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Scale-ups grow fast and do not have large resources. Because of this, they are naturally drawn to the 
magic of going viral. Their dream is to accomplish this by delighting their customers. However, in reality 
scale-ups struggle even to deliver on their promise. To keep scaling, you need to make your customers 
your accomplices by engaging with them.

While scaling, your value proposition is changing, 
your product is far from perfect, and it is difficult 
to always deliver on your promise. You have an 
urgent need to sell and too little time to devel-
op your product to perfection. “You are so eager 
to sell”, explains a scale-up CEO. “You can’t deliv-
er exactly on the promise, and customer disap-
pointment is very near”. 

Scale-ups put too much emphasis on attracting 
new customers and not enough on delighting 
existing customers. But you won’t scale without 
delighted customers1. Our research and practice 
at ScaleUpNation highlights who can be delight-
ed by scale-ups, what will delight your customers 
and how you can accomplish this. 

The scale-up way: Making 
your customers partners in 
crime

1Delight is a mixture of joy and surprise that customers feel when their expectations are exceeded. When people get what they expected, 
they are satisfied, but there is nothing to talk about. Only truly delighted customers talk about your company and help to promote your 
product. 

To keep scaling, you need to make 
your customers your accomplices 
by engaging with them.
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Who are your customers?
All scale-ups want to delight their customers. But 
do you really know them? What are their needs 
and aspirations? Do you have a solution to their 
problem? You can only delight those customers 
who are ready to be delighted. 

Your customers are real people

A lot of scale-ups are working with corporate cli-
ents, and, believe it or not, even large corpora-
tions are made out of individuals, with dreams, 
drives and fears. Your customers are people too, 
even if they work in the insurance industry. 

The decision to buy or not to buy your product 
can directly affect their career. Therefore, before 
you can start delighting them, you have to tru-
ly understand their situation, motivations and 
needs. Delighting customers is not about you, 
it is about them. “Get the real motivations, the 
real drivers behind the actions. That is priceless”, 
states a scale-up CEO. 

How to learn about your customers? Gathering 
hard data is fundamental, but you can go beyond 
that and have real conversations with your cus-
tomers. By analysing customer journey and map-
ping customer activities, you can understand the 
pain points and spot what is going wrong. Only 
after that you can propose solutions that delight 
your customers. First, you need a deep dive into 
the context of your clients’ life to really under-
stand them. 

Get the customers you deserve

Your product is innovative, but not yet fully ro-
bust. If you try to sell it to clients who can get 
fired over the wrong choice of supplier, they 
won’t choose you. Or worse, if they choose you, 
you set yourself up for a lot of frustration and 
cost overrun in delivery and after-sales service. 

So, don’t try to delight everybody, select a cus-
tomer who is as innovative and risk-seeking as 
you are. They will have a much higher tolerance 
for the bumps that are likely to be on your road 
to scale. 

• 100% of scale-ups versus 89% 
of stall-ups are increasing cus-
tomer loyalty

• Customers of 87% of scale-
ups versus 67% of stall-ups are 
willing to pay for the value de-
livered 

Based on a comparative analysis of 133 Neth-
erlands-based scale-ups and stall-ups in our 
database.
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What is your story? 
Most scale-ups are working on cutting-edge in-
novations. But new technologies require an effort 
from the customers to understand them. How do 
you expect customers to spread the word about 
your company if you are struggling yourself to 
clearly explain your value proposition? So, help 
your customers by making your product simple, 
memorable and create a compelling story around 
it that the customers can share.  

Make it simpler 

When your product is still too complicated and 
overdesigned, it is impossible to explain your val-
ue proposition in just a few sentences. You need 
to work hard on simplifying it. 

Scale-ups often try to delight their customers 
by adding new features in response to specific 
customer wishes. They are too modest about the 
added value of their product. They keep innovat-
ing and investing in complexity instead of making 

their product easy to use. But, as Voltaire used to 
say, “The best is the enemy of the good”. Adding 
new features means that the product becomes 
more complicated. 

Your customers know even better than you that 
simplicity is key: it is impossible for them to sell 
your product internally. If you ask them: “What 
should I say to your boss to sell my product?” 
your customers can give you sales pitch training. 

You can win the competition by offering simplic-
ity: “Clients are choosing for us, because it is very 
easy to use our system. You don’t have to train 
your technical personnel. All the other systems 
are very difficult.”

Make it richer 

Your product is much more valuable if it is load-
ed with meaning. To make your product more 
attractive, create a clear story2 around it that res-
onates with customers. 

Customers will share your story if it is authentic, 
triggers emotions and has a practical value. Your 

 2Read the ScaleUpNation paper on storytelling: Storytelling for Impact. 

Make your product simple, 
memorable and create a sto-
ry around it that the custom-
ers can share.  

“The best is the enemy of the 
good”  (Voltaire)

https://scaleupnation.com/post/storytelling-for-impact/
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story should give people ‘social currency’, i.e., 
talking about your company would make them 
look good and fit their personal values (e.g., eco-
logical awareness).

It is important to learn how your story is (and can 
be) told forward and sharpen your value propo-
sition with what resonates with the customers. 

When you create your story, share it first within 
the company. All your employees should under-
stand your mission, your reason to be. The val-
ue proposition should create a clear focus in the 
company and align all your people with the com-
mon purpose: why do you do what you do in the 
way you do it. If you can communicate it internal-
ly, your customers will recognize it too. 

Keep improving the car while 
driving it

While serving your customers, all the product 
imperfections will come to light. Your product 
is not finished yet, it is not yet amazing and ir-
resistible, not yet uniquely surprising. You need 
to constantly work to add something beautiful, 
magic and pleasant to it. 

You can delight your customers by adding some-

thing unexpected, surprising them with ex-
ceptional service, new product features or the 
unpacking experience. Surprise makes people 
remember your product and increases word-of-
mouth. But do all customers want surprises? And 
can you continue surprising them over and over 
again? 

Surprise is not always positive, and it does not 
last long. The famous MAYA principle states that 
most people prefer ‘Most Advanced Yet Accept-
able’ design. So, you need to keep the balance 
between novelty and familiarity of your product. 
And you definitely want to avoid unpleasant sur-
prises by being reliable and delivering on your 
promise. 

Scale-ups use: 

• customer related words 71%... 
• the word “user” 2.8 times...
• the word “support” 3.1 times...
• the word “client” 3.3 times...

...more often than stall-ups

Based on the text analysis of the websites of 
76 European scale-ups and 70 stall-ups (more 
than 8000 words per website).

If you can communicate your 
story internally, your cus-
tomers will recognize it too.



How to delight your 
customers?  
As a scale-up, you know the importance of 
meaningful personal relationships with your cus-
tomers. But when you are scaling, it becomes im-
possible to personally engage with the growing 
number of customers. So, use well-known tools: 
double down on account management and bring 
your customers together by building community.  

Reinstate the power of account 
management

As a startup, you only had a few customers and 
treated them as your best friends, “hugged them”, 
as one scale-up CEO put it. But you can’t person-
ally hug hundreds of new customers. You don’t 
even remember their names anymore. Now you 
need proper account management to engage 
with your customers, to take them on your jour-
ney, keep them informed, and give them a sense 
of ownership. These are very valuable elements 
of engagement.

Co-creation is the ultimate level of engagement. 
However, as a scale-up, you are serving too many 
customers to co-create with all of them. Lucki-
ly, as a scale-up you already have an innovative 
product with good primary features. So, instead 
of co-creating with your customers, you need to 
double down on account management. 

One way to make customer engagement more 

scalable is by using automatic tools to personal-
ize customer communications. For instance, Elon 
Musk sends personalized emails to all Tesla own-
ers. It creates a sense of intimate relationships, 
personal connection and encourages a sense of 
exclusivity, but at the same time it is scalable. One 
of the software scale-ups has created a ‘magic 
mix’ of automated communications and personal 
touch: “Most of it is automated, and only a little 
bit is personal. And mixing it is magic. Customers 
appreciate these little personal touches.” 

Don’t leave your customers alone

By buying your product, your customers take a 
great risk. The best way to appease them is to 
bring your customers in contact with each oth-
er. Your product becomes an instrument to work 
towards your shared vision and a greater social 
impact. 

Being a part of the community of many custom-
ers who share the same objectives provides reas-
surance. You strengthen this bond by organizing 

Engage with your customers, 
take them on your journey, give 
them a sense of ownership.
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regular events to meet your customers in person: 
“We organize events to bring people together 
and to talk about our shared mission. It has to 
be authentic. People feel that we are here not to 

sell anything, but to explore what drives us all. By 

creating such a platform we unleash great com-

mitment”. 

Building a community is especially important for 

scale-ups that aim to disrupt established busi-

ness practices and create an impact. To do so, 

you need all the allies and advocates you can get. 

Who are better advocates than delighted cus-

tomers? 

This article is written by Anna Fenko, Liselore 
Havermans, Ji-ye Oh, Jörgen Sandig and Menno 
van Dijk. The research is conducted by 
ScaleUpLab and supported by the Goldschmed-
ing Foundation and Europees Fonds voor Regio-
nale Ontwikkeling (EFRO). This research has ben-
efitted from valuable ongoing dialogue of over 
100 hours with scale-up CEOs, academics and in-
dustry experts. 

In our deep dives, we bring together a diversity 
of relevant perspectives from literature review, 
scale-up leaders, and experts from practice and 
academia. We do this to discover and create 
knowledge together, because the process of 
scaling is too complex for any of us to fully grasp 
from our individual perspectives. 

In our reflexive dialogues all research participants 
explore a theme together. First, we discover to-
gether what is already known in research and 
practice. Second, we broaden our perspectives 
and develop new insights by challenging our own 
perspectives. We alternate between zooming 
in and out while keeping our focus on the core 
theme. We zoom in by looking for patterns while 
diving into the similarities and differences of our 
experiences. We zoom out by critically reflecting 
on our insights and asking ourselves why we see 
these patterns and how we could approach the 
problem differently.

Who are better advocates than 
delighted customers? 

By buying your product, your 
customers take a great risk. 
The best way to appease 
them is to bring them in con-
tact with each other. 

This Research
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