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This research, in a nutshell..
Our combined Horizon37 and Cranfield University research team - with input from over 100
scale-up leaders in the innovation business ecosystem - examined the huge impact leadership
can have on success and failure during scale-up.
No-one leading an innovation scale-up wants to join the 24/25 start-ups that don’t get past 50
people1. Leadership must step-up as a business grows.
At points along the way, the urgency of change, and associated risk to the business, can
increase fast. We define the moment for a scale-up where unprepared leadership can pose the
greatest risk to the business as the Leadership Proliferation Threshold (LPT). The pending
risk is often neither foreseen nor properly mitigated for.
The key components of the collective leadership required beyond the threshold are creating
culture, setting direction, managing performance and feedback. Furthermore, leadership
must proliferate beyond the Founder/CEO for the scale-up business to thrive beyond the LPT.

1

Freeman, D. and Siegfried Jr, R.L., 2015. Entrepreneurial leadership in the context of company start‐up
and growth. Journal of Leadership Studies, 8(4), pp.35-39, referencing Young Entrepreneurs Council
(2013)
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1. Why does leadership matter in scale-up?
As a business grows, so do the demands on leadership. Even with a strong innovation, a
genuine market, good timing, and a sensible strategy… unfit leadership puts the business at risk
of failure.
Leadership is not doing. Innovators are usually very good at doing. But, doing, isn’t scalable.
Leadership is generating positive results through others.

“It is leadership that ultimately defines the difference between success and failure”
Phil O’ Donovan, Chairman of Twelve Winds and co-founder of CSR plc
What is at risk when leadership fails?

Source: experiences shared by the 57 Horizon37 community members participating in the Leadership Proliferation exploration event
Dec 2021.
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The right leadership delivers successful business outcomes of:
●
●

Achieving its mission - this could include deploying the product or service, generating
financial returns, creating jobs and disrupting a sector or social construct.
Raising investment funding and/ or achieving a positive exit.

2. When does leadership get mission critical? (Introducing the LPT)
More is demanded of leaders as businesses mature. But it’s not linear. At a critical point,
business risk gets massive if leadership can’t keep up.
That’s the Leadership Proliferation Threshold, and it occurs at around 40-50 people.

Source: Analysis by the research team of: interviews held with 30 scale-up business leaders; validation conversations with 40
leaders; survey results; and literature review.

There are many different controlling variables used to define the stage of maturity of a scale-up for example, the amount of investment raised, revenue, market traction, product regulatory
approval, IP creation, and many more. But Headcount matters most.
Ratified by interviews held with 30 scale-up business leaders; validation conversations with 40
leaders; survey results; and literature review; we asked the Horizon37 community at the LPT
online event (December 2021) to tell us at which point leadership needs to ramp up:
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Source: responses from the 57 Horizon37 community members participating in the Leadership Proliferation exploration event Dec
2021.

Fall “behind the curve” and business outcomes are put at risk. You can’t get away with mediocre
leadership any more.

“If you cut off the head of the snake, can it still survive?” Anonymous
“At the beginning, leadership is the typical founder. They have a hand in every aspect of
the company, marketing, all the way through to cleaning the office. As the business
evolves, so does the skill set within the company. Leadership then is about harnessing
those skills and therefore looking at a “longer horizon”. You want to be able to move
from looking at day to day or even minute by minute issues to planning 6/12 months
ahead.” - Anonymous

3. What kind of leadership is needed in scale-up?
We identified eighteen components of leadership required collectively in the business during
scale-up.
The relative importance of each component of leadership changes drastically as the business
evolves, and varies from business to business. There is no “one-size fits all” in leadership.
Scale-ups can waste a lot of time and money trying to be comprehensively good at it, sacrificing
pace and progress as a result.
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4. What are the most important components of leadership post LPT?
All 18 components matter, but not all equally. Don’t try to do them all at once!
To cross the LPT, four leadership components are required above others.

Source: Analysis by the research team of: interviews held with 30 scale-up business leaders; validation conversations with 40
leaders; survey results; and literature review to identify the hierarchy of leadership components post-LPT

“You need to go beyond the ‘band of rebels’ and get ready to scale.” - Jonathan
Wagstaffe, Founder and CEO, Growva

5. How do we know if we have the leadership right?
Look out for signs that the mission-critical components of leadership are strong as the LPT is
crossed. Invest in upskilling in a very targeted way.

“Leadership is a muscle. It’s something that needs to be practised and flexed.” Wenmiao Yu, Director of Business Development & Co-Founder at Quantum Dice Ltd.
We have developed check-lists for you to self-assess on each component and understand what
good looks like.
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a. Creating Culture
There is no “correct” scale-up culture, but it’s important to be proactive about creating the one
that’s needed for the unique business goals, priorities and people. Combine the best of the
founder culture with new values and norms required for scaling up the business. Purposefully
shift what no longer serves or could hold the business back in scale-up. Adapt. But whatever
you do, don’t drift!
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“Culture is one of the things that leadership builds. When people talk about successful
cultures they are also talking about successful leadership.” - Simon King, Partner,
Octopus Ventures
“My role as a leader is in setting and testing the boundaries between which my team
can innovate but also feel comfortable to fail. You can't innovate without failing, and it is
my responsibility as a leader to identify where the lines are.” - Wenmiao Yu, Director of
Business Development & Co-Founder at Quantum Dice Ltd.
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b. Setting Direction
The key is getting it appropriately detailed and all plans laddering up to the mission.
The problem isn’t usually with inspiring your scale-up team. It’s more often that there is a gap
between what people are inspired by, and what they are actually doing in the business. With
limited resources, ambitious goals, and pressure to move at pace; scale-ups can seldom afford
to waste time and effort on the wrong things.

“There are a load of ways to build something and influence people around a vision.
Look at successful examples of scaled companies.” Ben Murphy, Cleantech Investment
Director - IP Group
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“Direction setting is top priority: set out the big vision, communicate and inspire people
to rally behind it. Needed next is a plan to execute at a level down and have the team
buy in. Some people do one or the other. They may be good at the low level plan budgets and expansion plans to new markets, but lose the 5 year "where are we
going?" plan. More commonly though, founders are great with ‘big picture’ but unclear
on how to execute.” - Ed Lascelles, Partner, AlbionVC
“Maybe it's because I'm American but ego is important. It has a negative connotation in
the UK. When I mean ego I suppose I am talking about resilience, direction, identity
etc.” - Anonymous
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c. Managing Performance
How do leaders get the best performance out of others?
Performance management has a bad reputation. Is it just about horrible review conversations
and managing people out with a nasty process?
The bad reputation is at least partly to blame for an utter failure to even try it in many scale-ups.
Sometimes, teams develop where everyone is just a bit too nice to each other. In a scale-up,
getting the very best from people is essential. To manage performance at all levels, leaders
need to be catalysts.
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“Without it [leadership] we would at best be the sum of our individual parts - leadership
at any level opens up the possibility of 1+1=3.” - Anonymous

d. Feedback
Leaders need data, feedback, insight and advice to inform good decision-making. This applies
to everything from setting direction and deciding on how to organise the team, through to
choosing leadership style and developing resilience within the business.
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“There can be a risk of arrogance and overconfidence and lack of emotional empathy.
It's important that management, boards and investors can work together and one can
alienate people if you don’t bring them along. It’s a risk for CEOs and a risk for the
investors – you can burn through both, and self-awareness and shared vision is
important.” - Oliver Sexton, Investment Director, Future Planet Capital
“I have CEOs so arrogant and self confident that they can’t see their failings” Anonymous
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5. How do we get ready for the LPT?

Founders, investors and stakeholders must actively encourage a breadth of leaders at the LPT
stage and beyond, to allow the business to become more resilient, more agile and adaptable to
market changes and overall a more attractive proposition to investors.
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Appendix: Research Programme - Context and Approach
The full academic report documenting the research method and findings in detail is available
here (published 29 November 2021). Summary details are below.

Programme Set-up
The Leadership Proliferation Threshold research is the product of a collaboration between
partners from Cranfield School of Management and Horizon37 team members, focussed on
undertaking primary research into the correlation between leadership and business success in
scale ups.
This project follows in the footsteps of previous successful business-academic partnerships
(“Born or Made” and Villains vs. Value projects, working closely with Cambridge Judge Business
School and St John’s Innovation Centre, Cambridge respectively)

Research Team
●
●
●
●

Joanne Roberts, Partnership Manager, Horizon37
Katy Tuncer, Director of Coaching and Products, Horizon37
Orsolya Ihasz, Cranfield School of Management
Phillip Evans, Cranfield School of Management

Participants
This study is based on interviews, surveys and conversations conducted with >100 participants
from across the innovation scale-up business ecosystem. The findings are corroborated and
enhanced by the research team coaching, facilitating hundreds of scale-up leaders and a
detailed literature review to identify the hierarchy of leadership components post-LPT. We
socialised and validated the findings with participants at an event held for community members
in December 2021.

Horizon37

Page 18

Source: Average self-assessment responses from the 57 Horizon37 community members participating in the Leadership
Proliferation exploration event Dec 2021.

Participant Validation
We used LinkedIn, the Horizon37 website and e-newsletter, The Cambridge Network News,
Bettany Centre for Entrepreneurship, Warwick Business School, Cranfield School of Business
alumni, existing personal contacts, and direct requests to Horizon37 alumni, to reach
participants with our invitation to participate in this research - by interview and survey.
We conducted semi-structured interviews, for between 40 minutes and three hours each, with
thirty carefully selected scale-up business leaders between June - August 2021.
In our analysis, we only included responses from participants with experience in at least one
relevant role in the scale-up ecosystem. We were pleased to have captured a full range of
perspectives:
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Source: Participants who answered the question in survey, self-declaring experience in each role: font size indicates number self
declaring experience (i.e larger font, larger group size)

Definition of a Scale-up Business
"A Scale-up Business": a 3-7 year old company that meets any/all of the following criteria:
● Have had VC or Angel backing at least £1m in total
● Or are £500k p.a. revenue generating (product market fit)
● Or have grown 20% in staff from base 50 for three years
● Or have grown 20% revenue YoY from base £100k for three years
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