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Learning Velocity   
in scale-ups: 
Learning the smart way,  
not the hard way
Scale-ups are young innovative ventures that have moved beyond the start-up phase and now trans-
formed into full-fledged enterprises. This requires learning - lots of it. The need to keep innovating 
your product and business is one big learning journey which also demands its management scaling to 
learn best practices about processes, capabilities and information.

Although the romantic image of entrepreneurs 
learning from failure prevails, this painful way of 
learning becomes too costly as more and more 
is at stake. Successful scaling calls for a high 
learning velocity through validation, and under-
standing what works versus what does not - 
learning the smart way, not the hard way. 

In this article, we share with you the insights we 
have gained on learning the smart way in scale-
ups from our research and practice at ScaleUp-
Nation and ScaleUpLab. 

First, as a scale-up CEO you want to have access 
to the best scaling practices specific to your 
industry and business model and adopt these as 
you see fit for your business. This requires you to 
clearly define what you do not know, undertake 

focused deep dives to get to the right knowl-
edge, quickly draw implications for your busi-
ness, and pay serious attention to embed these 
learnings into your organization.

Moreover, you want to keep innovating your 
product and business. For this, you keep spend-
ing significant resources on R&D. You free up 
some of your own time as CEO to expose your-
self to new ideas. You foster your curiosity by 
zooming out to a broad spectrum of inputs and 
you zoom in to a powerful, creative synthesis of 
what this means for your business. You leverage 
your committed customer base to reduce the 
risk of failure when launching the resulting new 
products and business concepts.
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Hardly any young, innovative venture survives 
the “second valley of death”: the scaling from a 
start-up to a full-fledged enterprise. One of the 
many challenges you face in order to scale is 
to keep innovating your product and business 
while at the same time mastering the scaling of 
your organization and activities. This we call  
ambidexterity: the ability to combine explora-
tion and exploitation. Scale-ups strike this bal-
ance well, while stall-ups (those enterprises that 
after the start-up phase stop growing) do not.  
They either put too much emphasis on ongoing 
innovation and neglect the running business, or 
stop innovating after their first product has seen 
the light and end up polishing their business too 
much before it has reached a minimum critical 
scale.  

There is a lot to learn both in creating new in-
sights that trigger innovation and in discovering 
what is already known about the scaling of the 
enterprise. Ongoing innovation is an experimen-
tation journey of product and business creation 
to trigger latent customer needs, to create 
and leverage technology progress and to keep 
differentiating from the competition. This is one 
big creative journey based on increased under-
standing of what works and killing initial false 
assumptions. 

The discovery of how to manage your young 
innovative enterprise is fundamentally different: 
you need to adopt best practices that might be 
unclear to you but have already been practiced 
by thousands of management teams of suc-
cessful scale-ups before you. Your role is not to 
single-handedly create these best practices but 
to discover them through training or infusing 
expertise and use them in the most fitting way.   

Our research shows that scale-ups understand 
the importance of learning through creating 
new knowledge for innovation as well as learn-
ing through discovery of the latest insights de-
veloped by others about business practices. 85% 
of scale-ups versus 45% of stall-ups use specific 
metrics to measure the speed of improving the 
performance of their product and service.

Scale-ups develop through 
continuous innovation as well 
as scaling best practices

Scale-ups understand the  
importance of learning through 

creating new knowledge for 
innovation as well as learning 

through discovery of the latest 
insights developed by others.
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Learning from failure is  
unnecessarily painful

Start-ups need to fail fast. There is little to lose 
and a lot to gain by pivoting and starting again. 
But for scale-ups, this is different. Scale-ups have 
a commercial product. They have customers and 
are able to deliver their product at some scale. 
They have an operating business and a live-and-
kicking organization. In this phase, failure comes 
at a real cost. Disappointed customers will give 
negative reviews; investors will lose faith. The 
confidence and momentum of the organization 
will be undermined. 

Given the cost of failure, it is important to ex-
tract maximum learning from it if it still happens. 
You will want to properly reflect, understand 
what causes the failure so to translate this into 
a guiding principle that will help to avoid this 
from happening again.

However, as a scale-up you do not need to learn 
from failure. Your innovation can be based on 
the insights, goodwill, and commitment you 
have with your customer base that allow you to 
co-create new products and learn from valida-
tion, not from failure. To discover the best way 
to scale your enterprise, you can adopt validat-
ed best practices in your industry. Using these 
methods, you can learn the smart way instead of 
the hard way.  

 

Learning the best practices fast

Although your scale-up learning journey might 
feel like you have to create everything from 
scratch, there is actually a lot of knowledge 
ready for you to discover. For instance, as a 
scale-up CEO you do not want to reinvent the 
wheel when it comes to organizational process-
es, such as the process of rapid hiring and on-
boarding. Unless innovation in this area will help 
you stand out from the competition, you will be 
much better off learning from what is already 
known by others than by creating the solution 
yourself.

Dedicate yourself  to learning
 
It all starts with dedication to learning by focus-
ing on it, creating the mindspace for it and pro-
tecting the time you blocked for it. As a scale-up 
CEO, think critically about what you want to 
learn and sharpen your learning focus. 
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Do you want to better understand the new 
market you want to enter, or how to structure  
your contracts with suppliers, or how to instil a 
performance culture? What level of understand-
ing is required for each of these? How much 
time do you have? Instead of picking the topic 
you like the most, prioritize learning what you 
know the least about and that which is critical 
for your success, and then work to figure it out 
as quickly as possible.

To create time to learn, CEOs delegate the 
constant stream of daily issues to the team. 
We know this is easier said than done. CEOs 
that cannot yet delegate their daily issues can 
still block out time for learning away from the 
constant firefighting. After all, if that ends up 
being all you do every day you will surely end 
up a stall-up. As one scale-up CEO stated: “Every 
Friday morning, I have an hour when nothing is 
planned, and I really try to reflect on what hap-
pened this week and what I learned from it. I do 
so while sitting in a cafeteria. The reason for not 
doing this in the office or at home is that I do 
not want to be found.”

CEOs that cannot yet  
delegate their daily issues  
can still block out time  
for learning away from  
the constant firefighting.

Alternate between depth  
and implications

Learning starts with a question to which you 
do not have the answer. For instance, how to 
best incentivize your salesforce? You now start 
searching for answers. You call a friend and he 
says: it depends on your industry. You call an 
industry expert who points you to a research re-
port on the topic. And so on, and so on… until at 
a certain moment, you have sufficiently specific 
details.  Now it is time to zoom out again and 
ask yourself what are the implications of what 
you have just learned.  

This process feels like the alternating movement 
of a dolphin: you do a deep dive and then you 
resurface. If you go too deep, you get lost in the 
details. This is called paralysis by analysis. If you 
do not dive deep enough, you are just scratch-
ing the surface. The muscle you develop is 
judging the optimal level of depth you need and 
then going deep fast and resurfacing fast. This is 
called learning velocity. 

By diving deep, you tap into the accumulated 
knowledge in your industry. The last thing you 
want as a scale-up CEO is to exchange opinions 
with people who know as much as you. This is 
why peer-to-peer learning, although it gives a 
warm feeling, often has too little depth. Often 
one needs access to empirical research and real 
experts. This is also why the scale-up phase is a 
phase in the enterprise’s development when the 
seniors, the experts, join the company.
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When diving, scale-up CEOs need to sort 
through lots of information to quickly find ex-
actly what they need. They acquaint themselves 
with the knowledge that is one well-chosen 
Google search away. Some CEOs will find the 
time to read through entire books or listen to 
these while commuting in the car, but most will 
depend on summaries, diagonal scanning of 
reports, and quick phone calls. For this, you can 
leverage your LinkedIn network and help each 
other by finding the one expert that can help 
you best.

Alternating between details and implications 
also implies iteration, so consecutive dives. This 
is required for two reasons: the first is because 
sometimes an 80/20 answer is just not good 
enough and you might need a second or third 
dive to really nail it. This is true for complex situ-
ations, where the first answer might be even di-
rectionally wrong. The second is that sometimes 
the picture keeps changing. As one scale-up 
leader put it: “Understanding what the industry 
really looks like is quite difficult. I asked a lot of 
people, but nobody could give me a clear pic-
ture of what the ecosystem looked like. I try to 
have a lot of discussions with people, and after 
hundreds of conversations I complete a puzzle. 
I think I have a good map of the territory now, 
which I can work with. But it is a continuing 
discovery, because my industry is not static, it is 
constantly in flux…”

Translate learning into   
embedded practices

You have resurfaced with the answer to your 
question. You now know how to best incen-
tivize your sales force, how to create a perfor-
mance culture, etc. But as you are leading an 
organization, it is all without value if you do not 
translate your findings into actions for others in 
your organization to take. To some degree, this 
is a leadership act: you paint a compelling vision 
and serve as the role model for the expected 
behavior. But even more importantly, it is a man-
agement act: you select the right people for the 
new job, inform and train them, define roles and 
responsibilities, incentivize and monitor their 
performance. If you pay these insufficient atten-
tion, your company will stall due to your inabili-
ty to enable and empower others to do the right 
thing and it will become the constraining factor.

As you are leading an or-
ganization, it is all without 
value if you do not trans-

late your findings into 
actions for others in your 

organization to take.
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Achieving a high innovation rate
To scale means to keep innovating your product. 80% of scales-ups make at least 35% of their total 
turnover from new-to-the-world or significantly improved products, versus 15% of stall-ups.  90% of 
scale-ups invest in R&D, on average about 30% of their total employee hours. 50% or scale-ups con-
stantly expand their product service compared to 15% of stall-ups. 

Expose yourself so the   
opportunity can find you

To innovate, you will need a good dose of ser-
endipity - surprising insights into opportunities 
that set you on the path towards a new-to-the-
world product. Although this cannot be forced, 
you can nurture the conditions for it. The anal-
ogy one scale-up CEO shared is that of surfing: 
catching a big wave is not something one can 
plan, but it does help to be on your board lying 
in the water near the beach when the weather 
conditions are right for those big ones rolling in.

R&D is exposing yourself to the chance of 
finding something unexpected that proves very 
valuable. We find it courageous that scale-ups 
keep spending significant share of their re-
sources on R&D, even though they already have 
achieved product/market fit and business mo-
mentum. But it is also necessary.   

 

Zoom out and zoom in 

There is a lot that can be said and a lot that has 
been written about the process of innovation. 
It requires particular mindsets, skills, conditions, 
etc. It is also clearly not a well-structured path 
with a controlled outcome.
   
For scale-up CEOs with an entrepreneurial 
background and mindset, it feels as natural as 
breathing. You breathe in: all those inputs, ideas, 
insights you receive from constantly being in 
the market, talking to customers, chatting with 
your researchers, checking out the competition, 
going to conferences. Learning the unknown is 
about making new connections – in your brain, 
in your network, in your ecosystem. You bring 
yourself in unfamiliar situations to start making 
these connections. You engage in dialogue with 
people with different views, expertise and expe-
rience. You forge creative partnerships with oth-
ers. This is the way to fully leverage your eco-
system and to out-innovate sometimes much 
larger, but much less connected competitors. 
And you breathe out: you articulate your conclu-
sions on where you believe the next opportunity 
lies. As a scale-up CEO you have a well-devel-
oped muscle to translate what you learn into a 
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business opportunity. Ronald Heifetz and Marty 
Linsky in their HBR article use the example of 
getting off the dance floor and going to the 
balcony as the metaphor for the continuous pro-
cess of alternating between being immersed in 
the activity and stepping back to get a perspec-
tive on what is really going on. Scale-up CEOs 
would add: and then go back on the dance floor 
to dance with a better partner.

Timing is everything, also for innovation. Some 
opportunities are like financial options.   They 
are not in the money yet, but need nurturing un-
til the time comes, when the market or the orga-
nization is ready. For instance, it might make 
sense to launch the product as a service, but this 
might become feasible only once the installed 
base has reached a sufficient mass. Articulating 
the new product and new business opportuni-
ties includes being explicit about the optimal 
timing of each. 

Move to rapid prototyping

The failure is not in having an ill-fated idea 
about a new product or business opportunity.  
It is in testing this idea in an all-or-nothing way 
or in never being able to launch. This is where 
scale-ups are much better positioned than ei-
ther start-ups or large companies.   

Start-ups do not have a customer base yet, but 
scale-ups do. They have a base of excited cus-
tomers that they can leverage to co-create, get 
feedback from and try out their next product. 

This vastly reduces the risk of launching new 
products. In software, it is called launching beta 
versions - i.e., versions that are not fully ready 
yet and where customers help in pointing out 
the bugs.   

As one scale-up CEO put it: ‘We did a design 
thinking session half a year ago with the cus-
tomers to test our next product. We set up 
a prototype and asked our customers: ‘What 
are you willing to pay for this?’ Their feedback 
helped us to understand whether we could 
already develop the product or should wait for 
technology advances to make it cheaper. It gave 
us very clear targets to work towards.’ 

At the same time, scale-ups hopefully do not yet 
have the antibodies in their organization that 
larger companies struggle with. In large orga-
nizations, it can be very difficult to launch an 
innovative new product because it is perceived 
as being cannibalistic to the existing products. 
However, for scale-ups the current business is 
still not large enough for this to be an obstacle, 
or the CEO can simply overrule it. As one scale-
up CEO put it: “I saw that my people were too 
much within their comfort zone. I wanted to 
pull them out of it because I did feel that they 
could step up to the challenge: to work with a 
new customer in a new market on a new prod-
uct.  At the end of that project, it was so great 
to see the customer and the project team sitting 
together, being so super proud that they did it! 
Everyone learned a lot from that. Sales actually 
went even faster than building up the compe-
tency.”  
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Next Steps
We hope this article helps you reflect on your current practices and triggers you to further improve 
these. You would help us by pointing out what you find missing or what you disagree with. We learn 
by you helping us get the bugs out of this beta launch.

This Article
This paper is written by Liselore Havermans, 
Menno van Dijk, Ji-ye Oh, Anna Fenko, and 
Jörgen Sandig. The research on learning velocity 
in scale-ups is conducted by ScaleUpLab and 
supported by the Goldschmeding Foundation 
and Europees Fonds voor Regionale Ontwikke-
ling (EFRO). This research has benefitted from 
valuable ongoing dialogue with many scale-up 
CEOs and external experts. We aim to learn the 
smart way about the process of scaling through 
our research and practice. 

In our deep dives, we bring together a diversity 
of relevant perspectives on insights from liter-
ature review and the theme at hand: scale-up 
CEO’s and other scale-up leaders, theme experts 
from practice and academia. We do this to dis-
cover and create knowledge together, because 
the process of scaling is too complex for any of 
us to fully grasp from our individual perspec-
tives. 

These deep dives revolve around reflexive 
dialogues in which all research participants 
collaboratively explore a theme together. First-

ly, we do this in a dialogue to discover what is 
already known in research and practice and to 
create new knowledge together. Secondly, we 
approach these dialogues reflexively to broaden 
our perspectives and develop new insights by 
challenging our own perspectives (reflexivity 
refers to reflecting upon our own reflections). 

In these reflexive dialogues, we alternate be-
tween zooming in and out while keeping our 
focus on the core theme (in this case, learning 
velocity in scale-ups). We zoom in by asking 
ourselves what patterns we can distill from 
diving into the similarities and differences of our 
experiences. We zoom out by critically reflecting 
on insights from literature review and by asking 
ourselves why we see what we see and how 
else we could approach the problem.

We support the translation of our learning into 
innovation by sharing our emerging insights 
with the broader scale-up community, inte-
grating them in our development programs 
for scale-ups, and developing tools to support 
scale-ups in their process of scaling.
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