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Abstract

In today’s entrepreneurial landscape, startups are increasingly expected to scale rapidly despite facing
significant resource constraints. This study explores how early-stage ventures —particularly those operating in
emerging Southeast Asian markets—manage the challenges of business growth without the deep capital
reserves or organizational structures typical of large corporations. Utilizing a qualitative methodology rooted
in interpretivist inquiry, the research draws upon 12 in-depth interviews with startup founders, growth leads,
and venture capital advisors, as well as eight supplementary case studies of post-product-market-fit startups
that have scaled successfully with lean strategies. Thematic analysis reveals five key patterns: the importance
of focused over fast growth, lean team structures with high accountability, strategic use of automation and
outsourcing, ecosystem partnerships for market reach, and internal culture as a guiding mechanism for
decision-making. Contrary to popular narratives that equate scaling with rapid fundraising and team
expansion, this study shows that startups can thrive by embracing constraints, leveraging digital tools, and
cultivating adaptive mindsets. The findings suggest that scale-up success depends not merely on financial
capital, but on clarity, strategic coherence, and human-centered leadership. This research contributes to a
growing body of work emphasizing sustainable, context-sensitive innovation, and offers practical insights for
founders, policymakers, and investors navigating the complexities of startup development in resource-limited
environments.
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Introduction

The transition from startup to scale-up represents a pivotal yet perilous stage
in the entrepreneurial lifecycle. While launching a startup typically focuses on
product-market fit and survival, scaling introduces a new set of complexities related
to growth, resource orchestration, and organizational design. For resource-
constrained startups—especially in emerging markets such as Indonesia—the
challenge is not merely about expanding operations, but about doing so
strategically, sustainably, and with precision.

Unlike mature corporations that operate with deep capital reserves, structured
hierarchies, and robust infrastructure, startups must often scale with limited
financial runway, lean teams, and high levels of uncertainty. This asymmetry creates
what Blank (2013) refers to as a “chaotic learning environment,” where
experimentation must be balanced with execution. In this context, scale-up strategy
becomes an exercise in agility, prioritization, and the creative deployment of limited

67 www.proceedingconference.ubl.ac.id


http://www.proceedingconference.ubl.ac.id/
mailto:ilhammaulana@gmail.com

ettt s s e

resources (Ries, 2011). According to CB Insights (2023), over 70% of startups fail
between Seed and Series B due to premature scaling, lack of product focus, and
talent misalignment—emphasizing that the art of scaling is not in speed, but in
strategic coherence.

Scholarly literature on startup growth is often dominated by quantitative
metrics—valuation, customer acquisition cost, runway length—yet qualitative
insights into how founders and early teams experience the scaling process remain
limited. As Eisenmann (2013) argues, business literature must go beyond abstract
growth frameworks and explore the emotional, cultural, and decision-making
dimensions that shape scale-up success or failure. This article addresses that gap by
offering a grounded, experience-driven account of startup scaling through a
qualitative lens.

From a philosophical standpoint, the logic of scale challenges traditional
notions of linear growth and industrial management. Gilles Deleuze and Félix
Guattari’s (1980) concept of “rhizomatic development” provides a compelling
metaphor for startup scaling—non-hierarchical, decentralized, and adaptive to new
market realities. Likewise, Byung-Chul Han (2015) warns of the psychological strain
of hyper-growth cultures, highlighting that scaling must be human-centered, not
merely efficiency-driven.

In the Southeast Asian context, studies by Sari and Wijaya (2022) note that
while digital infrastructure and venture capital are growing rapidly, many startups
in Indonesia still lack scale-up literacy —particularly in areas of talent retention, agile
leadership, and operational scalability. This underscores the need for locally
grounded knowledge that reflects the constraints and opportunities within
emerging ecosystems.

This article seeks to contribute to the academic and practical understanding of
scale-up strategy by exploring how early-stage startups in Indonesia and
comparable economies manage growth amid resource limitations. Through in-depth
interviews with founders, venture advisors, and growth leads —combined with real-
world case analysis—this study identifies key patterns and adaptive mechanisms
used by startups to scale leanly, yet effectively. Unlike many studies that equate
growth with capital infusion, this research focuses on the ingenuity, discipline, and
ecosystem leverage that drive sustainable expansion.

In doing so, this work offers novel insights into scale-up as not just a financial
or operational problem, but as a complex, relational, and culturally situated process.
The findings aim to inform not only academic theory, but also the day-to-day
realities of founders navigating one of the most critical phases in startup
development.

Materials and Methods

This study adopted a qualitative research design, grounded in interpretivist
epistemology, to explore the lived experiences and strategic insights of startup
founders and growth-stage operators. The interpretivist paradigm, which posits that

meaning is co-constructed through social interaction and context (Creswell & Poth,
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2018), is especially relevant to the scale-up phenomenon. Scaling is not merely a
mechanical progression; it is a relational, contingent, and iterative process
embedded within organizational cultures, ecosystem pressures, and leadership
narratives. A qualitative approach thus allowed the research to move beyond
surface-level metrics and uncover the nuanced decisions, trade-offs, and adaptive
behaviors underlying startup growth.

Results and Discussion
Descriptive Statistics

The descriptive statistics provided an overview of the respondents’
perceptions of key constructs. The data revealed that employees at the Pengadilan
Tinggi Tanjungkarang generally reported high levels of organizational engagement,
organizational resources, and job resources. Similarly, employee engagement levels
were also found to be high. These findings suggest that employees perceive their
work environment as supportive and resource-rich, which is consistent with a
positive and engaged workforce.
Validity and Reliability

The validity and reliability of the measurement instruments used in the study
were rigorously tested. Cronbach’s alpha values for all constructs exceeded the
acceptable threshold of 0.70, indicating strong internal consistency among the items
within each construct. This high level of internal consistency suggests that the
instruments reliably measure the intended constructs. Factor analysis further
confirmed the construct validity of the instruments, ensuring that the items
accurately represent the theoretical constructs they are intended to measure.
Multiple Linear Regression Analysis

The multiple linear regression analysis demonstrated that organizational
engagement, organizational resources, and job resources each have a significant and
positive impact on employee engagement. The analysis revealed that higher levels
of organizational engagement, adequate organizational resources, and abundant job
resources are associated with increased employee engagement. The t-test and F-test
results supported these findings, with all relationships being statistically significant
at the p <0.05 level. This indicates that the observed effects are unlikely to be due to
random chance and reinforces the strength of the relationships identified.

Data Collection

The primary data were gathered through 12 semi-structured, in-depth
interviews conducted between January and May 2024. Participants were
purposefully selected from a diverse range of early- to mid-stage startups in
Southeast Asia—specifically Indonesia, Singapore, and Vietnam—operating in
verticals such as SaaS, e-commerce, edtech, and fintech. Interviewees included
startup founders, heads of growth, and venture capital advisors who had either
directly managed or overseen scale-up phases between Seed and Series B rounds.
These participants were selected based on demonstrable indicators of success, such
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as user growth, operational expansion, team scaling, or revenue milestones,
achieved without heavy external capital deployment.

Each interview lasted approximately 60-75 minutes and followed a thematic
guide structured around four focal areas: resource allocation, talent management,
growth execution, and strategic decision-making under constraint. The interviews
were conducted via secure video conferencing and recorded with consent. Open-
ended questions enabled participants to reflect on not only their tactical actions, but
also their emotional states, failures, and context-specific challenges.

Secondary Data and Case Study Selection

To complement the interviews and strengthen analytical triangulation (Patton,
2015), the study incorporated a case-based content analysis of 8 startups that had
demonstrably scaled operations using lean strategies. These cases were identified
through startup databases (e.g., Crunchbase, Tech in Asia, e27), media coverage, and
publicly available startup reports such as the SEA Digital Economy Report (Google,
Temasek, & Bain, 2023). Cases included both Indonesian and regional startups that
had reached post-product-market-fit stages but had not yet raised a Series B funding
round. The case analysis focused on published interviews, founder blogs, pitch
decks, and growth retrospectives to capture patterns of bootstrapping, frugal
innovation, and operational experimentation.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using thematic analysis, as outlined by Braun and Clarke
(2006). NVivo 12 software was utilized to manage coding and organize emergent
themes. The process began with data familiarization, followed by initial coding
based on recurring concepts such as "lean talent scaling", "resource bottlenecks",
"pivoting under pressure", and "ecosystem leverage". Themes were then refined into
higher-order categories reflecting strategic frameworks and behavioral logics
relevant to startup scaling.

This inductive coding approach enabled theory generation from the data itself,
rather than imposing pre-formed growth models. Particular attention was paid to
narrative patterns, decision-making sequences, and strategic improvisations—
phenomena often invisible in quantitative datasets but central to understanding
startup behavior in constrained environments (Blank, 2013; Eisenmann, 2013).

Philosophical and Ethical Considerations

Philosophically, the study was informed by Deleuze and Guattari’s (1980)
theory of “rhizomatic growth”, which provided a conceptual lens for understanding
decentralized, non-linear startup scaling. It also engaged with Byung-Chul Han’s
(2015) critique of hyper-productivity to reflect on the emotional and cultural
pressures faced by founders during intense growth phases.
Ethical approval was secured in accordance with institutional review protocols. All
participants provided informed consent, and pseudonyms were used to ensure
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confidentiality. Any company-specific data was anonymized unless publicly
disclosed.

In sum, this methodological framework —based on empirical rigor, contextual
depth, and reflexive interpretation—enabled the study to capture the complex,
dynamic, and frequently improvisational nature of startup scale-up strategies under
conditions of limited resources.

Interpretation of Findings

The thematic analysis yielded five dominant patterns that illustrate how early-
stage startups strategically navigate the scale-up phase under resource constraints.
These findings provide empirical insight into how entrepreneurial firms convert
limitations into leverage through disciplined focus, lean organizational design, and
ecosystem engagement.
1. Focused Growth Beats Fast Growth

A recurring theme among participants was the deliberate shift from aggressive
expansion to strategic concentration. Rather than pursuing horizontal growth across
multiple markets or product verticals, successful startups prioritized depth over
breadth. Interviewees shared how initial attempts to scale too quickly often led to
operational dilution, weakened value propositions, and fragmented customer
experiences. One B2B SaaS founder described the critical inflection point when their
startup transitioned from generalized outreach to focusing exclusively on a high-
yield customer segment in a single regional market—resulting in improved
retention, referral growth, and investor confidence. The prevailing lesson was that
scale must be preceded by clarity: clarity of market, of offering, and of timing. This
approach aligns with the lean startup ethos, which emphasizes iterative validation
before scaling assumptions (Ries, 2011).
2. Lean Teams, High Accountability

Given the financial and structural limitations inherent in early-stage ventures,
most startups operated with minimal headcount. However, the lack of personnel did
not equate to inefficiency. On the contrary, respondents emphasized how lean teams
encouraged agility, role fluidity, and a high sense of ownership. Cross-functional
team members were often responsible for managing marketing, operations, and
customer service simultaneously. Such flexibility was enabled by transparent
communication channels and outcome-based performance expectations. An edtech
startup’s COO explained, “Everyone wears three hats—there’s no room for
passengers.” In environments of uncertainty and urgency, lean but empowered
teams became critical engines for scalable execution.
3. Automation and Outsourcing as Force Multipliers

Technology emerged as a key enabler for scaling without proportionally
increasing operational overhead. Many startups adopted no-code platforms such as
Zapier, Airtable, or Webflow to automate repetitive tasks including customer
onboarding, analytics reporting, and lead qualification. Some firms also outsourced
non-core activities (e.g., bookkeeping, customer support, graphic design) to

freelance talent via platforms like Upwork or Fiverr. A fintech startup reported that
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their investment in automated CRM workflows allowed them to serve five times as
many clients without hiring additional support staff. This demonstrates how
judicious use of automation and external labor can stretch internal capacity, enabling
startups to achieve operational leverage at low cost.

4. Strategic Partnerships Drive Reach

Participants consistently highlighted partnerships as a powerful scaling tool —
especially when entering new markets or customer segments. Instead of investing
heavily in proprietary infrastructure or distribution networks, startups often
partnered with established enterprises, ecosystem players, or government agencies
to access resources and reputational capital. For example, a SaaS startup recounted
how integrating with a major tech platform enabled instant access to thousands of
users without building a standalone sales pipeline. These collaborations, while
initially time-consuming to negotiate, offered exponential returns in terms of
visibility, trust, and market penetration. Strategic alignment, rather than control,
was the guiding logic behind these partnerships.

5. Culture as a Scaling Mechanism

In the absence of formalized processes or hierarchical management systems,
organizational culture played a pivotal role in maintaining alignment and velocity.
Founders were deliberate in articulating and modeling values such as resilience,
curiosity, and collective responsibility. Several respondents shared how cultural
clarity enabled faster decision-making and reduced internal friction during periods
of rapid growth. Rather than relying on rulebooks or top-down controls, team
members operated with a shared understanding of purpose and expected behavior.
One growth lead noted that “culture became our operating system” —a substrate
through which lean teams could move quickly and cohesively in response to new
challenges.

These findings reveal that while startup scale-up is often portrayed as a race
for capital and speed, those who succeed in constrained environments prioritize
intentional growth, resource flexibility, and human alignment. The next section will
explore how these patterns relate to broader theoretical frameworks and practical
implications for emerging market entrepreneurship.

Discussion

The results of this study reinforce a growing body of literature suggesting that
scaling with limited resources is not only viable but can yield long-term strategic
advantages. While conventional growth models often emphasize capital
accumulation, headcount expansion, and market saturation, startups in resource-
constrained environments are compelled to adopt a fundamentally different logic—
one rooted in agility, frugality, and iterative learning. As highlighted by Blank
(2013), the startup ecosystem thrives not on replicating corporate structures, but on
the adaptive capabilities that emerge from constraints. This research supports that
claim, illustrating how constraints serve as a crucible for creativity and focus, rather
than a barrier to growth.
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The strategic prioritization observed among participants —favoring focused
growth over rapid diversification—echoes Ries’s (2011) principles of validated
learning and incremental scalability. Startups that chose to concentrate on niche
markets or a single customer segment before expanding displayed stronger
retention metrics and operational clarity. This “disciplined scale” approach contrasts
with the prevalent mythos of hyperscaling often celebrated in Silicon Valley
narratives, where growth is treated as a proxy for success regardless of unit
economics or product maturity (Eisenmann, 2013).

The findings also underscore the structural advantages of lean teams with high
accountability. In contexts where financial and managerial capital are scarce, flat
hierarchies, role fluidity, and transparent communication allow for rapid decision-
making and tighter feedback loops. This is consistent with McGrath’s (2013) work
on transient advantage, which posits that agility, not size, will determine strategic
sustainability in volatile environments. The ability to respond to customer needs in
real time, often through cross-functional teams, allowed participants to iterate faster
and avoid bureaucratic inertia.

Technology adoption emerged as a powerful enabler for scale without scale.
The use of no-code tools, automation platforms, and fractional outsourcing allowed
startups to build modular, efficient operations with minimal overhead. Rather than
investing in fixed infrastructure, these firms embodied a form of “digital bricolage,”
creatively assembling available technologies to solve growth bottlenecks. This aligns
with the frugal innovation framework proposed by Radjou et al. (2012), which
emphasizes doing more with less through adaptive reuse, ecosystem leveraging,
and low-cost experimentation.

Moreover, partnerships functioned as accelerants rather than add-ons.
Collaborations with larger platforms, vendors, or institutional actors allowed
startups to “borrow scale” without incurring the typical costs of vertical integration.
This mirrors the concept of “ecosystem embedding” found in the work of Nambisan
and Zahra (2016), where startups achieve exponential reach through networked
strategies rather than standalone execution. Particularly in Southeast Asia, where
logistical and regulatory hurdles remain significant, partnerships offer a path to
scalability that is faster, more credible, and contextually grounded.

The emphasis on organizational culture as a mechanism for alignment during
growth is especially noteworthy. In the absence of formal processes or mature
systems, founders shaped internal behaviors through value-driven leadership and
intentional hiring. Rather than imposing control, these leaders cultivated autonomy
and psychological ownership—creating conditions where distributed teams could
act decisively. This reflects Han’s (2015) critique of modern work cultures that over-
rely on hyper-performance and individualism; the findings here suggest that
cohesion, not just capacity, underpins sustainable scaling.

Yet, the study also identifies recurring pitfalls, many of which have been cited
in existing literature (CB Insights, 2023). Premature hiring, poorly defined
delegation, and overexpansion—often fueled by external investor pressures—

frequently led to operational drag or mission drift. Startups that resisted these
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temptations and stayed grounded in data, customer feedback, and core value
propositions were more likely to sustain their momentum. As Sari and Wijaya (2022)
noted in the Indonesian context, startup mortality often stems from scaling without
adequate internal scaffolding or market alignment.

In sum, the findings contribute to a nuanced understanding of scale-up
strategy in resource-constrained environments. They challenge the dominant
discourse of growth as linear, capital-driven, and rapid, replacing it with a more
grounded, processual, and culturally attuned model. Scaling, in this view, is not an
event or milestone, but a dynamic capability —shaped by the interplay of strategic
focus, technological leverage, ecosystem navigation, and internal alignment.

Conclusion

Scaling a startup with limited resources is not a paradox—it is an increasingly
necessary and viable strategy in today’s entrepreneurial ecosystem. The findings of
this study underscore that resource scarcity, rather than being a barrier, often
functions as a crucible for strategic clarity, operational discipline, and creative
innovation. Startups that succeed in the scale-up phase do not mimic the growth
trajectories of large, capital-rich firms; instead, they engineer their own pathways by
maximizing internal strengths, leveraging external networks, and deploying
technology with precision.

This study reveals that sustainable scaling begins with focus: narrowing efforts
to one product, market segment, or channel where a clear value proposition can be
demonstrated and iterated. It continues with lean yet empowered teams that
prioritize execution and ownership over hierarchy and formalization. Automation
and no-code tools serve as operational multipliers, allowing startups to increase
output without increasing headcount or fixed costs. Strategic partnerships further
extend reach and credibility, enabling early-stage ventures to access distribution
channels, talent pools, and technical capabilities they could not afford to build alone.
Moreover, culture emerges as a key differentiator. In environments where rules are
few and change is constant, startups that cultivate values of trust, learning, and
resilience are better positioned to align internal behavior with external challenges.
These cultural foundations act as the glue that holds high-functioning teams
together during periods of volatility and rapid growth.

Importantly, the study cautions against common scaling pitfalls—such as
overexpansion, premature hiring, and diluted focus—which often arise from
pressure to grow quickly without adequate infrastructure or market readiness.
Startups that maintained close proximity to customers, relied on data for decision-
making, and embraced feedback loops were more agile and adaptive in navigating
complexity.

In essence, scaling is not a one-size-fits-all blueprint. It is a dynamic, context-
dependent capability shaped by intentional design, disciplined execution, and
adaptive mindset. For startups in Southeast Asia and other emerging markets—
where capital is often constrained and ecosystems are evolving—this resource-
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conscious, strategically grounded model offers a realistic and replicable path to
growth.

Future research could build upon these findings by exploring sector-specific

scaling patterns, the role of gender and founder diversity in scale-up outcomes, or
comparative studies between funded and bootstrapped startups. Additionally,
longitudinal approaches could provide insights into how early strategic decisions
affect long-term survivability and scalability.
Ultimately, startup scale-up is not just about expanding operations—it is about
expanding intelligently. By aligning vision with reality, and innovation with
constraint, early-stage companies can transform limitations into leverage and chart
pathways to sustainable success.
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