

can be detected. Though some authors describe the formation process as linear 

and some as cyclical, they do not rule each other out but rather complete each 
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other. Next, a synthesis is presented on how these process views are linked 

together. 

First, inter-organizational relationships evolve in cycles (figure 9). The cycle 

begins from some initial conditions that are shaped by reputations and prior 

relationships. Based on them, in the negotiations phase, the initial 

expectations, trust and structures are formed. Then in commitments phase the 

next actions and roles are adjusted. In addition, formal and informal 

governance is applied as seen necessary. In executions phase, the partners 

perform according to what was agreed in commitments phase. The 

performance leads to learning about the relationship and collaboration, and the 

learnings are then utilized in the next development cycle.  

 

Figure 9 Development cycle of inter-organizational relationships (elaborated from 

Doz, 1996; Ring & Van de Ven, 1994). 

A second cycle begins when learning from the performance is turned to new 

negotiations where the conditions are re-evaluated based on what has been 

learned. This learning will also affect the expectations (trust and distrust) 

between the parties. Based on the new expectations the needed level of 

informal and formal governance is re-evaluated and re-adjusted. The new 

commitments to actions and formal procedures affect the performance and 

interactions between the parties. The performance and interactions in turn 
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again provide learning about the partner and the collaboration and the cycle 

will continue.  

The cycles determine the future of the relationship as they can lead to virtuous 

or vicious development (Doz, 1996; Vlaar et al., 2007). In a virtuous cycle, 

positive learning leads to increase in trust, interpretations and expectations 

about the relationship and its performance. The positive interpretations will 

again make negotiation of new actions and determination of needed 

governance easier as trust fosters more fluent interaction. Successful 

negotiations usually lead to creating supportive conditions for the actual 

performance. Performance is again learned from and assessed, and in the case 

of high trust it will lead to more positive interpretations of the collaboration. 

This positive learning then again increases trust and makes the new 

negotiations and adaptation easier. 

The vicious cycle in contrast begins with negative expectations towards the 

relationship and collaborative performance. The negative expectations will 

make the negotiations more difficult as communication is less open and 

formal governance is more likely to be applied in unsupportive ways. 

Excessive formalization will restrict the interaction between the parties, and 

the performance may suffer. The presence of distrust makes the parties 

interpret the performance more negatively, which will lead to negative 

outcomes of learning, and re-evaluation. Especially this vicious cycle 

highlights how some initial attitudes and conditions can determine the 

development of a relationship. For example, negative expectations in the very 

beginning will probably lead to termination of the relationship quite quickly. 

How then are the linear development processes related to the cycles? The 

linear processes of relationship formation (figure 10) describe the same thing 

but from a different point of view. As in the cycles, the relationship begins 

from some initial conditions that lead to expectations for the collaboration. 

The subsequent three phases of (1) trial period, (2) building conditions and (3) 

integration and control describe how the relationship evolves in depth, but this 

evolution still actually happens through cycles. In the linear process the 
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commitment, integration and communication continuously increase to a stable 

long-term relationship and this increase is explained by the developmental 

cycles. Combining the view of Konsti-Laakso et al. (2012) it can be stated that 

a relationship needs to go through a few rounds of development cycles before 

the collaboration can actually begin to create value.  

 

Figure 10 The phases of relationship formation combined with the cyclical 

development (Based on Costa & Bijlsma-Frankema, 2007; Doz, 1996; Konsti-Laakso 

et al., 2012; Lapiedra et al., 2004; Ring & Van de Ven, 1994; Vlaar et al., 2007).  
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4. Theoretical synthesis 

Based on the theoretical findings a synthesis is presented to describe how 

theory would propose hackathon teams to develop together with their 

networks. This chapter combines the findings from research on the evolution 

of small firms through networks (chapter 2) and the relationship development 

theories (chapter 3).  

It should be noted that the theoretical perspectives discussed so far are 

considering small emerging firms and not specifically hackathons. Hackahton 

teams are a specific type of small emerging firms but a hackathon plays a big 

role in the beginning of the evolution process. Thus the evolution process 

might differ from other small emerging firms, and this synthesis is utilized to 

interpret and reflect the empirical findings. The synthesis includes proposed 

stages of hackathon team evolution, the networks on those stages and the 

development process of the networks. 

 

Figure 11 Proposed stages of hackathon team evolution. 

Based on theoretical findings, I propose that hackathon teams evolve through 

evolution stages presented in figure 11. First, there is a concept generation 

stage where the concept is refined and the main focus is in product 

development. Also attending hackathons is a crucial part of this stage. Then 

once the hackathon team is officially a firm they shift to emergence stage 

where the main goal is to survive. At this point the resources of the hackathon 

team are still very scarce and they begin to search for inter-organizational 

networks. 
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Once a hackathon team intentionally shifts focus from survival to growth it 

enters the early growth stage. The team aims for more reputation and 

commercialization of their product so that the sales volumes increase. After 

gaining some amount of reputation and achieving greater volumes in sales, a 

hackathon team shifts to the next stage, later growth. The team and its 

operation begin to get more stable though it continues to grow, and thus it also 

phases new types of organizational challenges. At this point a hackathon team 

might also pursue international markets. Finally, after getting stable the team 

will reach maturity. 

Each of the stages of hackathon team evolution has different network 

objectives and activities, and in each stage the team needs different types of 

networks. These are summarized in table 2.  

In the concept generation stage, a hackathon team does not yet actively 

acquire networks. In the emergence stage, a hackathon team searches for 

most essential relationships. The focus is on social and reputational networks 

since credibility is the key for surviving to the next stage, and in the beginning 

of the evolution other networks are hard to attract. In early growth, the 

essential relationships are deepened by increasing commitments in them. Now 

a hackathon team also tries to find marketing and co-opetition networks to 

enable growth.  
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Table 2 - Network characteristics of evolution stages. 

Evolution stage Network activities Types of networks Network objectives 

 

Concept  

generation - - - 

Emergence Search and evaluation 

of essential 

relationships 

Social networks 

Reputational 

networks 

Resources 

Opportunities for 

future networks  

Early growth Increasing 

commitments in 

relationships  

Marketing networks  

Co-opetition 

networks 

Enable growth 

Later growth Layering and 

integration of 

relationships 

Co-opetition 

networks 

Technology networks 

Flexibility 

Stronger positioning 

New knowledge & 

innovations 

Maturity Crystallizing 

relationships into stable 

and predictable 

networks 

Adjusting the 

relational mix to 

firm’s needs 

Ensure future growth 

Develop networks 

further 

 

In the later growth stage, a hackathon team becomes even more integrated 

with its essential partners. The most important networks at this stage are co-

opetition and technology networks, which can provide flexibility, stronger 

positioning and new knowledge to a hackathon team. In maturity, a 

hackathon team is like any other stabilized small firm: it has reliable networks 

and is able to intentionally manage them. Although a hackathon team has 

gained stable networks it should constantly evaluate the current relationships 

and search for new essential ones to optimize its own perfect mix of 

relationships. 

During the first evolution stages, the networks are highly path-dependent 

meaning that the hackathon teams do not have much power to choose who to 

co-operate with. Thus most relationships begin through personal relationships 

that later may turn into economic ones. Later also social capital and economic 
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benefits work as entryways to new networks. When a new relationship is 

established, it first starts with a trial period where the relationship and mutual 

benefits are explored in first transactions. If successful, commitment will 

increase as the parties begin to build supporting conditions, practices and rules 

for the collaboration.  

Over time, also interdependence between a hackathon team and its partner 

increases and they begin to get more integrated as the volumes of transactions 

grow. During the development also relational embeddedness increases as the 

social ties in the relationship develop. If the social ties are strong, the partners 

are more able to affect each other’s strategic decisions. 

The development always happens in cycles as the parties learn from their 

performance and interactions. The cyclical development explains how the 

existing relationships are constantly re-evaluated and adjusted. If the learning 

from the collaboration is positive, it will increase trust and enable open 

negotiations between the parties so that they can make proper re-adjustments 

in the relationship. If the learning is negative instead, the increase in distrust 

will harm the collaboration and might lead to a vicious development cycle. 
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III EMPIRICAL STUDY 

 

A comparative case study was conducted for this thesis and this part 

introduces the empirical study as well as its results. The methodology used for 

the case study is first explained in chapter 5, which also describes the cases 

examined. Chapter 6 covers the results of the study and answers the research 

questions set for the thesis. 

5. Methodology and cases 

The empirical case study in this thesis is a longitudinal study of two forming 

hackathon-originated teams and is conducted following a process perspective 

by Langley (1999, 2007). According to Yin (2009) case studies should be 

used as a research method in cases where (1) research questions concern 

‘how’ and ‘why’, (2) the researcher has little control over events and (3) a 

contemporary phenomenon is examined in a real-life context. This thesis has 

all these characteristics. Case studies can be used to explore a still quite 

unknown topic (Myers, 2009) and thus it fits well the aim of this thesis as a 

first deep look into hackathon team evolution is made. 

The process perspective is used to investigate the phenomenon over time and 

understand how events, goals and activities are related to time and each other 

(Langley, 1999). The process perspective provides great insights into 

hackathon team evolution since organizations and relationships are dynamic 

and evolve in time (Inkpen & Currall, 2004; Ring & Van de Ven, 1994). Thus, 

it is more meaningful to investigate the evolution process rather than a single 

point in time.  

There are many levels and ways to analyze process data. This thesis uses a 

detailed narrative strategy, which is especially useful when there are only a 

few cases (Langley, 1999). The focus is on getting a deep understanding of the 

formation and development process of inter-organizational relationships and 

collaboration that the two case teams develop with their partners. This thesis 
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will only consider the development of the dyadic relationships that the case 

hackathon teams form within their networks. This approach is chosen to keep 

the hackathon teams in the center of the study, and because the evolution of 

these dyadic ties in a network has a direct impact on the evolution of the entire 

network (Hite, 2005). This means that understanding the formation of dyadic 

relationships first will facilitate understanding the formation of the larger 

network.  

The comparative case study was conducted in the context of AEC Hackathon, 

where AEC stands for Architecture, Engineering and Construction. AEC 

Hackathon brings together expertise from different fields to create new digital 

solutions in the construction industry. Both the hackathon teams investigated 

in this thesis participated the first AEC Hackathon in Finland in November 

2015. Since then, both the teams have been developing their digital solutions 

towards actual business in the construction industry. This thesis follows the 

journeys of both teams, aiming to understand the formation of their inter-

organizational dyadic relationships from a process perspective. 

This chapter describes how the empirical case study was conducted. Chapter 

5.1 describes the context of the empirical study and introduces the two cases 

examined in more detail. Then the methods used for data collection (5.2) and 

analysis (5.3) are presented. 

5.1. Case context and descriptions 

The case teams of this study took part in an experimental research project 

AECO Digital, conducted by SimLab research group at Aalto University, 

Department of Industrial Engineering and Management. AECO Digital 

examined how the evolution of inter-organizational collaboration around 

hackathon teams could be facilitated and accelerated. The research was 

continued as part of a wide research project, Digital Disruption of Industry. 

The two hackathon teams were chosen for the research project because they 

participated in the first AEC Hackathon in Finland and were enthusiastic to 

develop their idea towards real business. Both teams were located in Finland 



III EMPIRICAL STUDY 

 49 

 

and began forming around the same time. This study examines the first year of 

their evolution. The main characteristics of the case teams are listed in table 3. 

 

Table 3 - Main characteristics of the case teams in year 2016. 

  Team 1 Team 2 

Team 

members 

Lead Developer, R&D 

Manager, Business Manager, 

Technology Manager 

CEO, CTO, Creative Director, 

CSO & Researcher, Interaction 

Designer and Architect  

Team formed August 2015 August 2015 

Background  Research Business and technology 

Main product Visualizing linked building data 

for facilities management 

Building interior exploration 

and design in virtual reality 

   

Working time Part-time (in addition to 

research work in a University) 

Full-time 

Officially a 

firm 

September 2016 May 2016 

Main events 

participated 

AEC Hackathon 11/2015 

AECO Digital workshop 2/2016 

AEC Hackathon 2 6/2016 

Entrepreneurship boot camp in 

Berkeley 8/2016 

AEC Hackathon 11/2015 

AECO Digital workshop 3/2016 

AEC Hackathon 2 6/2016 

Assembly gaming event 8/2016 

Beautiful Beijing-workshop 

8/2016 

Nordic VR night in US 10/2016 

Important 

relationships 

A building service consulting 

company as a strategic partner 

VC Expert in US 

Mentors  

Two pilot customers 

Freelancer for technical 

development 

VR developer community 

Pilot customer (ended) 

Several customers: a 

construction company, a media 

company and City of Helsinki 

Big international appliance 

company 
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5.2. Data collection 

The main data was collected by interviewing the two case teams. Both teams 

were interviewed twice: mid-way interviews in April 2016 and final 

interviews at the end of September 2016. The interviews were thematic group 

interviews, and the interviewed group consisted of the case team members. 

The interviews were conducted by the author of this thesis and another 

SimLab researcher. 

The mid-way interviews focused on the team’s evolution from the very 

beginning to the moment of the interview. The three main themes were the 

team’s evolution, their inter-organizational relationships and their future 

plans. Throughout the interview, the process perspective was kept in focus by 

aiming to relate all the events experienced by the team to time. The entire 

interview structure can be found in appendix 1. 

For the final interviews, the author of the thesis drafted a visual model of the 

evolution journeys of the case teams. The visual timeline was based on the 

mid-way interviews and SimLab researchers’ additional knowledge about the 

evolution of the case teams after the mid-way interviews. These visual 

timelines were used to guide the final interviews and completed and modified 

according to the final interviews. The main themes remained the same as in 

the mid-way interviews, but the time period discussed was the past five 

months after the mid-way interviews. The simplified visual timelines of both 

case teams constructed based on the interviews can be found in appendix 2. 

In addition to the interviews, some secondary data sources provided useful 

background information in this study. In the research project AECO Digital, 

two co-creation workshops were held, one for each team, in February and 

March 2016. The participants of the workshops consisted of the case team and 

representatives of the construction industry and its ecosystem. Both 

workshops were facilitated by SimLab researchers, including the author of this 

thesis. The workshops were planned together with the case teams, and a lot of 

background information of the teams, their products and their goals was 
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gathered at that time. The data for and from the workshops is not explicitly 

used in this study. However, the background information was important for 

planning the interviews. 

5.3. Data analysis 

When analyzing case data, the main point is that the researcher gets very 

familiar with each case as their own entity (Eisenhardt, 1989). In this thesis, 

there are two cases, which were analyzed separately and from a process 

perspective where events are examined in relation to time and each other. 

Langley (1999) presents seven different strategies for analyzing process data, 

from which a narrative strategy is utilized in this case study.  

A narrative strategy for analyzing process data values time as a key 

dimension. The aim is to construct a narrative story from the data, which has a 

plot and themes that can answer the research questions. Narratives are a 

natural way of making sense of a phenomenon so they fit well exploring and 

understanding hackathon team evolution (Myers, 2009). Eisenhardt (1989) 

explains that when theorizing from a case study it is important to get familiar 

with the cases on by one, and narratives are a great way to cope with the 

richness of the case data. The richness of the narratives and contextual details 

are the key in a narrative process study since the meaning of different entities 

and relationships changes over time (Van de Ven & Poole, 2005). Contextual 

details are crucial for the generalizability of a case study (Yin, 2009). 

In this study, the narrative analysis is done based on a chronological timeline 

but also based on some themes in the narrative. What is looked for in the 

process narratives are two things; (1) how events lead to and affect other 

subsequent events, and (2) overall patterns that generate the series of events in 

the process (Van de Ven & Poole, 2005). These form the plot and themes in a 

narrative and are addressed by examining questions of “how” and “why” 

something happens. The plot describes the progression of events and 

connections between them and the themes provide explanations and meaning 

to the story. (Woiceshyn, 1997) Discussing the plot and themes of the 
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narratives in this study then allow seeing phases and explanations in the 

evolution processes of the case teams. While the plot, consisting from 

different events in the teams narrative, is factual, the themes consist of the 

case teams’ own interpretations of their evolution. The important themes for 

both teams frame the narratives and the empirical findings. 
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6. Results 

This section presents the results of the case study. First, the empirical findings 

from the two cases are presented in chapter 6.1. Then in chapter 6.2, the 

findings are discussed together with the theoretical framework, and based on 

that the research questions of this thesis are answered in chapter 6.3. Finally, a 

refined framework of hackathon team evolution is proposed based on the 

study in chapter 6.4. 

6.1. Empirical findings 

In this chapter, the findings from the empirical case study are presented. First, 

the evolution of the hackathon teams is discussed in chapter 6.1.1 and some 

phases from the evolution are identified. Then the hackathon teams’ network 

strategies and types of networks acquired are discussed and compared in 

chapter 6.1.2. Finally in chapter 6.1.3, some single relationships are further 

investigated to view how hackathon teams form and develop inter-

organizational relationships and networks.  

In this part, direct quotations from the interviews are presented to emphasize 

the empirical findings. Since the interviews of case team 2 were held in 

Finnish the quotations from those are translated to English by the thesis 

author. The interviews of case team 1, in turn, were held in English so no 

translations were needed. To protect anonymity, all partner names were 

removed from the quotations. 

6.1.1. The evolution of the case teams 

In both cases investigated in this study, the evolution process of the case team 

proceeded through different phases with different goals and activities. The 

main phases in the evolution of the case teams are presented in figure 12. 

Separating these phases was a shift in a case teams’ goal and strategic focus 

that could be perceived from the teams’ narratives. The goals and focuses in 
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each phase thus determined the shift from one phase to another. The shifts 

were found in the interpretations of the interviewed case teams. 

 

Figure 12 Phases in the evolution of the two teams. 

Product development. First, there seems to be a product development phase 

where the goal is to get the concept and product developed and finalized. Both 

case teams stated in the interviews to have continued product development 

after the AEC Hackathon for a few months. During this period of time the 

teams did not see much other important events or activities, as they were busy 

developing their product further.  

Case team 1 began forming as a team and developing their product in August 

2015. They participated the AEC Hackathon in November while they 

continued the development work by exploring a possible add-in to their main 

product. They partnered up with a strategic partner with whom they had been 

conducting a lot of product development work with. After the AEC 

Hackathon, they focused on research and development during the first couple 

of months of the year 2016. 

“Our group has been involved in the, well, the lower level 

invisible parts out there of the system and technical development 

and, and also to some extent with standardization of how to 
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basically connect this system to other range of data and, and, and 

link this data also to the other.” (R&D Manager, Case team 1) 

Case team 2 on the other hand did not yet have a clear vision of their product 

when the team formed in August 2015. At that time, they began ideating 

around VR (virtual reality) and they described coming up with their main 

product in the AEC Hackathon in November 2015. After the hackathon, they 

continued the development work based on the first prototype created at the 

hackathon. Their focus during the period was on idea generation and product 

development. 

“It is true that -- this is the first (idea) that aroused enough 

interest to actually start developing a product from. -- You put it 

together there (in AEC Hackathon) with a different name during 

the weekend.” (CEO, Case team 2) 

“But yes basically it (the beginning of year 2016) has maybe been 

mostly development and still the user interface itself and the 

appearance have some improvements to be made.” (CEO, Case 

team 2) 

Piloting. After product development phase the case teams aimed for pilots 

where they could test their product with a potential customer. In spring 2016 

both teams began to search for possible partners with whom to deliver pilot 

projects and in the interviews they emphasized the importance of getting 

successful pilots done. The pilots would then be used for visibility and 

validation before the product is really commercialized. Thus, the search for 

potential customers to conduct pilots with was the first important aspect of 

this phase. Once a pilot partner was found, the pilot needed to be executed.  

Case team 2 got a first pilot customer in May 2016 and the pilot case was 

based on a real building. Eventually the pilot did not lead to an actual order. 

However, the team found the pilot project as crucial for their further 

marketing and sales. By utilizing the pilot case as a marketing material, case 

team 2 was able to enter a new phase after their pilot project. 
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“But however based on that (the first pilot case demo) we got real 

material about what we do and what we are. Based on that we 

then did all our demonstrations during that spring and summer.” 

(CEO, Case team 2) 

Case team 1 began to search for pilot project partners around the same time as 

case team 2, in spring 2016. The search took a little longer, since they were 

not working full time for the product as case team 2 did. They began the first 

pilot discussions in spring 2016 and in September 2016 the development work 

for a first pilot was started. At that time also discussions about a possible pilot 

with another partner were ongoing. Case team 1 emphasized the importance of 

successful pilot projects in Finland, and saw them as a key for 

commercializing the product. 

“Our first immediate focus is to get two good pilots done in 

Finland. Because so far we are still research product. And we are 

yet to be a commercial product, so it’s good to validate that 

commercially.” (R&D Manager, Case team 1)  

First paying customers. Case team 2 got past the piloting phase in the 

beginning of summer 2016 when they shifted their focus to actual sales. They 

used the demo developed in the pilot as a tool for marketing which led to their 

first order from a paying customer. Later in the summer, the team got more 

orders from a few customers, and had their hands full with delivering the 

orders. 

“Then we made some calls and one of them was to a sales director 

of a construction company and he was actually very responsive.” 

(CEO, Case team 2) 

The team felt that the first paying customers are a great thing but still other 

phases in the evolution are yet to come. 

“I would say this has been like a start for our story, and I mean an 

incredibly fine start -- but this is not by any means any goal. -- We 

have a lot bigger plans than this.” (CEO, Case team 2) 
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Exploration. In addition to driving their main products, the case teams 

continued exploring technologies and developing entirely new products. Both 

case teams participated the second AEC Hackathon in June 2016 and 

developed new ideas and prototypes there. This new product development and 

technological exploration seems very important for hackathon teams. It does 

not necessarily drive the existing products further, but is about exploring 

entirely new things. 

“But that (AEC Hackathon 2) was again more for fun, we had a 

totally different topic -- and the idea of course was that some of 

these are topics that you want to explore but you don’t have 

enough time on a normal routine basis.” (Lead Developer, Case 

team 1) 

“We have so much bigger plans that this (the main product). -- We 

get to develop our own products that are not so dependent on 

these kind of big projects from clients but our own products.” 

(CEO, Case team 2) 

6.1.2. Network strategies of the teams 

Hackathon teams seem to have different possible strategies when it comes to 

networks, and the case teams both had their own strategy. Case team 1 

decided to collaborate with a building service consulting company very early, 

and the collaboration began already in fall 2015. Since then they have been 

integrating the technical solutions together and the aim is that the team’s 

product would be a complementing, compatible add-in to the partner’s 

existing products and services. The relationship originally began with 

technical integration but also expanded to strategy and business integration, 

when the team had strategic discussions with the partner in summer 2016. The 

case team saw great opportunities in the collaboration and that it could enable 

many relationships and networks for them. 

 “I think perhaps from our perspective, our relationship with the 

partner is specifically that we want to show that we can do 
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something here in Finland, make some successes with the partner 

and that would then perhaps give us more, better way, better 

opportunities to talk with others also.” (Technology Manager, 

Case team 1) 

In terms of other networks, case team 1 has focused on acquiring three things: 

pilot projects, mentoring and resources.  

First, with the pilot projects the team states to aim for visibility and reputation 

but also for validation and user feedback for their product. They were 

determined to develop the product further after the pilots and believed that 

after the two ongoing pilot projects they would be able to attract new big 

customers. Thereafter, they also wished to go international at some point. 

“So our timeline is that we can do two good pilots in the next eight 

months roughly over here, and then we aim for a pilot in the US” 

(R&D Manager, Case team 1) 

Secondly, case team 1 had acquired a few mentoring relationships that advise 

them in strategic decisions and understanding the different possible markets. 

Two of their mentoring relationships were informal with no economic 

transactions but for one firm they were paying for assistance. Finally, the team 

decided to outsource some of the technical development work to get more 

resources. They hired a freelancer through an online recruitment platform in 

September 2016. 

Case team 2 in turn, had not formed as close relationships as case team 1 did 

with their first partner. The main goal of case team 2 was to build customer 

relationships and this they have done. In spring 2016, they made sales and 

marketing efforts by calling possible customers and actually one of those 

“cold calls” led to meeting their first paying customer. In addition, other 

customers they had met in different events, which they have participated, like 

the second AEC Hackathon and Assembly gaming event. The resource 

challenge in turn, case team 2 solved by hiring employees instead of 
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outsourcing. This also indicates their independent attitude, as they did not 

want to be dependent on external resources. 

“It takes after all quite a lot of time to learn to do the job well so it 

would be like simply crazy to then let the people go away.” (CEO, 

Case team 2) 

Furthermore, case team 2 was a part of a wider Virtual Reality developer 

community in Finland, which the members joined in the beginning of 2016. 

The team was currently located in the common facilities of the community. 

The community lend VR appliances to its members for different occasions. In 

addition to facilities and appliances, the community provided the team 

visibility and credibility, and the team had already got one new customer 

through the network.  

“We have quite often used the community’s hardware if we have 

for example gone present somewhere.” (CEO, Case team 2) 

“The community easily has bigger arms and visibility outwards 

than us, and then if someone asks the community if something 

would get done, now when we are a team here that can get things 

done and are doing already a lot, it kind of feeds us with work” 

(Architect, Case team 2) 

In addition to those networks that are intentionally pursued, hackathon teams 

form other networks as well. For example, case team 2 held a short 

presentation of their product in the second AEC Hackathon The presentation 

was streamed online and followed by a big technology and appliance 

company, which then involved the team in their development network. 

“For some reason my presentation was followed by the 

Development Manager of the technology company – and now we 

are in the situation that we are involved in kind of the company’s 

appliance development.” (CEO, Case team 2)  

Furthermore, the case study shows that the networks of hackathon teams are 

highly path-dependent. The case teams mostly knew what kinds of partners 
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they were looking for, but could not choose the specific partners themselves. 

Both case teams explained that they started collaboration with those partners 

who first showed interest in collaborating with the team. In addition, some 

partners contacted the teams proactively. 

“We have kind of just grabbed those who have actually been ready 

to buy something” (CSO, Case team 2) 

6.1.3. Development of the inter-organizational relationships 

Both case teams developed several inter-organizational relationships during 

their first year of operation. Some aspects and details from the development of 

the relationships can be highlighted from the interviews. Since case team 2 

had proceeded further in their evolution process than team 1, they had 

established more dyadic relationships. Case team 1 proceeded slower in their 

evolution process and put much effort into developing the relationship with 

their main partner. In contrast, case team 2 developed more relationships but 

not as embedded ones as case team 1.  

First, the initial attitudes of the partners seemed to be very crucial in 

determining whether a longer-term relationship is formed or not. This was 

especially emphasized in the relationships of case team 2. The team 

highlighted that their first customer relationship was possible because the 

responsible person from the company was enthusiastic and had a positive 

attitude towards the collaboration already in the beginning. 

“Very quickly after that they came by and got very excited about 

our application and then, it happened so that they actually 

ordered right away to their two buildings kind of exactly what we 

were selling.” (CEO, Case team 2) 

On the other hand, the initial attitudes could also be negative and that way 

prevent the collaboration like happened to case team 2 and their pilot partner. 

They had first agreed on a demo of a real case as a pilot and once the team 

came to present the demo they received quite a negative response from the 
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responsible person of the partner company. The skeptical pre-attitude towards 

the demo session in the first place lead to discontinuation of the collaboration 

afterwards. 

“Then he said this sentence that ‘well he just came to see that is 

there any sense in this or is this the same s-h-i-t as always’. And 

then at the same moment our computer like crashed, the demo 

computer, and ‘yes it is the same shit’ he said.” (CEO, Case team 

2) 

The relationships of the case teams deepened in time. First a small 

commitment was made and experimented. If it was successful, a slightly 

bigger commitment was put into the collaboration. This was showcased well 

in the customer relationships of case team 2. For example, City of Helsinki 

asked for a small first round demo of their case. The team delivered even more 

than was asked for, exceeding the customer expectations, and thereafter City 

of Helsinki made a big order for more layers to the VR model. Thereafter 

transactions, commitments and effort put into the collaboration increased 

further. 

“They ordered a first stage presentation where there is nothing 

but the building architecture model brought to virtual space and 

that you can walk through it, and then we did it and we did it quite 

fancy kind of, a lot more than the customer had even ordered -- 

and now we have a big order from them in which we should now 

react to in terms of starting to build the next levels there.” (CEO, 

Case team 2) 

In addition to commitment, also integration on different levels could increase 

in time. A good example of this was the relationship of case team 1 and their 

strategic partner. At first, they began with technical integration between the 

partners systems and the team’s product. Then they added more levels to the 

relationship as integration in business and strategy were also discussed. The 

team was also exploring the possibility of getting an investment from the 

strategic partner. 
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“And we are integrating our system with their system, so they are 

now, uh, the technical integration between the partner’s system 

and our product has been going on for about six months now, or 

even longer maybe.” (Lead Developer, Case team 1) 

“Now we are beginning to talk on what is the business integration 

that’s possible.” (R&D Manager, Case team 1) 

Especially case team 1 emphasized that the communication and collaboration 

had become more informal in time with most of the partners. Also case team 2 

described that the collaboration became easier as they learned more about a 

partner and their needs. Furthermore, learning about the collaboration itself 

enabled making more detailed contracts that covered more of the important 

aspects. In the beginning, case team 2 felt that it was quite difficult to prepare 

the formal documents since it was not yet sure what all was relevant and 

necessary. 

“It does take its own time, whereas it’s getting a lot more 

informal. I mean, same with strategic partner, now I think we are 

very comfortable in them now.” (Lead Developer, Case team 1) 

“Again it (making the second contract) was very simple – we knew 

and the customer knew, it was like both ways, then it was very 

easy to start the process at that point.” (CEO, Case team 2) 

Finally, it was surprising how late in the collaboration formal contracts 

actually came into play in the relationships of both case teams. At the time of 

the mid-term interviews in April 2016, neither team had made any formal 

contracts though they already collaborated with several parties. Case team 1 

did not have a formal contract with their pilot partners or their strategic 

partner, and case team 2 had none with their pilot partner either. Once the 

financial transactions started, contracts also came into the picture. Both teams 

realized the risks of not having a contract but presented their own reasons for 

the lack. 
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“Not having a formal agreement gives us a little more freedom, in 

terms of timeline as well, because formal agreements might have 

constraints of timeline, and we want to be flexible in that. Of 

course, there’s always some element of risk in not having a formal 

agreement, uh, so we do recognize that risk, but as I said, unless 

it’s a tool which can be built overnight, you are reasonably safe.” 

(R&D Manager, Case team 1) 

“We would have in any case had to make this development work 

in most parts, so we did not have any risks in that way (without a 

contract)” (CEO, Case team 2) 

The teams appreciated the freedom of not preparing formal contracts if not 

necessary. This way they retained more freedom to make their own decisions 

and stayed independent. Keeping all options open was definitely something 

the case teams pursued. 
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6.2. Theoretical interpretations 

Next the empirical findings are discussed together with the theoretical 

framework to find out how well the proposed framework matches the 

empirical case study. The factors causing differences or similarities between 

the theoretical hypothesis and the empirical findings are explored. 

Furthermore, factors causing differences between the two cases are discussed. 

6.2.1. Stages of hackathon team evolution 

Some evolution stages or phases were found in the empirical case study as 

well as from previous literature. The stages presented in the theoretical 

framework are put into the case teams’ timelines in figure 13, and they are 

further discussed next.  

 

Figure 13 The evolution stages in case teams’ timeline. 

According to Coviello (2006) the lifecycle of an emerging firm begins from a 

concept generation stage where the focus is mostly on technological 

development. This is consistent with the empirical findings that present that 

both case teams focused on technological product development and concept 

definition during the first few months of operation. In late 2015 and the 

beginning of 2016 both teams were focusing on product development and 

shaping the firm and its possible business concepts. Also the AEC Hackathon 
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in November 2015 is a part of this stage as there the teams focused on product 

development. 

During spring and summer 2016, both teams moved to the emergence stage 

where commercialization takes place and the team’s main goal is to survive. A 

clear focus shift from product development to thinking business, demos and 

pilots could be seen in both teams’ case after AECO Digital workshops in 

spring 2016. At that point in time they were not yet officially firms, but 

otherwise reflect more of the characteristics of emergence than concept 

generation stage. This contradicts with Hite and Hesterly’s (2001) view that 

the emergence stage is only entered when the firm is legally formed. In the 

empirical findings, this phase was presented as a piloting stage. The piloting 

stage emphasizes the strategic goal of a hackathon team well since the most 

important thing in this point is to gain credibility and validate the business. 

Thus, it is a secondary thing whether the hackathon team is yet an official firm 

or not. 

When pursuing early growth stage the case teams’ paths began to differ. Early 

growth is characterized with a shift of focus from survival to growth and the 

firm having gained some legitimacy (Hite & Hesterly, 2001). Case team 2 had 

done the first pilot demo and started work with the first real customer. The 

pilot demo cleared the focus of the product, and together with the first paying 

customer, gave the firm credibility. After these, the team was now able to 

manage their network better as they began to be more attractive to new 

possible partners. An additional sign of achieving early growth stage is that 

the team began to face new organizational issues for example in their internal 

resources when sales and volumes continued to grow throughout the summer. 

Case team 1 in turn did not yet shift from emergence to early growth during 

the first year although they were also getting closer to that. They were still 

working with deciding the final essence of their product before it is fully 

commercialized. At the time of the final interview, they had a couple pilot 

projects in development. If those are successful, the team will gain the 
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credibility and feedback of their product that they need to move on to the next 

stage, early growth, in their evolution.  

What explains the difference between the teams? Of course the evolution 

stages are not bound to time so each small firm’s evolution takes a different 

period. One differentiating factor is that case team 2 officially established a 

firm a few months earlier than case team 1. Perhaps related to this case team 2 

began to work more or less full time for their firm already in spring when case 

team 1 only works part time on their product while continuing their other 

responsibilities simultaneously. Also the background of the team members 

might impact the approaches of the teams. Case team 1 has deep roots in 

research as case team 2 has more recent background in business. These 

contextual factors naturally influence the perspectives and evolution strategies 

taken by the teams. One big strategic aspect for both teams in 

internationalization where the teams apply different strategies. 

Intentions for internationalization 

Both case teams were thinking about their possibilities in international 

markets during their first year of operation as well, although they had started 

with the local markets first. What is interesting is that during the first year 

they both case teams developed some international connections, most of 

which they had not so intentionally pursued. The international aspect came 

into discussion earlier, even in emergence for case team 1, than theory 

suggested, but in terms of action, the both teams were waiting for the firm to 

be more mature before putting much effort into internationalization. 

Though both are interested in expanding to international markets, the teams 

have different approaches to how they are going to do that. As most small 

firms, according to Coviello and Munro (1997), case team 1 was currently 

planning to pursue international markets together with its strategic partner. 

However, case team 1 was also seeing other options, like pursuing some pilot 

projects in US.  
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Coviello and Munro (1997) add that although early collaboration with a big 

actor is a great way to enter international markets, also other strategies occur. 

Other networks established later can also provide possible access points to the 

international markets (Coviello & Munro, 1997). Case team 1 developed some 

great relationships to US in their time at Berkeley boot camp. Later they are 

able to activate these to pursue pilot projects there.  

Case team 2, in turn, had gained access points to US and China by 

participating in international events. What is interesting is that they already 

became a part of an international network of a big appliance company, which 

contacted them after AEC Hackathon 2 in June. This might very well be the 

big player that can help them enter the international markets at some point.  

6.2.2. The hackathon teams’ network formation 

Both case teams followed very different paths and strategies to network 

formation and structure. Case team 1 decided to hook up with their strategic 

partner in a very early point in their evolution, in concept generation stage, 

and was becoming more and more integrated with the partner. In contrast, 

case team 2 was eager to stay more independent which could be seen for 

example in their will of building even more customer independent products in 

the future. 

The theoretical framework presents that during the emergence stage young 

small firms concentrate on searching and evaluating possible partners that 

could respond to their lack of resources and credibility. In early growth, they 

commit to the chosen partners more and explore the relationships. (Larson & 

Starr, 1993) This fits well to case team 2 as in the emergence stage they were 

seeking partners for piloting, and when shifting to early growth they began to 

build stronger collaboration with some customers and partners.  

Case team 1 instead took a different approach. The team focused on searching 

for essential relationships for pilots in the emergence stage, but the team’s 

relationship with their strategic partner had gone way beyond that phase, 
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although they had not entered early growth yet. The integration had been 

going on for almost a year and I argue the evolution of the relationship 

resembles what Larson and Starr (1993) incorporate with early growth. At this 

phase interdependence increases as the possibilities of a relationship are 

explored and transactions increase (Larson & Starr, 1993). Thus, case team 1 

shows that also a contradicting network strategy can be taken by first highly 

integrating with one important partner before actually beginning the 

commercialization. Whether this strategy will outperform the strategy taken 

by case team 2 is to be seen in the following years. 

Path-dependence and network management 

The literature argues about whether networks are path-dependent in the first 

stages of firm evolution or can they be intentionally managed from the very 

beginning. This case study seems to support the first view (by e.g. Hite & 

Hesterly, 2001; Larson & Starr, 1993) since both case teams’ evolution seems 

to be full of incidental events they did not plan in advance. Good example is 

the first customers for both teams. Case team 1 has chosen their pilot 

customers since they were the first ones willing to offer a real case pilot. 

Similarly, case team 2 described their first customers to be those who first 

showed interest and were willing to pay for their product. Now that they have 

a few of these customers, they might be able to impact more on which cases to 

actually take. 

Also other than customer relationships of the teams seem to be quite path-

dependent. For example, case team 1 ended up in the Berkeley boot camp 

through an existing tie by accident. New important relationships were formed 

there and the team felt the boot camp was thus important for their evolution. 

However, in the case of hiring a freelancer as a development resource the team 

was more able to select the actor themselves.  

For case team 2, many things happened unintentionally. The big technology 

company contacted them after the second AEC Hackathon in June 2016, and 

this is a collaboration they probably would not have even thought of by 

themselves. In addition, the team did not that intentionally pursue the 
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international events they participated. They were proactively invited to a 

Beautiful Beijing-event considering the Chinese markets, and a Nordic VR 

night in USA. Without these opportunities, that they decided to grasp on their 

acts of pursuing international markets could perhaps have been smaller in this 

stage of the evolution. 

Types of networks along the way 

The networks established by the case teams are very similar to the ones 

described by Lechner and Dowling (2003) in early stages of small firm 

evolution. The most important relationships in the very beginning seem to be 

some social networks that both teams utilized in reaching the few first 

partners. However, the role of these social networks seems to be quite small 

for the evolution of the teams. Literature states that firms acquire resources 

through social networks (Lechner & Dowling, 2003) but this kind of 

phenomena is not at least easily seen in the cases. 

Reputational networks instead both teams saw as crucial for their survival and 

growth. Case team 1 described that the main goal with its pilot customers was 

to get visibility and credibility for acquiring bigger customers and new 

markets, which is also the definition Lechner and Dowling (2003) use for 

reputational networks. Similarly, case team 2 values the first pilot demo, 

regardless of the fact that collaboration with that partner did not continue. The 

team presents that the demo was crucial for their marketing efforts, since it 

provided credibility for the product. With both case teams’ reputational 

networks, not much formal governance was applied because the development 

work itself was valuable enough to motivate them. 

In addition, a few other types of partners can be pointed out. Case team 1 has 

a couple mentoring partners that helped it by sparring strategic decisions and 

positioning. They were a bit harder to categorize according to the framework 

presented but mostly they reflect marketing networks in terms of providing 

better information about the markets. As marketing partners, these were most 

likely to be huge enablers in early growth but their importance might quickly 

decrease as the sales of the team begins to grow (Lechner & Dowling, 2003). 
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Case team 2 in turn, was actually involved with one network that could be 

described as a knowledge, innovation and technology network, as the team 

joined the development network of a big international appliance company. 

This is surprising since Lechner and Dowling (2003) argue that these are 

usually only developed in the later stages of a firms evolution due to high 

resources required. Case team 2 was a small actor in this technology network, 

which might explain why it was able to join the network so early in its own 

evolution. 

6.2.3. Development of dyadic relationships 

One year of firm evolution is not a long time but the case teams developed 

many dyadic relationships. Those are now reviewed with the theoretical 

hypothesis to point out some important factors that stood out from the 

empirical findings regarding the dyadic relationship formation. 

Development processes 

The development cycles of dyadic relationships presented in the theoretical 

framework could be seen especially well in the customer relationships of case 

team 2. According to the empirical findings, the first paying customer of case 

team 2 had very positive initial interpretations for the collaboration. I argue 

that, according to also Vlaar et al. (2007), these positive attitudes and 

expectations were crucial factors that lead the collaboration to be successful. 

In other words, the relationship had initial trust, based on the positive 

expectations that enabled the collaboration.  

The parties made a first agreement on arranging a demo session where the 

initial positive expectations by the customer were met. Similarly the case team 

got positive image about the customer since they had been let down in 

previous demo sessions with other companies and now they got a partner 

excited. The positive performance from both parties lead to positive learning 

and increased levels of trust between them, which allowed them to increase 

the level of commitment in the collaboration. Put into actions, the customer 

placed a real order for the case team’s product. 
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For the first order, a written contract was designed. However, it was quickly 

noticed that the contract did not cover all the needed aspects and as the 

interactions took place during development, the parties learned more and more 

about each other and the collaboration. Still both parties were pleased with the 

end result and levels of trust increased again as presented in the empirical 

findings. After that, they made even bigger commitments by agreeing on 

delivering more orders and this time the formal contract was re-evaluated and 

made more detailed according to the learnings. The case team felt that the 

detailed formal contract actually made interaction and performance easier. 

This supports the earlier findings of how positive learning leads to increase in 

trust which helps in re-evaluating formalization to better support the 

relationship (Doz, 1996; Vlaar et al., 2007). 

The relationships of case team 1 and its pilot partners had not yet developed as 

far as the customer relationships of case team 2. However, the same effect of 

learning to trust and formalization were detected in the relationships of case 

team 1. The team described how the interaction became more relaxed over 

time as the parties learned more about each other and the common ways of 

working. They were still in a very early stage of collaboration and did not 

even have a formal contract yet. High initial trust originated from previous 

collaboration between the team members and the partner companies, and 

made it possible to collaborate productively without a contract. 

The relationship between case team 2 and City of Helsinki were forming in 

cycles. The initial interest from City of Helsinki arose in the second AEC 

Hackathon and they approached the case team themselves, which already 

reflected positive initial attitudes towards the collaboration. The relationship 

has had three rounds of development cycles, which reinforced each other. First 

cycle included agreeing and executing an initial demo session, based on which 

City of Helsinki ordered a first prototype. Case team 2 delivered the 

prototype, and positive performance and learning from it and the development 

work lead to the third cycle, an even bigger request for proposal from the City. 
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These cycles reflect very well how in each round both parties made bigger 

commitments. 

The relationship could also be compared to the linear processes of relationship 

formation described in the theoretical section. Preconditions for the 

collaboration were formed in the AEC Hackathon and then a trial period 

included developing the first prototype. At this point expectations of both 

sides got clearer and common rules and procedures were tested before the 

bigger commitments. These findings support the theoretical framework very 

well as both linear and cyclical development took place simultaneously. 

According to the framework, after the mutual commitment, dependence 

increases as coordination and governance is applied. For case team 2 and City 

of Helsinki this probably meant negotiating and agreeing on how the big 

development work will take place and what kind of responsibilities each party 

has. After this the relationship will be able to start creating value for the 

parties (Konsti-Laakso et al., 2012). 

In the relationship case team 1 has with its strategic partner in turn, the cycles 

of development are not as easy to notice though the collaboration has been 

going on for almost a year. This is due to the collaboration proceeding quite 

slow in time since the case team is not yet working for their firm full-time. 

What can be concluded from the empirical findings is that the level of 

commitment has increased in time and they are beginning to add more layers 

to the relationship. Thus the development reminds Larson and Starr’s (1993) 

model of network formation towards a crystallized network dyad.  

Case team 1 stated to be still only exploring the collaboration with the 

strategic partner although they were already highly integrated with them. 

Thus, the relationship does not really seem to fit into any one point in the 

linear process model for relationship formation either. In all the linear 

processes described in the theoretical section the possibilities of a relationship 

are explored in a small scale before integration between the parties takes place 

(e.g. Lapiedra et al., 2004; Larson, 1992). In this case the exploration seems to 

have happened through experimenting the actual integration. Thus, the 
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empirical findings contradict with the existing literature as the findings 

indicate that exploration and integration of a relationship can actually happen 

in parallel. It could be that since the development of this relationship has been 

quite slow, the process was not anymore as straightforward and clearly visible 

compared to case team 2’s relationships. 

Why some relationships end? 

During the case study, only one relationship was clearly terminated, and it was 

the pilot demo customer of case team 2, who decided not to continue the 

collaboration after the pilot demo presentation. The reason for this was found 

in the negative expectations of the partner that lead to distrust even before the 

real case demo was presented. Distrust lead to negative interpretations of the 

partner that again lead to negative learning about the partner. The initial 

negative expectations were most likely caused by previous negative 

experiences of similar demo cases, because they did not concern the team 

personally but the situation where the demo was presented. These findings 

support Doz’s (1996) description of a vicious cycle where the negative initial 

expectations may easily lead to unsuccessful collaboration and eventually 

termination of that relationship. In this case, the collaboration ended very 

shortly.  

In this case, the parties did go through some cyclical development before the 

termination. The partners first arranged an initial demo session before they 

committed to developing a demo based on a real building. The demo itself 

required some amount of trust between the partners since the pilot partner 

shared its data with the case team for the development work. The person in 

charge of the termination was not present in the collaboration before the case 

demo, and it would be interesting to know what would have happened if he 

had been involved in the initial demo as well. Would the negative expectations 

have ended the collaboration already then or could his learning have been 

positive instead, if involved earlier in the process? This example emphasizes 

how inter-organizational collaboration always takes place between people, and 
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early on in the relationship attitudes of only some individuals may be very 

influential. 

6.2.4. Hackathon team evolution compared to other start-ups 

How is the evolution of a hackathon team then different from the evolution of 

any start-up? Some aspects, where differences might occur, are discussed next 

and in addition, some differences between the two case teams are pointed out 

simultaneously. 

Role of hackathons on network entry processes  

One substantial feature of a firm originating from a hackathon was found in 

the processes of establishing inter-organizational networks. In the theoretical 

framework, it was argued that a firm could enter a network through either a 

personal relationship, an economic interaction or social capital. In case of 

small emerging firms, most networks are entered with personal relationships 

(Hite, 2005). The findings from the empirical study propose that hackathons 

can provide other options for network entry as well. 

In the second AEC Hackathon in June, case team 2 entered the network of the 

international technology company through social capital provided by the 

hackathon community. Case team 2 was asked to give a presentation in the 

event, which gave them some credibility in the eyes of the technology 

company. In addition to social capital, also dyadic economic interaction was 

perhaps a more common way to enter a relationship for case team 2 than 

personal relationships. This can be explained with their high efforts put into 

marketing and reaching out for interested partners. Case team 1 was not as 

sales-oriented, and they were more relying on personal relationships as 

network entryways. 

High focus on technology outshines business interest 

According to this comparative case study, the other special character of a 

hackathon team is a lower interest on the business side. Instead, they are very 

focused on the technical development, which probably has driven them to 
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hackathons in the first place. This was especially highlighted with case team 1 

but signs of more interest to development work could also be seen in case 

team 2. Both case teams were clearly more technology-driven than problem-

driven. In other words, case team 2’s business began with choosing to develop 

something with VR technologies, rather than wanting to reshape the way 

apartments are sold. This technology-driven approach is common for 

hackathon teams, leading to more excitement on technological development 

than business opportunities. For non-hackathon-originated start-ups the order 

of precedence might be the other way around beginning from a problem to 

solve. This can explain why the evolution processes of small emerging firms 

discussed in previous literature do not include the continuous exploration 

stage that this case study suggests hackathon teams have.  

Perhaps the biggest difference between the two case teams was that case team 

2 was behaving more like a start-up with more business drive. Case team 1 did 

not seem as eager to make profit with their product but rather to just even out 

the costs. The members’ research background naturally affected their way of 

thinking and thus case team 1 was making different strategic decisions than 

case team 2. Case team 1 was first aiming to develop the product with 

research funding, while case team 2’s strategy was acquiring paying 

customers as early as possible. 

Furthermore, it was interesting that the teams kept going back to hackathons 

though they had a commercialized product already. This replicates well their 

eagerness towards the technological solutions, as both teams participated the 

second AEC Hackathon with developing something not straightly related to 

their main products. Case team 2 also mentions that it was constantly ideating 

to invent new products. The team did not want to stay with the original one for 

good although it was their main source of income. I argue that more problem-

orientated start-ups would not usually be as enthusiastic in developing new 

products, as hackathon teams are. 
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6.3. Answers to the research questions 

Based on the theoretical interpretations and the findings from the empirical 

case study, the research questions set in the beginning can now be answered. 

RQ1: How does a hackathon team evolve from an idea to business? 

This comparative case study shows that the evolution of a hackathon team 

follows similar stages than other small emerging firms. Since some 

differences occur, the stages are renamed to better describe the evolution of 

hackathon teams specifically (figure 14).  

First, there is a concept generation stage where product development plays a 

huge role. For hackathon teams this stage is started or accelerated in the 

hackathons where the development work is intense. At this stage, start-ups do 

not tend to pursue inter-organizational collaboration yet but hackathon teams 

seem to be able to act differently. A big player in the target industry might be 

partnered with already in the very early steps in the evolution. This early 

collaborative strategy can then foster growth and acquiring new markets in 

later evolution stages. Still also other strategies exist for hackathon teams. 

 

Figure 14 Stages of hackathon team evolution. 

A hackathon team enters a piloting stage when its product is commercialized 

and the team’s goal is to survive and gain credibility. At this point networks 

are acquired mostly through personal relationships since the emerging firm is 

not yet that attractive to others. For hackathon teams, the hackathon events 

themselves may provide some credibility that fosters finding new partners also 
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through social capital. What hackathon teams seek in this stage are pilot 

customers and partners, who can provide credibility, which a team needs in 

order to survive. Hackathon teams are not necessarily officially formed firms 

yet in this stage. 

The piloting stage can vary in terms of duration. If a lot of time is needed for 

pilot projects and final development work, funding becomes crucial. Since the 

pilot projects do not necessarily include any money transactions, the financial 

support for the development work needs to come somewhere else. The case 

examples in this thesis show that research or start-up funding might be applied 

for in the piloting stage. But if the piloting stage goes past quickly, the sales 

will soon increase and ensure the survival of the team. 

After the first pilots and proof of the products success, a hackathon team 

enters early operation stage. In early operation, a hackathon team focuses on 

sales and marketing, aiming to get paying customers. At this point, the team is 

usually still quite small and gets busy handling all its orders. Thus like other 

small firms in early growth stage, it faces new organizational challenges and 

needs to acquire more and new types of resources, maybe even hire employees 

or consider outsourcing. 

During and after early operation, there is a stage of exploration where a 

hackathon team begins to discover other possible products, technologies and 

projects. This goes in parallel with the other stages, as the sales and other 

main activities are focusing on the first product. The stage of exploration aims 

to feed the team’s need for exploring technologies and their possibilities that 

drove the team to a hackathon in the first place. This stage is probably not 

promoting the team’s evolution as a firm, but it is an important stage also 

utilized by big technology firms like Google. For Google’s employees, 

generating new ideas and own development projects is a part of their everyday 

work (Hamel, 2007). Both hackathon teams in this case study found 

continuing this exploration so important, that it was added to the evolution 

process as a stage of its own. 
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The empirical case study only covered the evolution of hackathon teams to 

early operation, but some insights set a direction for how the evolution would 

possibly continue. Internationalization was in the minds of both case teams 

and case team 1 mentioned expanding to bigger customers locally after early 

operation stage. A lot like the stage of later growth presented in the theoretical 

framework, the teams would probably aim for flexibility, new markets and 

new kinds of networks. I call this the stage of growth referring to growth in 

sales, markets and collaboration. Thereafter, the teams have probably 

achieved maturity and stability. Still, it is yet to be seen whether the teams 

actually follow these predictions.  

RQ2: How do different inter-organizational networks and relationships form 

and develop around a hackathon team? 

Inter-organizational networks and relationships play a huge role in the 

evolution of a hackathon team. In the early stages of a hackathon team’s 

evolution, the formation of inter-organizational networks is very path-

dependent. Both case teams in the empirical study were choosing their 

partners based on who was willing to start a collaborative relationship with 

them. If many similar partners were willing to collaborate, and a hackathon 

team’s resources are too low to handle all of them simultaneously, the team 

might be forced to choose and turn down some possible collaboration 

opportunities. Over time, a hackathon team becomes more able to 

intentionally manage its networks. During the early evolution, many important 

relationships begin by unexpected opportunities without the team’s intentional 

action. 

Hackathons as events foster the formation of various relationships. On its 

own, a hackathon team seeks social and reputational networks but in 

hackathons, also other types, for example technology or marketing networks, 

might be found. This is a crucial point where other small emerging firms 

differ from hackathon teams. Hackathons can be also considered as one kind 

of a network, at least in case of AEC Hackathons where there is an 

organization behind the event. 
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Because of their technology-driven, explorative nature, hackathon teams 

attend also other events in addition to hackathons. These events, as well as 

hackathons, provide some type of social capital and credibility to form new 

relationships through the events. The social capital gained through an event 

can work as a way for a hackathon team to enter new networks and 

relationships. Thus attending different events, like hackathons, can open many 

unexpected opportunities for hackathon teams. 

Besides the different kinds of events, during their early evolution hackathon 

teams are quite much relying on existing connections. The empirical study 

shows that the initial conditions in a relationship play a huge role, since 

suspicion in the beginning is very easily turned into negative expectations. In 

relationships with previously unknown partners trust is not yet present. If the 

mutual benefits are not understood early in the collaboration, a relationship 

might easily be ended. For hackathon teams this usually takes place already in 

the first trial period of a relationship, for example a first pilot or prototype, 

after which the collaboration ends if the learnings from it are negative. 

After getting past the sensitive trial period, a hackathon team’s relationships 

evolve like any other inter-organizational relationships. As described in the 

theoretical framework, relationships develop in cycles of negotiations, 

commitments and executions where the parties constantly learn, evaluate and 

make adjustments. As the cycles go on, the partners’ commitment and 

dependence in the relationship increase and the partners become more 

integrated to each other. A hackathon team must control the level of 

embeddedness in each relationship. Sometimes high relational embeddedness 

can be a good strategy to open up possibilities and scale, but on the other 

hand, it can hinder the flexibility and autonomy. Therefore, once the essential 

relationships have been found, the management of the network portfolio is 

important for a hackathon team.  
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To link the two research questions together, the stages of hackathon team 

evolution and the main network activities, objectives and types in each stage 

are summarized in table 4. However, the comparative case study proved that 

the types of networks and networking activities could vary a lot between 

hackathon teams. Thus, the division in the table is directive. Hackathon teams 

might form any types of relationships in any stage, thanks to their high path-

dependence and the unexpected networking opportunities in different events. 

The table lists those that this thesis proposes to be the most important ones. 

Table 4 - Network characteristics of the hackathon team evolution stages 

Evolution stage Network activities Types of networks Network objectives 

 

Concept  

generation (Hackathons) - - 

Piloting Search and evaluation 

of essential pilot 

partners 

Social networks 

Reputational networks 

Credibility 

Validation of the 

product 

Early 

operation 

Increasing 

commitments in 

relationships 

Searching for paying 

customers 

 

Reputational networks 

Marketing networks  

Co-opetition networks 

Sales and operation 

Opportunities for new 

networks 

Enable growth 

Growth Layering and 

integration of 

relationships 

Co-opetition networks 

Technology networks 

Flexibility 

Stronger positioning 

Internationalization 

New knowledge & 

innovations 

Maturity Managing and 

adjusting the 

embeddedness of 

existing relationships 

Adjusting the relational 

mix to firm’s needs 

Ensure future growth 

Develop networks 

further 

Exploration Exploring new 

technologies and  

new types of partners 

Mostly internal 

(Technology or co-

opetition networks) 

New types of 

collaboration 
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7. Conclusions 

This thesis has presented a case study examining how hackathon teams evolve 

from an idea to actual business. Networks play a huge role in this evolution, 

and thus the inter-organizational relationships hackathon teams form during 

the evolution were studied. Two hackathon teams were examined during their 

first year of operation to get the first insights into the phenomenon. No 

previous research on hackathon teams exist, so this thesis aimed to take the 

first steps into exploring the topic. 

A wide range of previous literature was discussed, but since no literature 

exists on the exact topic of this thesis, the most supportive ones are 

considered. First, since hackathon teams are a specific type of small emerging 

firms, literature on small emerging firms and their evolution through networks 

was presented. Secondly, literature on the formation and development of inter-

organizational relationships in general was introduced. Based on the 

theoretical part a proposition was made on how hackathon teams would 

evolve. 

The empirical study was conducted with a process perspective, examining 

events and actions related to time and each other. A narrative strategy was 

chosen for presenting the empirical findings, which means that the evolution 

of the two case teams described as a time-bounded narrative. The story’s plot 

was the evolution of the case teams and themes of the story included the 

turning points, goals, intentions and relationships of the teams’ first year. 

When discussing the empirical findings together with the theoretical 

framework, an understanding of hackathon team evolution was reached. The 

main results of this case study propose that hackathon teams evolve in stages: 

(1) concept generation, (2) piloting, (3) early operation, (4) growth and (5) 

maturity. When moving from one stage to the next, there is a clear shift in the 
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strategic focus of a hackathon team. In addition, a continuous stage of 

exploration is ongoing simultaneously with the other stages, which indicates 

the high technology-driven nature of hackathon teams.  

During its early evolution, a hackathon team’s networks are highly path-

dependent, meaning that a hackathon team is not yet able to intentionally 

manage its networks or choose its partners. Thus, a team is depending on 

opportunities of for example different events and their own personal 

relationships at first. Different networks are important in different evolution 

stages, but according to this case study, most crucial ones are reputational 

networks, which provide a hackathon team with credibility. In each inter-

organizational relationship, the initial expectations are crucial in determining 

its success. The relationships develop in cycles where commitment increases 

in time and continuous learning leads to readjustments.   
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8. Evaluation 

In this chapter, the evaluation and limitations of this study are discussed. The 

evaluation is done based on four criteria for evaluating qualitative research by 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) in chapter 8.1. The four criteria used to ensure 

trustworthiness of the study are credibility, transferability, dependability and 

confirmability. Then chapter 8.2 discusses some limitations of the study. 

8.1. Credibility, transferability, dependability, 

confirmability 

Proper evaluation is important for a case study research like for any other type 

of qualitative research method (Myers, 2009). There are many criteria for 

evaluation presented by different authors and one defined by Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) is used for the evaluation of this qualitative case study. Lincoln 

and Guba (1985) present that in order to prove a study trustworthy, four 

criteria need to be considered: credibility, transferability, dependability and 

confirmability. 

Credibility, according to Lincoln and Guba (1985), refers to the author being 

able to make credible and truthful constructions of the findings and 

interpretations. There are several techniques for ensuring credibility. First, all 

interviews were video recorded and transcribed, so that the original data can 

be returned to by another researcher. The case teams were interviewed 

multiple times and the entire teams were present, which also increases the 

credibility of the findings. Furthermore, the study was conducted as a 

longitudinal case study so the author was able to familiarize with the context 

and the case teams and build trust with them. Lincoln and Guba (1985)  

present this prolonged engagement to increase the probability of credible 

findings. Finally, a technique of member checks was used as a chance to 

comment and validate the findings and conclusions was provided to the 

interviewed case teams. 
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Transferability deals with the generalizability of the study to other contexts 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This is a common concern for studies with only a 

few cases like this one (Yin, 2009). However, Yin (2009) points out that 

theoretical generalizations can be proposed based on even a single-case study. 

The key is to provide rich enough description of the study and its context to 

enable others to make their own judgements on its transferability (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). This thesis has aimed to introduce the context and methods of 

this study comprehensively and the findings were presented together with 

direct quotations from the raw data to establish transferability.  

Dependability concerns the research process and the researcher. To ensure 

dependability, the research process should be consistent and independent on 

the researcher’s identity, so that some other researcher should be able to 

replicate the study with similar findings. (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) In this 

empirical case study, there were multiple researchers involved in the data 

collection and analysis phase. The empirical data was reviewed multiple times 

during the analysis process so that the interpretations got confirmed. It should 

be noted that half of the interviews were held in Finnish and translated to 

English by the author. Thus, they are affected by the author’s interpretations, 

but the effect was minimized by making the translations only after the 

analysis. 

Finally, confirmability refers to the neutrality of the interpretations made from 

the raw data. This means that it is free of bias and interests of the researcher. 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985) To ensure confirmability, the empirical findings were 

presented together with direct quotations from the raw data that they were 

interpreted from. This way the reader is able to make own conclusions based 

on the raw data. The author’s interpretations have also been reviewed by peer 

researchers, who also were familiar with the source data and the cases. The 

findings have been discussed together with them to avoid too subjective 

interpretations made by the author. 
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8.2. Limitations of the study 

This study has naturally some limitations being a case study with only two 

cases, which were both from the same hackathon. Both cases participated the 

same AEC Hackathon and were located in Finland as was described in earlier 

parts. As Langley (2007) presents it is very important to provide enough 

understanding of the context when analyzing from process data and in this 

thesis that has also been the aim. The detailed narrative analysis method 

chosen for this study is very efficient in providing the needed rich contextual 

descriptions (Langley, 1999). Thus, theoretical propositions can be made 

based on the study, though they should be tested in more cases to confirm the 

propositions of this case study. 

Another limitation in this empirical case study is that only the teams 

themselves were interviewed. Thus, all data was only from the perspectives of 

the teams. However, there were also some differing perspectives among the 

teams in the group interviews. To deepen the understanding also the partners 

of both teams should be interviewed but in the extent of this thesis this was 

not done. 

Furthermore, though all team members participated in the group interviews 

differences in the individual opinions and viewpoints within the team were not 

explicitly discussed in this study. This was intentional, as the level of 

investigation was set to inter-organizational instead of inter-personal 

dynamics. Still, considering the team members separately could have provided 

more depth in the analysis. 

Finally, it should be emphasized that both teams voluntarily participated the 

AECO Digital research project where the workshop arranged aimed to 

accelerate the teams’ network formation. These special workshops have 

probably affected the evolution of both teams. Neither team found any 

essential relationships from the workshops but they both got new viewpoints 

and ideas from the possible ecosystem partners who participated the 

workshops.   
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9. Implications 

This study has several implications to both practice and theory when being 

among the first longitudinal studies examining hackathon teams. First, the 

practical implications are presented in chapter 9.1 and then theoretical 

implications and possible future research areas are discussed in chapter 9.2. 

9.1. Practical implications 

There has not been previous theoretical understanding on what happens to 

hackathon teams after the hackathon and thus this study is valuable in 

understanding the phenomenon. Although the main contribution of this thesis 

is theoretical, some more specific practical implications and insights should be 

pointed out. Understanding the evolution is important not only for the 

hackathon teams but for the hackathon organizers and possible partners of the 

hackathon teams as well.  

First, the main suggestions for hackathon teams who aim for making 

successful business out of their idea or product after a hackathon: 

 Avoid being too stuck on the concept generation and piloting stages. It 

might feel safe to go on developing the product and its details but aim 

to get quickly into piloting stage to get real user feedback and a 

confirmation of the need for your product. The quicker you get the 

successful pilots done, the quicker you get to actual business and 

paying customers. 

 Put effort into the business side of the team and the product. If 

possible, include someone with interest on business in the team so 

those with interest in technologies can focus on the development work. 

Since many networks are entered through personal relationships, 

versatility within the team members most likely opens more versatile 

network opportunities.  

 Search for the right partners to collaborate with and do not give up if 

the first possible partner is not interested. It is important to find 
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partners with similar interests and a positive attitude towards your 

product. The initial attitudes are crucial so do not force your product to 

those who are skeptic but instead find the enthusiastic ones. 

 Participate events and other occasions that provide credibility and 

visibility for your team. New networking opportunities come 

unexpectedly. 

Secondly, a few encouraging insights for companies collaborating or thinking 

to collaborate with hackathon teams: 

 Collaboration with a hackathon team is definitely worth a try if you 

realize your business or some aspect of it needs renewal. A pilot 

project will not cost that much but the advantages can be great and you 

have a chance to also influence the direction the hackathon team is 

going with the product. That kind of early involvement requires you to 

tolerate some amount of uncertainty. On the other hand, it might 

provide you with new competitive advantage in the future. 

Finally, this study suggests an aspect that also hackathon organizers could 

consider: 

 Hackathon teams are usually great in exploring technologies and 

creating innovative concepts. However, the business side might not be 

their expertise and also hackathon events could also support that side 

in the future. Whether this means providing some tools, connections or 

mentoring during or after the hackathon is up to the hackathon 

organizers. Though this business aspect might not fit into the main 

focus of a hackathon, it could seriously accelerate the teams forward. 

 Hackathon events are important enablers for new inter-organizational 

relationships to be formed. This can be taken to consideration when 

planning the event and its participants. Even a live-stream from a 

hackathon can foster new relationships and networks. 
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9.2. Theoretical implications and further research 

The theoretical objective of this thesis is to take the first steps into examining 

what happens to hackathon teams after a hackathon. Since no literature 

discussing the topic exists beforehand, this thesis makes the first contributions 

towards understanding how hackathon teams evolve and form networks. The 

evolution process presented is the first representation of hackathon team 

evolution specifically, and it is based on a longitudinal case study and a 

comprehensive literature review. This study provides novel insights into the 

evolution of hackathon teams and their networks and shows direction to future 

research on hackathon teams. 

The evolution process this thesis presents is based on a longitudinal case study 

of two hackathon teams and thus a lot more work is required to deepen the 

understanding of the evolution further. The framework should first be further 

fine-tuned and verified by examining more cases. This study provides much 

contextual details so that future research for more cases in different contexts 

can easily be conducted.  

Secondly, this study only examined the first year of the teams’ operation and 

thus only the few first stages of evolution. Even longer case studies are needed 

to get a picture of the entire evolution process. Perhaps research during the 

first three to five years of hackathon team evolution could provide more 

insights into the entire process. This would also allow to properly examine the 

effects of different events, decisions and relationships for a hackathon team, 

since in many cases the effects are not immediate and their importance is 

realized later in the evolution. 

Thirdly, the fact that the case teams were determined, willing and able to start 

turning their ideas into real business was a prerequisite in this case study. 

However, most likely this is not the case for all hackathon teams. They all 

might not be able to really start driving business from their idea or maybe not 

even wanting to do so. Thus, it would be fascinating to investigate how many 

hackathon teams actually start developing their idea further and why some of 
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them do not. Furthermore, both the case teams in this study were successful in 

terms of evolving towards business. More cases would likely reveal also 

hackathon teams that do not succeed in their early evolution. What happens to 

those teams and why is worth examining. 

This case study argues that different events like hackathons and gaming events 

foster the formation of new inter-organizational relationships and networks. In 

the case study, some very important networks were found unexpectedly in 

these kind of events. The relationship fostering effect should be further 

explored to see how social capital is related to the participation and how it 

shapes the initial expectations of the possible partners. The initial expectations 

were found crucial for the relationships hackathon teams form. Does the 

participation to events shape the initial expectation or are the participants 

already equipped with those?  

In sum, this thesis has distinct theoretical implications for research on the 

hackathon phenomenon and organizational evolution of hackathon teams. The 

contribution of this thesis is providing novel theoretical understanding of how 

hackathon teams and their networks co-evolve. The case study proposes stages 

for hackathon team evolution and provides insights on what kind of networks 

the hackathon teams need in different stages and how are those networks 

formed. However, more case studies are needed to validate the propositions of 

this study. Case studies are needed in different context and covering a longer 

period of time to deepen the understanding of the phenomenon. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1 – Interview questions for the first interviews 

 

Beginning 

- Shortly the motivation for this interview 

- May we record the interview 

- What’s up? What has been happening after the workshop? 

Your own organization 

- Where would you describe your team to be now? 

- Briefly introduce your roles in the team 

- How has your company evolved? Has there been some phases or 

 turning points? 

o What was the role of the AEC Hackathon? And    

 SimLab’s AECO workshop? 

- What are your next goals and plans for the company? 

 

Relationships with other organizations or parties 

- With whom do you collaborate? What kind of a relationship do you 

 have? 

- How did the relationship begin? When? 

o Why did you choose those partners? 

- How has the collaboration been working? What has happened? 

o Have your expectations been met so far? 

o Has there been some milestones or turning points? 

o Can you put them on a timeline? 

- What goals does the collaboration have? (for you/for the other party/for 

both?) 

o Have those goals been met? Why or why not? 

- What kinds of rules or practices do you have?  

o How did you come up with those? 

o What is their purpose? 

- How formal is the relationship? Is there a contract for example?  

o Why or why not? 

o What kind of role does the contract have? 

- What role does trust have in this relationship? 

- Are there some milestones or events/actions planned? 

- How do you think the collaboration will continue?  

o What kind of expectations do you have? Why? 
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Other collaboration needs 

- Has there been some other relationships that have already ended? 

o Why? 

- Do you have any needs for other inter-organizational relationships? 

o Why? 

- Do the current relationships provide everything necessary at the  moment? 

- What about the future? What kind of relationships do you think you will need                          

 in the future? 

- Have you thought of searching international relationships? 

o Could you see yourself attending AEC Hackathon in some  

  other country? (for example in Los Angeles or London)  

 

SimLab’s role 

- Do you see any needs for new workshop or some other further 

 development actions? 

- Can SimLab’s researchers perhaps come observe your meetings with your 

 partners in the future? 

 

Ending: Discuss timing for the next interview 
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Appendix 2 – Visual timelines of the case teams’ main 

events 

  

Case team 1 

 

Case team 2 
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