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ABSTRACT
High-growth firms – also called gazelles – have the potential to
create jobs and to drive regional development. Yet, there remains
a lack of understanding about how to best support these
companies in their growth process. Hence, the types of support
offered to these firms are often misdirected and fail to provide
relevant support to appropriate types of businesses. This paper
focuses on one support policy aimed at support gazelles to cope
with their growth challenges, namely intermediary actors, who
provide matchmaking, advise and networking activities directed
to gazelles. More specifically, this paper aims at identifying what
challenges are encountered by gazelles and whether the support
provided by intermediary actors is matching the need of support.
The empirical focus of the paper is on gazelles within the
construction industry and situated in the Swedish municipality
Norrköping. Findings indicate that challenges relate to
recruitment, interactions with the public sector, lack of support
and entrepreneurial personalities/skills. These challenges
overwhelm the everyday work of entrepreneurs, who struggle to
find solutions, despite the support of intermediaries. Implications
for high-growth companies, intermediary actors and policymakers
are discussed with the aim of finding a better match between
high-growth challenges and intermediary support.
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1. Introduction

Less privileged regions often struggle to undergo radical change processes due to a lack of
representation from new businesses (Morgan and Nauwelaers 1999; Svensson, Klofsten,
and Etzkowitz 2012). One interesting contrasting case is the medium-sized Swedish
municipality Norrköping. Norrköping was hit by economic decline in the 1990s, it has
recently received attention due to an unexpectedly high number of gazelle companies,
especially in the construction (low-tech) industry (Hermelin 2018). This may be a sign
that the region has started to catch up, since previous studies have shown that gazelles

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

CONTACT Ingrid Mignon ingrid.mignon@chalmers.se Chalmers University of Technology, Gothenburg, Sweden

EUROPEAN PLANNING STUDIES
https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2021.1889477

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09654313.2021.1889477&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-02-24
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3134-4442
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:ingrid.mignon@chalmers.se
http://www.tandfonline.com


create jobs and drive regional development (Brown, Mawson, and Mason 2017; Georgal-
lis and Durand 2017; Pitelis 2012; Porter 1998). These companies have the potential to
revitalize geographic areas such as Norrköping and it is therefore important to ensure
the continuous growth of these companies while dealing with the challenges of expansion
(Lee 2014).

Although there is a reasonably high number of start-ups in Sweden, not many of these
grow (Acs and Armington 2004). In comparison with the US, Europe has fewer growing
firms (Bravo-Biosca 2010). Over the years, scholars have devoted considerable efforts at
finding factors explaining business growth and the growth process of gazelles. (e.g. Brush,
Ceru, and Blackburn 2009; Demir, Wennberg, andMcKelvie 2017; Lerner and Haber 2001;
McKelvie and Wiklund 2010; Wiklund, Patzelt, and Shepherd 2009). Yet, the fact that
high-growth certainly is a sign of success, it does not mean that high-growth firms also
face challenges in their daily operations and to achieve their long-term goals. Surprisingly,
the challenges that gazelles encounter to keep on growing, remains largely understudied
(Autio, Sapienza, and Almeida 2000; Cunneen and Meredith 2007; Hölzl 2014; Kane
2010; Markman and Gartner 2002). This is problematic because there remains a lack of
understanding about how to best support these high-potential companies in their
growth process. As a consequence, the types of support offered to these firms are often
misdirected and fail to provide relevant support to appropriate types of businesses
(Brown, Gregson, and Mason 2016; Brown, Mawson, and Mason 2017; Shane 2009).

Offering support services through private and public intermediaries, that provide advice,
matchmaking and network opportunities, is one of the policy instruments largely
implemented by policymakers on the regional and national levels (e.g. Bennett 2008;
Fischer and Reuber 2003; Klerkx, Hall, and Leeuwis 2009; Laur, Klofsten, and Bienkowska
2012; Zhang and Li 2010). Theoretically, intermediaries have the potential to provide capa-
bilities that are well needed by entrepreneurs on the path of developing their business
(Howells 2006; Spithoven and Knockaert 2012). Nevertheless, intermediary services seem
to lead to various levels of satisfaction among entrepreneurs (Bennett 2008) and studies
have reported a lack of interest from entrepreneurs in participating in activities or other
support activities organized by intermediaries (e.g. Brown, Gregson, and Mason 2016).

Against this background, this paper aims at filling this current gap by identifying chal-
lenges encountered by gazelles and investigating the match or mismatch between these
challenges and the support provided by intermediary actors. More specifically, the
paper intends to answer the following research questions: (RQ1) What are the challenges
experienced by gazelles which may disrupt their growth? (RQ2)What services are offered
by intermediary actors to support gazelles to cope with such challenges?

This study strives to provide an empirical insight into the development process of
rapidly growing businesses and to develop policy recommendations aimed at supporting
such process. More specifically, it focuses on growth challenges faced by Swedish high-
growth businesses within the construction industry. Over the latest years, these firms
have been overrepresented among gazelles in Sweden (and particularly in old industrial
areas, such as Norrköping) (Daunfeldt and Halvarsson 2015; Davidsson and Delmar
2006; Svensson, Klofsten, and Etzkowitz 2012). Bearing in mind that several regions
face similar problems to Norrköping, this study may be used as an illustrative example
for solving development problems via the use of supporting mechanisms as
intermediaries.
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2. Theoretical framework

2.1. Gazelle companies

Gazelle companies have been compared to gazelles in the African savanna, where the
health of these animals provides an indication on the health of the whole ecosystem.
Birch (1979) referred to high growth companies as ‘gazelles’, contrasting these with
mice and elephants, which grow more slowly. Gazelles are the most common type of
high-growing business in developed and developing European countries (Allen et al.
2007). They are defined by Birch, Haggerty, and Willliams (1995) as businesses that
have achieved a minimum of 20% growth in sales each year over initial and base
revenue of USD 100,000.

Several attributes must be fulfilled to classify as a gazelle, according to the OECD
(2011): 20% employment growth per year within three years and at least ten employees
during the start-up year. Any company that has achieved at least 50% sales growth during
three consecutive financial years can be a gazelle, regardless of its industry affiliation, size,
age and specialization (Autio, Sapienza, and Almeida 2000). While some scholars claim
that gazelles outperform other companies through intense market entry, high risk-taking
and strong growth strategies (Wells and Hungerford 2011), many scholars instead argue
that only the most ambitious ventures contribute to growth, with the rest of ventures
remaining out of the spotlight (Audretsch and Peña-Legazkue 2012; Autio, Sapienza,
and Almeida 2000; Kane 2010).

Several types of gazelles are mentioned in the literature: fawns (which achieve profit-
ability, but are not growing), prodigals (which large enough and grow substantially, but
are not profitable) and premature infants (which are only growing, without exhibiting
other aspects) (Virtanen and Kiuru 2013). On this basis, a study by Hölzl and Friesen-
bichler (2010) states that the growth or decline of a high-growth company is a rare
event, as most companies do not change in size. In other words, many gazelle companies
can be classified as fawns. Gazelle growth seems to be short-term and slows dramatically
after the gazelle peak. Danish gazelle data shows that many companies meet the gazelle
criteria for a single year, but fewer than 5% manage to keep growing at a high pace after
three years (Børsen 2008).

In the last years, gazelles have received much attention in the entrepreneurship and
the societal planning literature. The main reason behind this interest is that gazelles gen-
erate jobs and contribute to economic wealth in society even in periods of recession
(Anyadike-Danes, Hart, and Du 2015; Henrekson and Johansson 2010; Hoffmann and
Junge 2006). According to NESTA (2009), high growth companies have created about
half of all new jobs in previous periods (in comparison, start-ups create only one in
ten jobs (Kane 2010)). Moreover, studies have shown that gazelles are drivers for inno-
vation and regional development (e.g. Bos and Stam 2014)

2.2. Factors enabling gazelles’ growth

Factors explaining venture growth have been discussed extensively in the entrepreneur-
ship and strategic management literature (e.g. Delmar, Davidsson, and Gartner 2003;
Geroski, Machin, and Walters 1997; Gupta, Guha, and Krishnaswami 2013; Penrose
2009). In the specific context of small fast-growing companies such as gazelles, authors
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have developed models highlighting determinants of growth (Demir, Wennberg, and
McKelvie 2017; Lerner and Haber 2001; Moreno and Casillas 2008; Teruel and De Wit
2017; Wiklund, Patzelt, and Shepherd 2009). Overall, the factors that have received
extensive attention for their influence on the growth of gazelles are related to the gazelles’
strategy, the environment and the institutional setting, resources and firm characteristics.

Related to strategy, it has been said, for instance, that entrepreneurial orientation
reflected in the strategic orientation of the firm and captured through specific entrepre-
neurial aspects of decision-making styles, management approach, and practices have an
impact of the growth of a gazelle (e.g. Demir, Wennberg, and McKelvie 2017; Muurlink
et al. 2012; Wiklund, Patzelt, and Shepherd 2009). Likewise, whether the strategy is
oriented towards searching for opportunities and growth, whether the growth strategy
is based on the development of new products–technologies or new needs–markets
(e.g. Brush, Ceru, and Blackburn 2009; Moreno and Casillas 2008; Teruel and De Wit
2017), or whether it is a broad-market strategy or a niche-market strategy (e.g. Brush,
Ceru, and Blackburn 2009; Senderovitz, Klyver, and Steffens 2016) are aspects that are
determinant for the success of a gazelle.

Aspects related the environment and the institutional setting surrounding the firm
include e.g. location and market. Indeed, the location attractiveness, whether there is a
good access to infrastructure and whether the environment is dynamic (or hostile) has
a direct impact on gazelles’ growth (Moreno and Casillas 2008; Wiklund, Patzelt, and
Shepherd 2009; Wiklund and Shepherd 2005). Which country a gazelle operates in are
also determinant, as it affects, e.g. the level of education of its staff, the entrepreneurs’
status and legitimacy, as well as the economic and non-economic conditions encouraging
or hampering business growth (e.g. Lerner and Haber 2001; Teruel and De Wit 2017)

Finally, many studies, both in the entrepreneurship and the strategy literatures, have
stressed the importance for growth of resources, such as dynamic capabilities, human
resources, financial resources and networks (e.g. Barbero, Casillas, and Feldman 2011;
Brush, Ceru, and Blackburn 2009; Demir, Wennberg, and McKelvie 2017; Moreno and
Casillas 2008; Wiklund, Patzelt, and Shepherd 2009) as well as firm characteristics, e.g.
the education, experience, and skills and personality attributes of the entrepreneurs
leading the business (e.g. Demir, Wennberg, and McKelvie 2017; Lerner and Haber
2001), firm activities (e.g. Keen and Etemad 2012; Lerner and Haber 2001), and firm
size and age (e.g.Keen and Etemad 2012; Stam 2010). While these factors can be inter-
preted as both inducing or hampering, only few studies focus on the challenges of
high-growth firms and how these challenges impact their growth. Among the few excep-
tions, Mason and Brown (2013) and Lee (2014) can be mentioned. In line with the
growth factors listed above, Mason and Brown (2013) found that gazelles faced chal-
lenges related to resources (more specifically, difficulties recruiting and absorbing new
staff), to the environment (i.e. competition, regulations associated with planning per-
mission) and finance. Similarly, Lee (2014) found that challenges related to lack of capa-
bilities such as human resources, managerial skills and shortage of skills in general, as
well as challenges related to finances, cash flow and to availability and cost of premises
are prevalent among gazelles.

Another interesting gap, in the existing literature, is that while there is a major focus
on determinants hampering business growth in general, less attention is given to the spe-
cificities of gazelles’ industry context. Determinants are rather inward-oriented and are
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mainly related to firms’ internal attributes. Looking specifically at the construction indus-
try, which this paper focuses on, a few studies have stressed challenges related to a lack of
access to manpower (especially blue-colour builders) and skills (e.g. Fellini, Ferro, and
Fullin 2007; MacKenzie et al. 2010), as well as limitations related to conservativeness
and reluctance to change (e.g. Pries and Janszen 1995; Shehu and Akintoye 2010). The
construction industry is also characterized by high competition between firms and uncer-
tainty (Abd-Hamid, Azizan, and Sorooshian 2015), which surely influences the growth
opportunities for young high-growth firms. Overall, despite these few studies, there is
a lack of empirical studies exploring the current challenges of growth faced by construc-
tion gazelles.

2.3. Policy instruments for the support of gazelles

Interestingly, apart for a few exceptions (e.g. Lerner and Haber 2001; Teruel and De Wit
2017), the role of policies in gazelles’ growth has not received much attention in the pre-
vious literature about factors stimulating or hampering the growth of gazelles. Yet, we
know that many studies have treated the topic of entrepreneurship policies in combi-
nation with high-growth companies (e.g. Brown, Mason, and Mawson 2014; Brown,
Mawson, and Mason 2017; Koski and Pajarinen 2013; Mason and Brown 2013).

Many authors see high potential in gazelles (e.g. in comparison with start-ups) and
base their recommendations to policymakers on the need to support these companies
(e.g. Mason and Brown 2013; Shane 2009). Among the policy instruments used to
support gazelles, the following ones are common:

. Tax credits (e.g. Shane 2009)

. Market entry schemes (e.g. grants intended to support the process of entering market
overseas, university spin-out programs) (e.g. Kanda, Mejiá-Dugand, and Hjelm 2015;
Mason and Brown 2013)

. Provision of venture capital, e.g. aimed at encouraging early stage technology develop-
ment and R&D activities (e.g. Lerner 2010; OECD 2011)

. Business advising (e.g. business mentorship, advise related to marketing, financing,
international market entry) and intermediation (e.g. matchmaking gazelles with
actors and resources, fostering the creation of networks, platform development) ser-
vices (Fischer and Reuber 2003; Mason and Brown 2013; Smallbone, Baldock, and
Burgess 2002; Zhang and Li 2010).

The last policy instrument of the list above, i.e. business advising and intermediation
services, has received a lot of attention in the last years. In particular, the importance of
advisors and intermediaries has been noted for the support of entrepreneurs lacking net-
works and capabilities (e.g. Bennett 2008; Cannavacciuolo, Capaldo, and Rippa 2015;
Fischer and Reuber 2003; Klerkx and Leeuwis 2009; Laur, Klofsten, and Bienkowska
2012; Zhang and Li 2010). Business advisors provide with inputs, such as (e.g. technologi-
cal, business, financial) advise, (e.g. project, financial) planning, mentoring, education
(e.g. Bennett 2008). Intermediaries provide support by creating missing links, that is
to say by connecting entrepreneurs with other actors (e.g. venture capitalists, human
resources), by creating platforms and networks where entrepreneurs can interact and
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mentor each other, or by acting as a ‘one stop shop’ for entrepreneurs, i.e. coordinating a
number of actors and support organizations (Bennett 2008; Clark 2014; Fischer and
Reuber 2003; Laur, Klofsten, and Bienkowska 2012; Moss 2009; Spithoven and Knockaert
2012). Advisors and intermediaries can be private or public (e.g. Bennett 2008; Fischer
and Reuber 2003). They can support high-growth firms in the high-tech sector as well
as in the low-tech sector (e.g. Clark 2014; Spithoven and Knockaert 2012).

From the perspective of entrepreneurs and gazelle managers, relational aspects of
support are considered are determinant for sustainable growth (Mason and Brown
2013). Likewise, policy-makers seem to consider advise provision and brokering activities
as crucial for the support of gazelles (Fischer and Reuber 2003). Nevertheless, advise and
intermediation services still seem to lead to various levels of satisfaction among entrepre-
neurs and sometimes limited impacts at the local or national level (Bennett 2008; Can-
navacciuolo, Capaldo, and Rippa 2015). Studies have reported a lack of interest from
entrepreneurs in participating in networking activities or other support activities orga-
nized by public organizations (e.g. Brown, Gregson, and Mason 2016). It has also been
underlined that intermediaries sometimes lack the competences needed to provide
appropriate support (Cannavacciuolo, Capaldo, and Rippa 2015).

In general, among the studies focusing on the impact of policies on sustainable growth
of start-up companies, many underline that the support provided to these companies is
often ill-adapted (e.g. Brown and Mawson 2016; Brown, Mawson, and Mason 2017;
Lerner 2010; Shane 2009; Stam 2015). For instance, the focus on R&D support over-
emphasises the importance of technology sectors as a source of gazelles and underesti-
mates the opportunities for rapid entrepreneurial growth in other sectors of the
economy (Autio, Kovalainen, and Kronlund 2007). Another challenge is that gazelles’
challenges are very diverse; policy interventions may at the same time be good for
some companies but ineffective or contra-productive for others (Nightingale and Coad
2014).

There seems to be a mismatch between the needs of gazelles, i.e. the challenges that
they are faced with, and the supporting instruments. In this paper, we will hence identify
the challenges of gazelles in the specific context of the construction industry in a less pri-
vilege Swedish region, and will investigate whether there is a match or mismatch between
these challenges and the support provided by intermediary actors.

3. Methodology

3.1. The study and its empirical focus

In order to answer the research questions of this study, qualitative research approach was
applied using multiple case studies of gazelle companies and intermediaries operating
within Norrköping municipality.

Overall, empirical focus and chosen methods strive towards delivering a story about
Norrköping municipality gazelle firms and its growth as well as attending the most
important changes in this process. The study focus on Norrköping municipality can
be motivated in several ways. To start with, Norrköping municipality is an example
showing contrasting features – from being a thriving industrial area to becoming
lagged behind old industrial or less privileged areas with regards to e.g. unemployment
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rates, jobs and education level (Fredin 2016; Svensson, Klofsten, and Etzkowitz 2012). As
a matter of fact, it is particularly interesting that Norrköping’s strong industrial culture
and the presence of former manufacturing giants have been highlighted as a negative
influence on a number of start-ups (cf. Morgan and Nauwelaers 1999; Svensson, Klof-
sten, and Etzkowitz 2012). Additionally, the municipality works intensively with indus-
trial growth and attraction of businesses. Supporting this, recent empirical study on
Norrköping’s economic development shows that the town has many gazelle companies,
especially in the construction (low-tech) industry (Hermelin 2018). It could be seen as a
new growth wave after a stagnation period, where small fast-growing businesses play an
important role. Such fluctuation of local development from peaks to downs and opposite
wakes an interest to study this particular case. Therefore, it is important to identify what
causes such dramatic changes and what can be done to sustain the peak development
phase.

The construction industry is based locally in Sweden. Governmental subsidies, regu-
lations and culture have protected Swedish construction industry from global compe-
tition. The financial crisis in the real estate sector and decrease of governmental
support in the 1990s reduced the demand in construction projects. Instead starting
from 2000 till now, due e.g. to the creation of governmental housing loans, low loan
interest rates and subsidies allocated to new residential buildings, the demand of new
flats in apartment blocks and single houses started to increase, which stimulated the
demand in entrepreneurs executing such construction projects (Kalbro, Lind, and Lund-
ström 2009).

In Sweden, the building industry is dominated by young small firms with less than 50
employees (99% of all firms). Generally, these are one-man companies operating in a
certain field of specialized skills created due to the growing demand on construction pro-
jects. Approximately 75% and more of the product’s value is built with help from local
suppliers and subcontractors – small construction firms – in construction projects
(Dubois and Gadde 2000). These construction firms can be the main supplier in some
development projects or be positioned as first or even second tier supplier in other pro-
jects (London and Kenley 2000). Overall productivity in the construction sector is con-
sidered to be low (Vrijhoef and Koskela 2000). Finally, in the industry, there is a rather
high customer involvement, particularly in the project development phases (Briscoe et al.
2004).

3.2. Data collection

In this study, we have used different types of empirical sources to describe the develop-
ment and change within Norrköping gazelles. We have used yearly gazelle lists as a sec-
ondary data source and conducted interviews with gazelles and intermediary actors.

Secondary sources consisted of extracts from the business newspaper Dagens Industri,
which annually publishes a list of gazelle companies. These were used to comprehensively
illustrate the growth potential within the municipality as well as the industry which
gazelles belong to. This step served as the main tool to select companies and interview
respondents in the following step of the data collection.

The interviews with gazelle firms and intermediaries were aimed at exploring the
variety and complexity of challenges met by gazelle companies as well as support
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action provided. We interviewed two groups of respondents: 2016 gazelle companies in
Norrköping and their supporting intermediaries. These interviews took place between
May 2017 and February 2019, and they focused on the challenges encountered by com-
panies while growing, as well as intermediary services, manner of their delivery and
match with entrepreneurial expectations.

Twenty-seven organizations were initially selected. Seventeen gazelle companies were
selected because they were listed as gazelles in 2016. Among these, two lacked contact
information, either because the companies had closed down or had been taken over.
Four gazelle firms decided not to participate in the study, e.g. because of a lack of
time or interest as well as mainly focused their work within transport industry. For
the 11 gazelles included in this study (see Table A1 in appendix), interviews were con-
ducted with the managers or founders/managers of the companies. Managers were the
persons that managed the daily operations at the time of the interviews, while foun-
ders/managers were the persons that both started the business and managed the daily
operations at the time of our interviews. One important criterion for the selection was
that the respondent had a central role in firm’s management and had been at the position
for at least a year. Only a person taking leading role could provide the information about
internal firm information together with data on interactions with supporting agencies
related to overall growth challenges and effectiveness of supporting actions over time.
Another important selection criterion was that these gazelles had earlier turned to inter-
mediary organizations for assistance related to different matters as for example recruit-
ment and mark exploitation. All gazelles included in the study had been in contact with
an intermediary at least 2–3 times prior to the interview. As Table A1 (in the appendix)
illustrates, the gazelle firms included in this study are of different sizes, age and turnover.
We interviewed one respondent per gazelle firm.

Ten intermediary actors were initially selected based on three selection criteria. First,
they can be defined as intermediaries according to the widely accepted intermediary
definition by Howells (2006, 720):

An organization or body that acts an agent or broker in any aspect of the innovation process
between two or more parties. Such intermediary activities include: helping to provide infor-
mation about potential collaborators; brokering a transaction between two or more parties;
acting as a mediator, or go-between, bodies or organizations that are already collaborating;
and helping find advice, funding and support for the innovation outcomes of such
collaborations.

Second, they are located in Norrköping municipality. Third, they work with construction
firms and/or are active within the construction industry.

Three out of ten intermediaries primarily included in the study were gazelle firms
themselves, meaning that their growth on latest years were more than doubled (Birch
et al., 1995). Additional intermediaries were selected because they had been suggested
during explorative interviews with municipal employees and construction entrepreneurs.
Among the ten intermediaries initially selected, nine participated in the study. Interviews
were mainly conducted, as in the previous respondent group, with manager/owner/foun-
ders occupying a leading strategic role for the intermediary for at least a year. This
secured the accuracy of the information as well as allowed in-depth investigation of inter-
mediary work in relation to entrepreneurial challenges. As Table A2 illustrates, the
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intermediaries included in this study originate from both public and private sector and
they support entrepreneurs by providing various activities for instance networking,
matchmaking and coordinating services.

In total, 20 interviewees participated in the study. Each interview took approximately
40–70 min and was semi-structured in nature. Most of interviews were carried out in
person, while some respondents were contacted by telephone or email (only three
firms). The interview guide was designed as part of a larger explorative study and con-
tained 13 topic-oriented open questions, relating in depth to subjects such as growth pat-
terns, recruitment, contracts, internal and external relationships, growth challenges and
intermediary services. For the current study, answers to the questions related to growth
challenges and intermediary services were analysed specifically. The responses touched
upon both the respondents’ own organizations and more general reflections on develop-
ments within areas of interest. The interview data was manly recorded and stored in the
form of working notes, which were transcribed directly after each interview.

3.3. Data analysis

The data in this study analysed using a cross-case approach (Khan and VanWynsberghe
2008), which aims to underline similarities and differences in the activities and processes
occurring between the stakeholders, i.e. among entrepreneurs, among intermediaries,
and between entrepreneurs and intermediaries. Such approach suits to our study
purpose for the reason that it allows to extract factors that may have contributed to
the certain outcome which could particularly be illustrated within the match and mis-
match of services and entrepreneurial challenges (Ragins 1997). Moreover, cross-case
analysis allows articulating hypothesis from a single case, which in this study where gen-
erated after each of the interviews, and later enriched via cross-case comparison. Some of
the cornerstones used for the comparisons were development phase, variation of services
and demands, drivers in search for assistance as well as interaction potential. It should be
noted that these cornerstones and themes of analysis were not decided prior to the data
collection based, for instance, on the previous literature. Instead these cornerstones and
themes emerged from the data, according to the explorative approach taken in the study.

In detail, the data analysis comprises three stages: underlying singles case facts, cross-
case facts and comparison of facts. Firstly, two researchers have individually highlighted
some main aspects related challenges and mismatches in supporting actions of each
respondent and jointly discussed the results whereby enriching the list of facts. The
purpose of such procedure was to extract as many important facts valuable for the
purpose of this work as possible with a setting to focus on both implicit and explicit
reveal. Therefore, joint discussion carried also an import quality-securing function
(Yin 2003). Secondly, the confirmed facts from single cases were summarized and syn-
thesized schematically jointly by both researchers. This allowed visualization of repetitive
facts and their correspondence with different respondents’ explanations. This step shed
the light on some uncommon facts, which were only mentioned by one or two of the
respondents. These uncommon facts were discussed again and classified either under
existing repetitive groups of facts, in case if they had similarities or under their own
group, if they illustrated something unusual as for instance company specific, project
development phase or driven by clients demands. Lastly, the cross-case comparison
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was performed solely, where in the explanations for each repetitive and uncommon facts
were suited. This way the researcher was able to notice incompatibilities between chal-
lenges and supportive actions and find potential reasons for such mismatch.

4. Empirical findings

4.1. The Norrköping municipality – the study context

In 1850, Norrköping was a thriving manufacturing town with flourishing textile and
paper industries. It also became a distribution hub with an established port. Between
the 1950s and the 1990s, the town’s textile industry shut down due to tough competition,
a drop in demand and the relocation of production to lower cost countries. Later on, two
major companies, the telecommunication company Ericsson AB and the electronic
company Philips ended their production in the city. In the 1960s, 73% of Sweden’s
blue-collar workers lived and worked in Norrköping (Almroth and Kolsgård 1981).

Despite having several assets such as an international airport, highway and rail links,
an active university and a river running through the city centre, Norrköping still
struggles to find new ways to develop and avoid stagnation. From once being the
fourth largest city in Sweden, it is now the tenth largest city with a population of
100,000 people. Until recently, instead of prioritizing entrepreneurship and the growth
of small companies, Norrköping municipality and the local trade unions have had as
their main strategy to try to attract other large manufacturing companies as a way to
reduce unemployment.

Following a national strategy to re-dynamize the region, as a result of the expansion
and the higher education reform of 1994, Linköping University (created in the neighbour
city of Linköping in 1975) opened a new campus in Norrköping in 1997. This created
new dynamics associated with a flow of students and with many new jobs. This could
be seen as a way out of the region’s locked-in thinking (Fredin 2016). Active municipal
and university roles and government support led to incubators, a science park and trans-
fer centres being established here. This is a good mix for triple helix collaborations, giving
Norrköping a focus on high technology and visualization. Later, local inhabitants started
to launch small businesses in fields such as IT and fitness. In addition, the municipality
focused on other central aspects of development such as attractiveness in terms of cul-
tural value, education, child-friendliness and a green town. This has relied mainly on
individual efforts, due to a lack of collaboration between the various actors involved
(Svensson, Klofsten, and Etzkowitz 2012). However, the municipality has started to
put entrepreneurship and supporting the creation of business on its primary agenda.

From a labour perspective, Norrköping is a former industrial town with many workers
who were previously employed by industrial plants (Almroth and Kolsgård 1981; Qvar-
sell, Cederborg, and Linnér 2005). They have fairly low levels of education and their
incomes are below the national average. Most of these former workers did not recover
from the employment crisis, and still are long-term unemployed and far from the
labour market. Together with newly arrived immigrants, they represent a challenge for
the municipality which also faces other economic challenges in terms of delivering
public services (Fredin 2016; Järvstråt 2011; Wallsten et al. 2013). Students who graduate
from Linköping University often choose to move to other more developed cities in
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Sweden (Hermelin 2018). This is despite the fact that the local focus on entrepreneurship
and business development appears to be achieving some positive results.

An analysis of gazelles in Norrköping from 2016 to 2018 shows a prevalence of fast
growth among construction companies, which represent two-thirds of all high-growth
firms in the municipality (see Figure 1). There also is a number of high-growing firms
within retail industry, but they proportion represent a small share (see Figure 1).

4.2. Matches and mismatches between gazelles’ growth challenges and
intermediaries’ support

4.2.1. Network and collaboration challenges
The interviews conducted with gazelle companies indicate that gazelles have good collab-
orations with large firms in the construction industry (Interviews 1, 2, 4-6, 10, 11). It
should however be noted that in these collaborations, gazelles most often act as sub-con-
tractors of the larger firms. Such collaboration is also quite rare, i.e. a few times per year
(Interview 10). The main motivation to act as sub-contractors is to build a reputation and
to get a chance to become more visible than their competitors. Interviewees underlined
that, although it is not a primary motivation, the partnerships with larger firms often lead
to new projects (Interview 1, 2, 4-6). Yet, finding new projects is not a priority, especially
because the demand from new clients is high and that gazelles are having issues to actu-
ally deliver the ongoing projects. A major number of these clients originate from the
public sector organizations. Since these organizations actively contribute to building
gazelles’ reputations (i.e. by spreading their experiences of contracting them for projects
to new potential clients), they are considered by gazelles as key pillars of their network
(Interview 1, 2, 4-6).

Surprisingly, collaborations are scarce when it comes to other construction actors
with similar size and profile. Several of the interviewees mentioned that they avoid
contacts and collaboration with other small firms within their industry (Interviews
1, 2, 4-6). Their counterparts are considered as threatening competitors, not only
with regard to future projects, but also when it comes to recruiting qualified staff,
which are scarce resources (Interview 3, 7, 9). Some interviewees mentioned cases
of – what they considered as – unethical competitors’ behaviours such as poaching
(i.e. employing from competitors) as well as deliberate lowering of costs in project
offers.

Figure 1. Gazelle companies in Norrköping, 2016–2018 (Source: Dagens Industri).
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This illustrates the fact that gazelles seem to have limited professional networks (Inter-
views 4-6, 10, 11). Such lack constitutes a real challenge for gazelles, particularly when
professional networks are necessary, e.g. for projects taking place outside of the munici-
pal boundaries and where it is essential to be able to rely on collaborators and suppliers
during project execution and delivery (Interviews 3, 9). To cope with the challenge of a
lack of professional network, gazelles instead turn to their private networks, e.g. close
friends and family. Several interviewees for instance mentioned that they managed to
access lacking resources, such as human resource, information or skills, that way (Inter-
views, 4-6, 10,11).

4.2.2. Intermediary support for networks and collaborations
Among the intermediaries supporting gazelles with challenges related to networks and
collaborations, employer and trade associations, as well as intermediaries at the munici-
pal administration (e.g. geographic planners) are the most active ones (Interviews 12-20).

Associations, as well as, to a lesser degree, other intermediaries from abovementioned,
provide support by organizing networking activities and events, as well as by actively
linking gazelles with useful contacts. These activities are, however, not very valued by
gazelles, who express frustration with the fact that it does not give the intended results
(Interviews 1, 2, 4-6, 10). The frustration is due to what is perceived by gazelles as too
many organized networking events, narrow topics of discussion during the events, and
overlap of events by different intermediary actors. This leads gazelles to question the
real results of such support activities and, as a consequence, they do not prioritize parti-
cipating in network activities.

Intermediaries at the municipal administration level support gazelles by informing
them about upcoming projects and by facilitating access to lacking resources such as
office space, human resources and suppliers (Interviews 16-20). For instance, geographi-
cal planners at the municipality inform construction entrepreneurs about land available
for construction. They also let them know about houses that are vacant or for sale, which
are considered as valuable in term of office spaces, especially since gazelles (due to their
quick growth) often need larger office spaces. Surprisingly, several interviewees also men-
tioned that geographical planners at the municipal organization had put them in contact
with other construction entrepreneurs in order, for example, to discuss the possibility to
share one larger piece of land or a building (Interviews 3,16,18).

4.2.3. Institutional challenges
Gazelles have faced with challenges in the contact with public organizations. To start
with, interviewees expressed that they struggle with the high bureaucracy, particularly
at the municipal level. More specifically, the long and complex process for construction
permits (Interviews 4-6, 11) as well as the process to obtain media installation licences
(Interviews 1, 2) seem to be very challenging.

Additionally, the delays in decision-making by the public administrations, such as
land planners, land exploitation agency and employment agencies, has a direct impact
on project deliveries. For instance, some building permits can take more than two
years to obtain, which is hardly bearable considering that the average project execution
time for gazelle firms is about six months. Likewise, while according to the rules, it should
take two weeks to obtain support from the employment agency for an unemployed
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person, in practice, it can take up to one month and the person cannot start working
before the decision is ready. These delays cause frustration among gazelles. For instance,
some interviewees explain that they expect results from authorities immediately regard-
ing their applications or requests – they believe that there is no room for discussion, and
it is simply a matter of doing things (Interviews 1, 2, 4).

Interviewees also mentioned challenges related to the lack of flexibility in employment
regulations (Interviews 16-19). In particular, complex controlling procedures and
demanding requirements for employment of prentices are considered as challenging
for entrepreneurs. Prentices are seen as an engaged and handy workforce in the industry,
but it seems to be very challenging to handle more that one or two prentices at the time.
Indeed, the work of prentices is strictly regulated, e.g. they can only work limited number
of hours and carry out task-focused work mirroring their educational speciality. Such
requirements require efforts from leaders/entrepreneurs in finding appropriate tasks
and limiting working duration. Similarly, while competence pools are necessary to get
access to staff, when other options are not available, these pools also have strict rules
related to procurements and employment, which several interviewees mentioned as chal-
lenging (Interviews 16,17,19). For instance, one entrepreneur mentioned that he
employed one inexperienced installer from the resources pool, whom he still had to
pay a wage equivalent to the one paid to a specialist that had been working for 10
years within the company (Interview 7).

Finally, some interviewees mentioned some gaps in the knowledge infrastructure in
the construction industry (Interviews 1-4). According to them, some of the knowledge
included in educational programs for construction technicians are obsolete and key
skills are lacking on the employment market. The professional schools, from their
words, are still running out-of-date educational programs for carpenters and electri-
cians, which do not deliver specialists being able to work with new technologies
and materials.

4.2.4. Intermediary support for institutional challenges
The most active intermediaries when it comes to the support for coping with institutional
challenges are the recruitment companies (Interviews 3, 8, 11). They help in handling the
administrative burden for gazelles when it comes to the recruitment process. For
instance, one interviewee explained that the recruitment company which provides man-
power to the company always provides ready permissions from the employment agency
(Interview 3). These intermediaries also manage to use their personal contacts with
public organization employees to speed up the administrative procedures. Such
support has a direct positive impact on the way gazelles’ leaders use their time and it pro-
vides well-needed breathing-space.

Gazelles expressed frustration over the weak support from the public sector interme-
diaries (Interviews 1-8, 13,14). Interviewees clearly see the bureaucracy and administra-
tive burden at the municipal level as an obstacle for company growth and development.

One type of support that gazelles receive from the public sector intermediaries, as for
example employment agency and association, is aimed at getting access and managing
prentices (Interviews 2, 4, 10, 20). Although they see it as minor, gazelle entrepreneurs
still appreciate such contribution in handling of human resource shortages.
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4.2.5. Challenges related to competence development
Gazelles develop their competences in different ways. First, competence development
takes place among employees, e.g. through mentorship or experience sharing (Interviews
4, 5, 10). Learning-by-doing and learning from peers seem to take place continuously
through every-day hands-on work in projects. Usually, in projects, there are always
two persons assigned to different tasks – a junior one and a senior -one (Interview 4).
This creates a natural learning context to learn from each other, to learn from mistakes
and learn things which deviate from the standard practices. Such exchanges often take
place even during social events and celebrations and are considered as productive.

Second, training sessions, courses or seminars are also organized at the organization
level, in larger groups (Interviews 5, 10). Such events are sometimes led by the managers
of the gazelles, or by other key persons in their professional networks, e.g. suppliers,
clients and possibly large construction companies (Interviews 5, 10).

Third, competence development can also be at the individual level. It happens for
instance that specific employees participate in trainings or courses organized outside
of the gazelle firms (Interviews 4, 9, 10). Such training is most often based on the
initiative of employees that want to develop. Managers for instance expect the
employee to come with a plan about what and where he or she wants to be
trained. It should be noted that such initiatives depend on resource availability –
especially when it comes to time and staff availability; in case of time pressure or
resource scarcity, project delivery is always prioritized in front of competence devel-
opment (Interviews 9, 11).

Based on the interviews, it appears that the main challenge with regard to competence
development is that it is carried out reactively, rather than proactively. The lack of com-
petence is usually discovered when the competence is needed the most, i.e. during project
execution (Interviews 1, 7). Following the same logic, future projects are not considered
as a basis for competence development, even when it is clear that there is no experience in
specific techniques and practices (Interviews 1, 5, 7).

4.2.6. Intermediary support for competence development
Our interviews show that the intermediaries that are the most active in the support for
competence development are consultancy firms, professional schools and employer
associations. These intermediaries either deliver training program themselves or they
find an appropriate actor to do so. Interestingly, interviewees explained that the main cri-
terion considered by gazelles to select training program is the time aspect (i.e. short
courses or short delays for the delivery of the program), before aspects such as price is
not considered as determinant (Interviews 1, 2, 4-10).

Professional schools are invited to provide short-termed course packages on certain
topics related to construction, which despite not always been up to date, still provide
opportunities for learning (Interviews 4-6). Consultants are considered to be more up-
to-date and are hired to focus either on theoretical or practical specific of the work (Inter-
views 4-6, 7-11). Employer associations also offer seminars and shorter courses opened to
gazelles, where management skills, such as entrepreneurship, marketing or recruitment
strategies, are in focus. Nevertheless, it is noticeable that gazelles’ participation is very
low in such courses (Interview 20).
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4.2.7. Challenges related to human resource management
Among the challenges mentioned by gazelles, challenges related to human resource man-
agement were prevalent (Interviews 1-6, 8-11). The interviewed gazelles experience chal-
lenges regarding recruiting and retaining personnel, particularly among professions such
as technicians, installation specialists and experienced engineers. To illustrate the lack of
manpower, several interviewees (Interviews 1, 2, 4, 9) mentioned that ongoing projects
would require at least twice as many workers as are currently employed. This explains
why construction gazelles are constantly in search for workers. Retention of staff is
also problematic with personnel leaving to other industries or to competitors (Interviews
1-5, 9-11).

These challenges have a direct impact on the planning and execution of projects. As a
consequence, employees are often overloaded and gazelles have to settle with underqua-
lified staff. They employ for instance prentices who lack experience, immigrant workers
with uncertified education and experience, as well as people that are part of rehabilitation
programmes (i.e. recovering alcoholics) (Interviews 5, 6, 9). To cope with these chal-
lenges, some interviewees have started to use more creative approaches for recruitment
such as assistance in finding place to live, children care and school places, as important
means to motivate new employees to relocate. In order to retain their current employees,
gazelles offer, as a norm, permanent contracts and rather high salaries (Interviews 1-6, 8-
11).

Another challenge mentioned by some interviewees in relation to human resource
management is the lack of diversity in their personnel. They would like to recruit
more women and workers with different nationalities (Interviews 1, 2, 4, 6, 11). Some
companies were proud to state that they have recently employed two women in their con-
struction projects (Interview 4). Some gazelles have developed close collaboration with
supporting firms from Baltic region, which provide qualified constructors upon a
short notice. They believe that a diversity-rich personnel profile might improve
working environment and reduce conflicts among the employees (Interviews 8, 18, 20).

Finally, gazelles are often keen on recruiting prentices, but they complain about the
strict requirements in regard to the working conditions and tasks (Interviews 1, 4, 11).
Prentices are for instance not allowed to work full time but rather divide time for
studies and work. They are also required, by their educational programs, to focus on
specific tasks that are not always available in gazelle projects (Interview 20).

4.2.8. Intermediary support for human resource management
The intermediaries that provide the most support to cope with challenges associated with
human resource management are the recruitment companies (Interviews 3, 6, 9). They
link job seekers with gazelles, as well as lower the administrative burden related to
recruitment. This support, although perceived as useful by gazelles, is however not
flowless. Gazelles do not always find that the human resources provided by recruitment
companies actually match their needs and they find the intermediation services very
expensive (Interviews 1, 2, 4, 8, 10). Because of that, several interviewees mentioned
that the support is only used in case of emergency, i.e. when no other options are avail-
able. Public Employment Agency, despite a very bureaucratic setting, seems to be sup-
portive by providing access to immigrant or non-professionalized working force.
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Apart from recruitment agencies, other intermediaries such as employer associations
and municipal organization provide some support to gazelles in handling human
resources shortages. Their support is often not a part of their primary mission, but the
result is often valued by the gazelle entrepreneurs. Employer associations, for instance,
establish relationships with European intermediaries in order to gain wider access to
the workforce within the industry. Moreover, they have developed relationships with
entrepreneurs operating recruitment agencies in the Baltic countries, giving access to a
new workforce with good skills.

5. Discussion

5.1. Gazelle challenges

The findings indicate that gazelle faced a variety of challenges mainly related to (lack of)
network and collaboration, complex and long administrative procedures and lack of
resources (in particular, time and qualified workforce) (see Table 1).

Among these challenges, the lack of network and collaboration, as well as the lack of
resources are challenges that have been identified in previous studies as prevalent for
high-growth enterprises (e.g. Demir, Wennberg, and McKelvie 2017; Keen and
Etemad 2012; Lerner and Haber 2001; Wiklund, Patzelt, and Shepherd 2009). The lack
of network and of human resources can for instance easily been explained by the fact
that gazelles lack the legitimacy, visibility and stability that larger incumbent firms can
have. For instance, when it comes to recruiting and retaining staff, gazelles may not,
from the perspective of employees, be able to offer the same stability or advantages

Table 1. Overview of gazelle challenges and intermediary support.
Gazelle challenges Intermediary support

Network and collaboration challenges
- Unbalanced collaborations with large firms
- Lack of collaborations with counterparts
- Limited professional networks
- Overreliance on personal networks

Intermediary support for network and collaboration
- Networking activities and events
- Matchmaking gazelles and other actors
- Information sharing
- Facilitating access to resources

Institutional challenges
- High level of bureaucracy in public

administrations
- Long delays in decision-making from public

administrations
- Lack of flexibility in regulations
- Lack of knowledge infrastructure

Intermediary support for institutional challenges
- Recruitment intermediaries assist in obtaining permits and

licencing
- Shortening decision time (through personal contacts)
- Supporting the management of prentice recruitment

Competence development challenges
- Lack of resources (i.e. time) for competence

development
- Lack of long-term planning for competence

development

Intermediary support for competence development
- Offering specialized/adapted training
- Delivering traditional training
- Organizing management-oriented training

Human resource management challenges
- Challenges in recruiting specialized workforce
- Challenges in retaining competencies
- Lack of diversity in the workforce
- Obstacles in the recruitment of prentices

Intermediary support for human resource management
- Matchmaking between job seekers and job providers
- Lowering administrative burden
- Developing international relationships (i.e. widening the market

for workforce)
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that a large establish firm may have. Related to collaborations, it clearly showed in our
interview data, that while firms of the same size and profile compete aggressively with
each other, larger established firms do not consider gazelles as a strength and instead
use them as subcontractors.

As previous studies have shown (e.g. Demir, Wennberg, andMcKelvie 2017; Wiklund,
Patzelt, and Shepherd 2009), our results also show that gazelles struggle to manage the
operations strategically. For instance, it appears particularly difficult for fast-growing
companies to strategically select projects. Our interviews show that gazelles are over-
loaded with projects for which they sometimes lack competences, adding to the time
pressure and worthening the working conditions for employees. Under such time
pressure, time-consuming activities, e.g. competence development and networking, are
not prioritized, despite their strategic relevance.

In line with what has been argued in the previous literature (e.g. Moreno and Casillas
2008; Teruel and DeWit 2017; Wiklund, Patzelt, and Shepherd 2009; Wiklund and Shep-
herd 2005), some of the challenges that were prevalent in our interviews are specific to the
environment and environmental setting surrounding the gazelles, i.e. the construction
industry, its dynamism and hostility and its governmental obstacles (e.g. delays in
permit decisions, complex administrative processes). It may be argued that such chal-
lenges are not unique to gazelles but are instead shared by all companies within the indus-
try. However, the fact that gazelles, due to their intensive growth process, characteristics
(e.g. young age, size) and limited resources, is reinforcing the impact of these challenges.

As a matter of fact, our results also uncover that these challenges associated with high
growth are in fact causing gazelles not to be able to benefit from the support provided by
intermediaries. Indeed, as will be further discussed in the following section, although the
support provided by intermediaries is well-needed and often relevant, due to a lack of
resources and long-term strategy orientation, gazelles are not able to prioritize time-con-
suming activities, e.g. competence development and networking, provided by
intermediaries.

5.2. Mismatch between the short-term orientation of intermediaries and the
time-consuming support from intermediaries

As our findings indicate, an ecology of intermediaries is providing support to gazelles.
Among them, there are associations, individuals (e.g. at the municipal administrative
level), private companies (e.g. consultancy or recruitment firms) and public organiz-
ations (e.g. unemployment agency). It is interesting to note that the majority of interme-
diaries mentioned by the interviewed gazelles indeed do not have a vision in supporting
gazelles (notable exceptions include the regional economic development agency and the
new business development office). Instead, they support them on the side of other non-
gazelle actors. Another interesting note is that gazelles mentioned support from actors
that do not have a formal intermediating or supporting role, e.g. land planners at the
municipal administration. Instead, they combine intermediation activities with non-
intermediation activities. This stresses what has previously been suggested in the inter-
mediary literature, namely that intermediation is linked to activities (i.e. what is
done?), rather than formal positions or missions (i.e. who does it?) (Bergek 2020;
Poncet, Kuper, and Chiche 2010).
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From our interviews with both intermediaries and gazelles, it can be said that there is a
real effort from intermediary actors to provide support targeted at the areas where
gazelles have challenges (see Table 1). In particular, offering support in network and
competence development was prevalent in the interviews. Intermediaries also provide
some support to cope with institutional challenges and access to (human) resources,
e.g. help facilitating the administrative processes or facilitating the process to access pre-
ntices and manpower. Despite these attempts of matching the intermediary support to
the gazelles’ challenges, our study confirms that gazelles are rather unsatisfied with the
services provided by intermediaries. There is a limited interest in the activities/support
offered, and they complain about a lack of support that is not being provided. This
type of limited interest and low satisfaction level has also been noticed in previous
studies (e.g. Bennett 2008; Brown, Gregson, and Mason 2016; Cannavacciuolo,
Capaldo, and Rippa 2015).

The problem is that challenges related to institutional rules, delays, administrative
processes are not always solvable. In several of the interviewees with gazelles, the man-
agers actually complained or questioned the rules and processes themselves, rather
than their lack of skills in dealing with the process. Likewise, challenges related to
access to human resources that are hard to solve without investing time or without a
long-term perceptive. It is difficult – and maybe even counterproductive – for interme-
diaries to offer quick-fix solutions. Instead, since time seems to be the missing key for
gazelles to be able to think more strategically and to lower the frustration linked to
administrative processes, one area of intermediary development may be to support
gazelles by acting on their behalf in some tasks that do not necessarily need to be
handled by gazelles’ managers. In some interviews, gazelles were indeed satisfied with
the opportunity to delegate some administrative processes to intermediaries. Externaliz-
ing tasks is not a new type of intermediation activity; tasks such as accounting, advertis-
ing, contract formulating, etc. are often delegated to consultancy firm (e.g. Bessant and
Rush 1995; Mignon 2017).

Our results show that there seems to be a lack of understanding of gazelles’ specific
challenges among gazelles’ stakeholders. Municipalities, national and regional agencies,
recruitment firms and training/education institutions are either not aware, or ill-
adapted to handle gazelles and their needs. One solution may be to create functions in
these instances to specifically deal with gazelles, for instance, to explain the background
between the rules and processes, gather inputs related to better processes and pro-
grammes, etc. This perspective contrasts with one argument expressed in the previous
literature (e.g. Nightingale and Coad 2014), which states that gazelles have a variety of
challenges and hence that support targeted at gazelles is inefficient. While this may be
true geographically (i.e. gazelles in the same region or country indeed have many
different types of challenges), we would argue that it is not the case when putting the
lens on gazelles of a specific industry. In our study, through the focus on the construction
industry, we were able to find a clear pattern of gazelle challenges.

6. Conclusion

The aim of this study was to identify challenged encountered by gazelles and the support
provided by intermediary actors to cope with such challenges. Focusing gazelles in the

18 I. LAUR AND I. MIGNON



construction industry in the geographic area of Norrköping (Sweden), we conducted
interviews with gazelle companies and with the intermediary actors supporting (either
formally or informally) the gazelles.

Results indicate that gazelles are faced with challenges related to a lack of network
and collaborations, institutions, competence development and human resource man-
agement. Some of these challenges are a consequence of the environment and the
industry and hence are not specific to gazelles. Nevertheless, in line with previous lit-
erature, we argue that the fact that gazelles, due to their intensive growth process,
characteristics (e.g. young age, size) and limited resources, is reinforcing the
impact of these challenges.

This study contributes to one more empirical example of gazelles faced with chal-
lenges related to strategy and resources. The gazelles interviewed in this study lack
long-term strategy, e.g. when building networks and collaborations, competences or
when choosing projects. Surprisingly, the resources that were lacking the most
were not related to financial resources. Instead, the lack of manpower, competences
and time were prevalent.

Our findings also shed a light on the support provided to gazelles by intermediary
actors. It was found that an ecology of actors support gazelles; some of them are
formal intermediaries, i.e. they have a mission to support gazelles, and some are informal
ones, i.e. they provide support to gazelles on the side of their main mission. Likewise, the
large majority of intermediaries do not target gazelles, but instead provide support to a
variety of actors. This lack of targeted support, combined with the lack of long-term strat-
egy of gazelles, may explain why, in line with previous literature, gazelles are rather unsa-
tisfied with the support they receive from intermediaries.

We draw some implications based on the observed mismatch between gazelles’ chal-
lenges and intermediary support. First, we suggest that gazelles should get the opportu-
nity to delegate administrative tasks to intermediaries. Our results indicate that some
tasks may be externalized for gazelles’ managers to get more time to focus on long-
term strategic issues. Externalizing tasks is not a new type of intermediation activity,
but it may be a management approach that gazelles are not used to apply. Second, we
suggest that specific functions at the municipal, regional and national institutions are
created to communicate with gazelles, for instance, by guiding them through complex
administrative processes or to gather inputs on current challenges. For such strategy,
having the appropriate intermediary competences at the right institutional level is
however crucial for a maximal impact on growth (cf. Cannavacciuolo, Capaldo, and
Rippa 2015).
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Appendix

Table A1. Overview of the interviews with gazelles.
Interview references Size/number of employees Revenue, tkr Creation year Position of the interviewee
Gazelle 1 31 46,693 2004 Founder/Manager
Gazelle 2 13 11,839 2006 Founder/Manager
Gazelle 3 1184 583,684 1997 Manager
Gazelle 4 52 109,677 1989 Founder/Manager
Gazelle 5 90 177,645 1986 Manager
Gazelle 6 66 196,787 2007 Founder/Manager
Gazelle 7 4 3060 2013 Founder/Manager
Gazelle 8 32 24,012 2011 Founder/Manager
Gazelle 9 14 67,348 1965 Founder/Manager
Gazelle 10 34 39,461 1993 Manager
Gazelle 11 551 359,651 2005 Manager

Table A2. Overview of the interviews with intermediaries.
Interview
references Type Mission Support activities

Position of the
interviewee

Intermediary 1 Public Create a good life in a healthy
atmosphere in the municipality

Information provision
Funding
Policy lobbying

Manager

Intermediary 2 Public Create an attractive region and
develop industry

Support in starting-up
Networking
Information sharing and
assistance in licensing

Manager

Intermediary 3 Private Create a smooth work for firms
through delivering recourses

Solution for entrepreneurs
and supporting processes
Recruitment

Manager

(Continued )
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Table A2. Continued.
Interview
references Type Mission Support activities

Position of the
interviewee

Delivery or resources
Assistance in licensing

Intermediary 4 Public Supporting regional development via
education, job and economic
support

Funding
Facilitating learning and
education
Marketing, match and
coaching

Manager

Intermediary 5 Public Developing businesses and
entrepreneurs

Coaching in different
directions
Assistance in handling
formalities
Information sharing

Founder/
Manager

Intermediary 6 Private To acquire, support and develop
industrial competence

Recruitment and support in
employment
Matching and marketing

Founder/
Manager

Intermediary 7 Private To build sustainable Sweden Coaching and support in
recruitment
Marketing and provision of
resources
Support in licensing

Founder/
Manager

Intermediary 8 Private Support for construction companies to
effectively deliver projects

Resource sharing and
information
Matching and service
support

Founder/
Manager

Intermediary 9 Private Matching company needs with
available human resources outside
of the country

Resource sharing and
information
Matching and service
support

Founder/
Manager
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