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Act as a scale-up



In order to lead in their target market, scale-ups need to first establish a beachhead, i.e., a dominant 
share in a segment within the larger market. Many scale-ups know this, but very few really do it. The 
main reason for this is that by focusing on one segment, you say no to customers from other segments 
and lose out on much needed income. Creating a beachhead is no easy feat, but it is crucial in order to 
scale. Our research and practice at ScaleUpNation suggests that doing so involves three main steps: de-
fine your beachhead, accelerate sales, and reinforce your position by planting a flag on your beachhead. 
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Act as a scale-up: 
take your beachhead 
seriously

Scale-ups need to establish a leading position in 
their initial target market (i.e., a beachhead mar-
ket) in order to grow as quickly as possible. As a 
startup, you have already won over some inno-
vative customers. Now you need to grow into 
the larger market. To do so, you need to quick-
ly establish a beachhead: a dominant share in a 
niche segment within the larger market. By dedi-
cating your e!orts to a specific market segment, 
you can keep your focus on a limited product 
range, quickly claim a leading position and build 
trust in the brand.

Organizations that don’t focus on a beachhead 
market run the risk of being buried under diver-
gent requests from customers that have little in 
common with each other. While your company 
was still in the start-up phase, this was not such 

a big problem, as you only had a few clients and 
could treat each of them individually. But as a 
scale-up, you have more customers, and an indi-
vidual approach becomes untenable. “We treat 
each new customer as a separate project”, ex-
plains a scale-up CEO. “It’s a whole new team ev-
ery time and that is very expensive to set up, es-
pecially because we still have so much to prove 
to our customers.”



Creating a beachhead market sets you up for 
growing word of mouth. In scale-ups, marketing 
is focused on earning free publicity through cre-
ative ideas and stimulating clients to act as your 
advocates. In the B2B market, word-of-mouth is 
one of the most important sources of informa-
tion. According to a scale-up CEO, “You need to 
be seen as an authority in the field. What I don’t 
want is a few people that say: ‘It’s fantastic’ and 
a few people that say ‘Well, I don’t know…’ Ev-
erybody must become an ambassador.”

But it can only work if there is a critical mass of 
informed individuals who meet, exchange views 
and reinforce the company’s positioning. When 
you sell your product to clients from di!erent in-
dustries who never talk to each other, you can’t 
expect them to spread the word about your 
company. 

Many scale-ups know about the beachhead 
strategy, some have even read the book by 
Geo!rey Moore1 who popularized this approach, 
but when it comes to implementation, only a 
few entrepreneurs are truly doing it. Even if they 
do start on the path of creating a beachhead, 
they can easily lose their focus along the way: 

“We chose the segment that we wanted to fo-
cus on, but we were too distracted. Sometimes 
we still did projects that were not really attrac-
tive. We had to think about solutions for various 
types of clients instead of completely focusing 
on our target market.”

Why scale-ups fail to 
establish a beachhead

There are several reasons why scale-ups have a 
hard time sticking to a beachhead strategy. The 
first reason is that the beachhead for innovative 
products has not crystallized yet. With innova-
tive products, there is no initial market that has 
been formed specifically for them. “We found 
these markets because they found us” explains a 
scale-up CEO. “The only reason we succeeded is 
by networking, being visible, talking to the right 
people and just knowing our own story, the rest 
evolved from there.”

The second reason is the false belief that the 
product can be tailored to each customer seg-
ment while scaling the business. Scale-ups are 
still used to tailoring products to each customer. 
When they were in a  startup phase, doing so was 
the reason for their early successes. But sticking 
to this strategy while trying to fully transform 
into a successful scale-up is impossible. 

The third and final reason why many scale-ups 
have a hard time focusing on the beachhead 
market is that they can hardly a!ord to lose ex-

3

Creating a beachhead 
is no easy feat, but it is 
crucial in order to scale

 1 Geo!rey A. Moore (2014). Crossing the Chasm, 3rd Edition. Collins Business Essentials.

https://www.amazon.com/Crossing-Chasm-3rd-Disruptive-Mainstream/dp/0062292986


isting clients and the income they can generate 
from them. While scaling, resources tend to be 
very limited and financial risks high: “We need to 
avoid the risk of running out of cash. Because if 
you are running out of cash, you can start doing 
stupid things.”

In order to distribute this risk, scale-ups don’t 
focus on one market and keep being open to 
various customers. But by mitigating short-term 
risks, they are losing a long-term perspective. 
The downside of these tactics is that you are 
bound to get stuck and turn into a stall-up. You 
can survive by putting your eggs in di!erent 
baskets, but the company will not scale. When 
you are trying to serve four di!erent markets, 
you are practically building four di!erent com-
panies. You are scattering your e!orts both in 
product development and in sales. 

What scale-ups do is absolutely rational. But, 
paradoxically, it doesn’t make sense. If you act 
counterintuitively and double down on your 
beachhead instead of spreading your e!orts 
along several di!erent markets, you’ll increase 
your chance of scaling successfully. 

Overcoming these challenges requires you to 
stop thinking like a start-up and start thinking 
like a scale-up. This transformation involves 
three steps: defining your beachhead market; 
creating sales momentum and pushing through 
to reinforce your position in the beachhead. 
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For our target customers 
[defined as a specific segment  
within the addressable market]
who are dissatisfied with 
[current solution]
our product  
[product articulation]
o!ers  
[key product features]
and thus provides 
[compelling reason to buy]

Beachhead 
Positioning Formula

Fill out the following formula to come 
up with your beachhead positioning:
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01 'HâQH�\RXU�
beachhead

It is important to take a critical look at what your 
beachhead market is. Are you just running with 
the opportunity because you get some traction? 
Are you aiming for a segment you feel strongly 
about, but that is not ready to quickly and wide-
ly adopt your o!er? Or does this segment really 
fit as your beachhead market?

Defining your ideal beachhead market requires 
you to assess three elements. Firstly, study the 
customer needs within your market and find the 
customers that are frustrated with the current 
o!ering. Secondly, evaluate whether what you 
can o!er them is ten times better in solving their 
problem. And finally, is there a window of op-
portunity? I.e. Is their problem urgent? Do they 
need your product right now? If the answer is 
yes for all three elements, you have likely found 
your beachhead customers. They will buy your 
product immediately and spread the word about 
it in their community. 

Chances are your beachhead market is not the 
one you are already focusing on. These custom-
ers might have even already tried to contact 
you, but you ignored them, because you were 
preoccupied with other strategic ambitions. This 
is exactly what happened to a scale-up that was 
trying to win over a medical market, while at the 
same time ignoring other customers who were 
ready to buy the product: “We were completely 

heading for the medical market, and the sales di-
rector told us: “Let’s look at the customers that 
actually want to buy your product. Let’s just fo-
cus on them! You have a lot of customers that 
are reaching out to you. Why don’t you look at 
these instead of trying something else?”

As a final check, it is important to correct-
ly estimate the size of the beachhead market: 
it should be big enough to matter, but small 
enough to lead. If you can achieve a dominant 
position in one relatively narrow segment, you 
will become a leader and create barriers to com-
petitors. Ask yourself: which size are you aiming 
for and in what period you can win over 50% of 
this market? Winning over the majority in one or 
two segments will result in approximately 20% 
of the total addressable market. If you achieve 
this, that means you have created a beachhead 
for future growth. 

Frustrated now

Superior 
o!er
> 10x Beachhead 

VHJPHQW

���'HâQH 2. Accelerate ���5HLQIRUFH
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02 Accelerate sales 
PRPHQWXP

3XUVXH�RQO\�WKRVH�OHDGV�WKDW�
DUH�LQ�WKH�EHDFKKHDG�DQG�
FDQ�GHFLGH�TXLFNO\

Traditional business strategy involves gathering 
information and taking calculated risks, prioritiz-
ing correctness and e"ciency over speed. But in 
today’s markets, this is too slow. According to 
Reid Ho!man, co-founder of LinkedIn and the 
former vice president at PayPal, “The risk is play-
ing it too safe. If you win, e"ciency isn’t import-
ant; if you lose, e"ciency is irrelevant.”2

Once you have defined your beachhead, pur-
sue only those leads that can decide quickly. A 
scale-up CEO shares his tactics of selecting the 
right clients: “It is important to be very specific 
with your potential clients and ask them: ‘What 
do we want to achieve? Do we share a vision? 
Will you be able to manage internally to get the 
o!er signed?’ Before, we were too friendly in 
these situations.”

“In our industry, it takes on average nine months 
to get to the deal closing”, explains another CEO. 
“But we can only a!ord three months. I said to 
a potential client: ‘I really appreciate your e!ort 
for setting up a meeting with one of your de-
partments, but first I want to know: Do we share 

the ambition for climate impact and for working 
faster? If yes, let’s agree that within the follow-
ing six weeks we come to a deal closing’. These 
e!orts are starting to pay o!. We are getting re-
sults: signed orders.”

$UWLFXODWH�\RXU�SURSRVLWLRQ�WR�
âW�\RXU�EHDFKKHDG�SHUIHFWO\

As a startup, you have already done your market 
research and validated your technology for its 
sustainable competitive edge. There should no 
longer be a doubt about whether there is a link 
between the need and the proposition. How-
ever, by adjusting your product to the various 
needs of individual customers, you run a risk of 
creating an o!er that is too complicated. You 
might have extra features that are not relevant 
for your beachhead. Prune them out to articu-
late your proposition to perfectly fit your beach-
head.

“The risk is playing it too safe. If  
you win, e!ciency isn’t important; 
if you lose, e!ciency is irrelevant.”

2 Reid Ho!man & Chris Yeh (2018). Blitzscaling. The Lightning-Fast Path to Building Massively Valuable Companies.

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0791239V7/ref=dbs_a_def_rwt_hsch_vapi_taft_p1_i0
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3XW�UHDO�KXQWHUV�RQ�
the beachhead

In the start-up phase, founders usually do sales 
themselves. As a scale-up, you need to hire sales 
managers. Some scale-up CEOs try to train new 
employees to become their clones: “New sales 
managers have a lot to learn about how we look 
at the world, what words we use, etc. In the be-
ginning, they will be shadowing me, and then 
slowly they can start taking over parts of the 
process and eventually can do the whole pro-
cess independently.”

But to win over your beachhead, you need to 
hire sales professionals who are better than you, 
who can sell to clients which you were not able 
to convert. Scale-ups can’t o!er the same finan-
cial incentives and security as big corporations. 
Instead, they can o!er financial incentives di-
rectly related to performance. 

Be prepared that a senior sales director might 
have a significant impact on your organization. 
“When I hired my sales director, he warned me 
that he would influence my strategy”, explains a 
scale-up CEO.  “He said: ‘Well, I can sell stu!, but 
you need to start delivering it!’ I said, ‘Okay, let’s 
agree on this’”. 

Make yourself visible 
LQ�WKH�EHDFKKHDG

As a scale-up, you are at the early stage of build-
ing a strong reputation within a chosen market. 
The market players do not always believe you 
are going to be around long enough to make a 
di!erence. What are the ways to win over skep-
tics? Get them involved in understanding your 
technology, make them appreciate the market 
opportunity. You can do so by presenting at 
business conferences or industry events where 
you share your expertise and demonstrate the 
opportunities for potential clients. “It has to be 
authentic”, emphasises a scale-up CEO. “People 
shouldn’t feel like we are here to sell. We are 
here to have a meaningful exchange of opinions 
about a specific topic. It’s like a boomerang. You 
throw it, and it will come back to you. Be ready 
to catch it.”

���'HâQH 2. Accelerate ���5HLQIRUFH

Lead selection

Proposition pruning

Sales hunters

Beachhead visibility



8

03 5HLQIRUFH�\RXU�
SRVLWLRQ�E\�SODQWLQJ�D�
ãDJ�RQ�WKH�EHDFKKHDG

,QYROYH�HYHU\RQH�LQ�WKH�
RUJDQL]DWLRQ�LQ�WKH�
beachhead success 

The beachhead strategy is counterintuitive and 
can be met with skepticism by your team. Em-
ployees might complain about losing cash or 
disappointing existing clients. It is not enough 
for a CEO to decide on the beachhead strategy. 
Everyone in the company needs to make daily 
choices in line with your strategy. You can cre-
ate a positive spirit internally by bringing your 
employees in contact with your beachhead cus-
tomers and by involving them in sharing your 
company’s success. When your successful re-
lationships with the beachhead customers are 
shared within the company, your team won’t 
complain about the lost clients and missed op-
portunities. When the whole team is focused on 
the victory, when you are all proud of your suc-
cess, you become unstoppable.

&UHDWH�D�SRVLWLYH�EX]]�LQ�WKH�
beachhead about your product

You need to concentrate all your company’s 
e!orts in one direction: serving your flagship 
beachhead clients, over-delivering to them so 
that they become your ambassadors in the busi-
ness community. It is important to find partners 
and allies who can accelerate the formation of 
infrastructure within a specific market segment 
to support specific reasons to buy. One scale-up 
CEO reflects on this: “There was this one decision 
maker who said: ‘I can build it. I can develop it. I 
can pay upfront and I want you to do what you 
do best.’ All the other customers were thinking: 
‘Okay, let’s see, maybe we could get all these 
partners work together!’ It is always a struggle. 
And here, it was a clear path. The partnership 
just really clicked.”

A CEO of a scale-up that o!ers sustainable 
building solutions understands the importance 
of creating a positive buzz in the industry: “It is 
awesome that we have a momentum and that 
our customers are willing to pay more for sus-
tainable houses. It is very exciting. Our solution 
has a massive environmental impact, and we see 
that more and more people are willing to invest 
in sustainability, which helps us scale.”

Everyone in the company 
needs to make daily 
choices in line with the 
beachhead strategy
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Reframe competitors by 
SRVLWLRQLQJ�WKHP�DV�IRFXVHG�
RQ�GLIIHUHQW�VHJPHQWV

Scale-ups believe in the value of their current 
innovative o!ering. Because of that, they risk 
overestimating their competitive advantage 
and underestimating the competition. Discard-
ing their value will not help convince potential 
clients, some of whom might have been buy-
ing from these competitors for many years and 
built trust in them. You can use your beachhead 
strategy to reframe the o!er of competitors. 
By clearly defining your beachhead segment 
you can then also position your competitors as 
serving a di!erent segment or a broad market. 
Instead of saying: “My product is better than 
an alternative”, you can say to potential beach-
head clients: “Well, they are great, but they are 
not focused on your specific needs. They have a 
broader or a slightly di!erent market, while we 
specialize in this segment to truly understand 
and solve your specific problem.”  

:LQ�RYHU�SXEOLF�RSLQLRQ�
as a beachhead leader

If public opinion is on your side, it helps to con-
vince your beachhead clients. Scale-up CEOs are 
actively searching for publicity and trying to win 
over public attention by emphasising their in-
novativeness and social impact. This process is 
mutual, because mass media are always hungry 
for news about innovative solutions for societal 
problems. 

When you strike a chord with the public, your 
idea can quickly reach a huge audience. One 
scale-up CEO created a story about four friends 
that started an adventure together because 
they believed in a better world. They built a tiny 
house that you can put on a truck, bring any-
where and then live a comfortable life: “This 
was a story of total independence, and it really 
struck a chord. We were picked up by a lot of 
media in the Netherlands. Fast Company wrote 
an article about us.”

���'HâQH 2. Accelerate ���5HLQIRUFH

You need to concentrate 
all your company’s e"orts in 
one direction: serving your 
flagship beachhead clients



Scaling your company is a dangerous journey. 
One scale-up CEO asked: “How to accelerate 
in such a way that you have enough power to 
go through the Valley of Death?” The answer is: 
by creating a beachhead. Focusing on a beach-
head is not a limiting belief; it is an empowering 
and accelerating belief. When you conquer the 
beachhead, the larger market is there for you. 
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This Research
This paper is written by Liselore Havermans, Ji-
ye Oh, Anna Fenko, Jörgen Sandig and Menno 
van Dijk. The research is conducted by Scale-
UpLab and supported by the Goldschmeding 
Foundation and Europees Fonds voor Regionale 
Ontwikkeling (EFRO). This research has benefit-
ted from valuable ongoing dialogue with many 
scale-up CEOs and external experts. 

In our deep dives, we bring together a diversity 
of relevant perspectives on insights from litera-
ture review and the theme at hand: perspectives 
from scale-up CEO’s and other scale-up leaders, 
theme experts from practice and academia. We 
do this to discover and create knowledge to-
gether, because the process of scaling is too 
complex for any of us to fully grasp from our in-
dividual perspectives. These deep dives revolve 
around reflexive dialogues in which all research 
participants explore a theme together. First, we 
discover together what is already known in re-
search and practice. Second, we broaden our 
perspectives and develop new insights by chal-
lenging our own perspectives. 

We alternate between zooming in and out while 
keeping our focus on the core theme (in this 
case, hiring the best in scale-ups). We zoom in 
by asking ourselves what patterns we can distill 
from diving into the similarities and di!erences 
of our experiences. We zoom out by critically re-
flecting 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 
action by sharing our emerging insights with the 
broader scale-up community, integrating them 
in our development programs for scale-ups, and 
developing tools to support scale-ups in their 
process of scaling.
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