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INTERMEDIATED LEGITIMATION: HOW FOUNDERS BUILD NEW VENTURE
LEGITIMACY AMONG MAKE-OR-BREAK AUDIENCES

ABSTRACT
Many new ventures enter relationships with intermediaries, thereby ceding control to an
organization that becomes a make-or-break audience for them. These settings foster intense
experiences, suggesting that participating founders are likely to face a distinct set of challenges
as they seek to build their venture’s legitimacy. Yet we lack a systematic analysis of new venture
legitimation processes in the context of this critical audience type. To build new understanding
of these important dynamics, we conducted an ethnographic study of three ventures in an
Australian accelerator. Our study reveals three distinct legitimation pathways that ventures may
follow when seeking legitimacy from a make-or-break audience — the obedient, pragmatic, and
rebellious paths. We find that these pathways are jointly shaped by the expectations of the
audience, the emotional experiences of founders, and founders’ reactions to these emotions in the
context of perceived venture performance. We contribute to organizational scholarship by
identifying a novel set of new venture legitimation pathways that incorporate emotion,
conceptualizing “venture work™ as a distinct type of social-symbolic work designed to legitimate
startups, and shedding new light on the role of new venture support organizations in
entrepreneurial ecosystems.

New entrepreneurial ventures need legitimacy — a “generalized perception or assumption that the
actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system
of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions” (Suchman, 1995: 574) — if they are to take root. Yet
building legitimacy poses particular challenges for ventures as they come into being: their limited
history and track record make it difficult for audiences to evaluate their activities and potential.
Consequently, many new ventures struggle to acquire the resources needed to build commercially
sustainable businesses (Fisher, 2020). A growing body of work has considered how new ventures
can navigate these difficult waters to convince audiences that they are worthy of support, thereby
gaining the legitimacy and associated resources that they need to thrive and grow (e.g., Fisher,
Kotha, & Lahiri, 2016; Tracey, Dalpiaz, & Phillips, 2018; Soubli¢re & Gehman, 2020).

An increasing proportion of new ventures spend a part of their early lives embedded in
entrepreneurial intermediaries such as startup accelerators. From a legitimacy standpoint,

participation in an accelerator appears to offer significant benefits because it indicates to audiences
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that the venture has growth potential (Cohen, Fehder, Hochberg, & Murray, 2019). Indeed, the
validation provided by such programs has been shown to help ventures boost their standing
(Hallen, Cohen, & Park, 2023), allowing them to forge relationships with key audiences such as
investors and customers (Goswami, Mitchell, & Bhagavatula, 2018). This suggests that
accelerators have the potential to propel ventures forward, allowing them to garner the resources
crucial for early-stage growth.

At the same time, accelerators present a distinct environment for new venture legitimation.
First, founders are pushed to conform to a standardized set of performance indicators that are
designed to support comparability between ventures and which may not be well aligned with their
ventures’ specific needs (Nicholls-Nixon & Valliere, 2020). Second, founders operate in the
context of temporal compression — they need to demonstrate their ventures’ potential within a very
short period (Hochberg, 2016). Third, founders must meet the everyday needs of the business and
other audiences (such as customers and employees) in the present while simultaneously
demonstrating their ventures’ future scalability to the accelerator (Shankar & Clausen, 2020).

Accelerators represent an extreme example of a particular type of new venture audience that
we call make-or-break audiences. These audiences have two core characteristics: 1) they hold
valuable resources deemed critical for new venture success, and 2) they expect to have a say in the
strategic direction of the venture. They are especially important audiences, because their approval
has the potential to transform the fate of the venture and the lives of its founders. The unique
features of these audiences raise interesting unanswered questions about new venture legitimation.
Specifically, legitimacy scholarship emphasizes the key role of cognition and rational planning
(Tracey et al., 2018), yet make-or-break audiences typically foster a high-pressure environment

that can exert significant emotional strain on founders. Indeed, acquiring approval from them can
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involve a range of challenges that push founders to their limits (Ratinho, Amezcua, Honig, & Zeng,
2020), which suggests that legitimation is likely to be an especially intense experience. However,
we know little about the new venture legitimation process in the context of this critically important
type of audience. In this study, we therefore ask: How do founders seek to build legitimacy for
their ventures among make-or-break audiences?

To answer this question, we conducted a comparative, ethnographic study of three startups
in an Australian accelerator program. We follow their trajectories through this six-month program
and immediately after their exit from it. In doing so, we triangulate data from close observations,
in-depth interviews, and secondary sources.

We find that founders who seek legitimacy from make-or-break audiences experience
diverging legitimation pathways, which we label the obedient, pragmatic, and rebellious paths. At
the start of the relationship, founders perceive that their venture is subject to intense pressures to
conform to the expectations of this key audience — pressures that can be experienced by founders
as frustrating. The concerns generated by these pressures prompt founders to engage in “venture
work,” defined as purposive efforts by founders to shape a new venture so that it is seen as
legitimate. In our context, it involves adaptive venture work by founders to position their venture
in response to initial make-or-break audience expectations. This work takes different forms, from
accommodating make-or-break audience demands, to selectively accommodating some demands
and resisting others, to overt resistance. Intriguingly, each of these responses appears to trigger a
corresponding emotional reaction belonging to a category of emotions called prospective
achievement emotions (Pekrun, Marsh, Elliot, Stockinger, Perry, Vogl et al., 2023). These
emotions emerge when actors are set performance-related goals, face the prospect of being

evaluated on the basis of these goals, and the performance outcome is uncertain. Prospective
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achievement emotions shape subsequent relational venture work by founders to position their
venture and frame the nature of its relationship with the make-or-break audience as they exit the
program and build relationships with other audiences. Relational venture work, in turn, supports
varying legitimation outcomes, both positive and negative. A surprising finding is that initial work
to accommodate accelerator demands may ultimately backfire and result in negative evaluations,
whereas founders who question these demands may improve their chances of their venture being
evaluated positively.

In developing our arguments, we make three contributions. First, we theorize three distinct
new venture legitimation pathways, rooted in varying degrees of compliance and resistance, that
constitute alternative approaches that new ventures use to gain social approval from a key audience
that holds valuable resources. In contrast to research that presents new venture legitimation as
rational and strategic (e.g., Tracey et al., 2018), we highlight the important role of emotions in
shaping these pathways. Second, we conceptualize “venture work™ as a distinct category of social-
symbolic work. In doing so, we problematize the foundational distinction in this literature between
“self work” and “organization work™ (Lawrence & Phillips, 2019), and explain how venture work
differs from each of them. Finally, our model challenges prevailing understandings of new venture
support in entrepreneurial ecosystems by emphasizing the dynamics of interactions between
founders and support organizations rather than the “coachability” (Marvel, Wolfe, & Kuratko,
2020) of founders.

THEORETICAL BACKOUND
The Legitimation of New Entrepreneurial Ventures

Organizational legitimacy has its roots in the Weberian conception of authority and social order
(Cohen, Hazelrigg, & Pope, 1975; Suddaby, Bitektine, & Haack, 2017). It is typically

conceptualized as a form of social evaluation that is socially constructed and rooted in cognition
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(Meyer & Scott, 1983). From this perspective, organizations that are perceived by audiences as
illegitimate do not have the right to exist and are starved of resources (Deephouse, Bundy, Tost,
& Suchman, 2017), while organizations that are perceived as legitimate are accepted and offered
support to varying degrees according to how “desirable” they are (Suchman, 1995). Legitimacy
thus both reduces unwanted scrutiny from potentially hostile audiences and provides opportunities
for organizations to align with audiences that hold valuable resources (Hampel & Tracey, 2017).

Legitimation is “the process by which the legitimacy of a subject changes over time”
(Deephouse & Suchman, 2008: 54). A growing body of research is focused specifically on the
legitimation of new ventures (Fisher, 2020). At the core of this work are Stinchcombe’s (1965)
assumptions about the organizational “liability” of youth and the idea that gaining legitimacy is
central to our understanding of entrepreneurial success (Shepherd, Souitaris, & Gruber, 2021).
New venture legitimacy has traditionally been conceptualized as dichotomous — assuming a
singular inflection point at which ventures become legitimate in the eyes of homogenous audiences
(Zimmerman & Zeitz, 2002). From this perspective, new ventures need to achieve a “threshold”
above which they are accepted and below which they are not. However, research has increasingly
challenged the notion of a single legitimacy threshold and instead theorizes legitimation as an
unfolding process that is managed across audiences and time (Fisher et al., 2016).

First, regarding audiences, new venture legitimation can be understood as constituted
through the interaction between the venture and a range of audiences (Deephouse & Suchman,
2008). While early work emphasized legitimacy as a social evaluation that is shared across
audiences, more recent work emphasizes that it is audience-specific. In other words, ventures can
be legitimate in the eyes of one audience but not others, and audiences may rely on different criteria

in their legitimacy evaluations (Tracey et al., 2018). Moreover, entrepreneurs’ own priorities
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(“what matters to me”) sometimes conflict with the expectations of audiences (“what matters to
them”) (O’Neil & Ucbasaran, 2016). Thus, new ventures’ legitimation efforts may involve
managing multiple audience expectations and resolving conflicts arising from them.

Second, regarding time, research has shown that the legitimation of new ventures is
processual — ebbing and flowing as the relative salience of audiences and the competitive
environment evolve (Fisher, 2020). For instance, Tracey et al.’s (2018) study of the legitimation
of an Italian new venture revealed a dynamic process in which “the requirements for legitimacy...
shift very rapidly across multiple stakeholders” (p. 1655) forcing the venture to constantly adjust
its legitimation strategy. Soubliére and Gehman (2020) extend these ideas through a study of
ventures that crowdfunded investment on Kickstarter. They find that legitimation is a recursive
process whereby the success or failure of previous ventures generates “legitimacy spillovers, either
by encouraging audiences to support other related endeavors or by discouraging them from doing
so” (p. 472). This precipitates an evolving set of legitimacy challenges for the ventures.

But gaining legitimacy does not happen by itself — it requires “work” on the part of
organizations (Lefsrud, Graves, & Phillips, 2020). New ventures need to be skilled cultural
operators, marshalling the symbolic, relational, and material resources required to build shared
understandings about what they stand for (Zhao, Fisher, Lounsbury, & Miller, 2017). Prior
literature has identified a range of strategies that new ventures can deploy to do so, including,
crafting stories that serve as a “touchstone” for audience to evaluations (Lounsbury & Glynn,
2001); discursively constructing a “legitimately distinct” strategic positioning (Navis & Glynn,
2011); framing the venture in relation to already legitimate firms (Navis & Glynn, 2010); and
symbolically constructing the credibility of venture members (Zott & Huy, 2007).

An important way of theorizing these approaches to legitimacy building is as forms of social-
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symbolic work: “the purposeful, reflexive efforts of individuals, collective actors, and networks of
actors to shape social-symbolic objects” (Lawrence & Phillips, 2019: 31). The notion of social-
symbolic work is useful because it integrates a range of related ideas on how actors seek to make
sense of their social context so that it is meaningful. They do so through specific actions (forms of
“work”™) that are directed at legitimating particular targets (social-symbolic “objects”). As such,
legitimation is a foundational building block of this perspective that is central to understanding
how actors construct the world around them. In our context, the venture represents a social-
symbolic object that is intentionally shaped by founders to secure positive legitimacy evaluations.

The social-symbolic work perspective traces its roots to the social constructionist tradition,
starting with the symbolic interactionism introduced by Mead (1934) and brought into mainstream
sociology by Blumer (1969). Symbolic interactionism rests on three core ideas: that people act on
the basis of the meaning that they ascribe to social objects; that meaning emerges from people’s
interactions with others; and that meaning is continually constructed and reconstructed through
processes of interpretation rooted in language and other symbols. These ideas were reinterpreted
by Berger and Luckmann (1966) who were interested in how people conform to shared
understandings of social phenomena. In doing so, they draw on the concept of legitimacy to
theorize how people are socialized into the symbolic system they inhabit, and to explain how
particular behaviors in a social setting are considered “appropriate” while others are not. Berger
and Luckmann (1966) therefore provide a conceptual bridge between the symbolic interactionism
pioneered by Mead and Blumer and contemporary organization theory on legitimacy as a form of
social evaluation (e.g., Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Suchman, 1995; Suddaby et al., 2017).

It is striking that research on new venture legitimacy — including research in the social-

symbolic tradition — focuses on the expectations of the audiences whose approval new ventures
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are seeking to gain. As a result, we know relatively little about the everyday lived experiences of
new venture legitimation or how founders perceive and respond to the pressures that are placed
upon them. By treating founders’ legitimation efforts as a calculatedly rational endeavor, existing
theory only offers a partial explanation of new venture legitimacy, which marginalizes the critical
role of emotions in meaning construction (Boiger & Mesquita, 2012). As we note in the next
section, these emotions may be experienced especially intensively in the context of make-or-break
audiences such as accelerators.

Intermediaries and New Venture Legitimacy: Startup Accelerators as an Extreme Type of
Make-Or-Break Audience

Many new ventures increasingly operate through intermediaries — such as incubators, science
parks, and startup accelerators (Eberhart & Eesley, 2018). While the boundaries between these
forms of intermediary are not clear cut, a distinctive feature of startup accelerators is their focus
on intensive training and upskilling through a carefully orchestrated set of consultation activities.
More specifically, startup accelerators are “learning-oriented, fixed-length programs that provide
cohorts of ventures with mentoring and education” (Hallen et al., 2020). As well as training,
accelerators offer various other benefits such as a co-working space, shared services, focused
networking, and investor access (Hochberg, 2016). The majority of accelerators also invest small
amounts themselves in exchange for equity positions (for example, $20,000 for 10% equity), or
charge a fee for participation (Yu, 2020).

Accelerators are a relatively new organizational form. Their birth is commonly traced to the
founding of Y Combinator by Paul Graham in 2005, followed quickly by imitators such as
Techstars, Seedcamp, Dreamit, and 500 Startups (Hochberg, 2016, Miller & Bound, 2011). The
apparent success of accelerators in supporting new ventures has led to their rapid diffusion around

the world. Seed-DB — a database of accelerators — counts 190 active accelerators, which have
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“accelerated” 8,153 companies worldwide, 1,326 of them to successful exits (Seed-DB, 2024).

There is much debate about the impact of accelerators on the ventures that they support.
Nascent research in strategy and organizations tentatively suggests that they can be effective in
terms of venture survival, growth and follow-on funding, albeit with caveats and variations
(Cohen, Fehder, Hochberg, & Murray, 2019). This work identifies several mechanisms that
explain how accelerators support — and sometimes hinder — new ventures. For example, Hallen et
al. (2020) find evidence for distinct learning processes driven by “broad, intensive, and paced
consultation” (p. 379), and show that accelerators differ in their ability to generate these learning
outcomes.

By contrast, Cohen, Bingham, and Hallen (2019) focus on the core design elements of
accelerators such as intensity, transparency, and standardization of mentoring services. They find
that certain design choices are more effective for addressing the “bounded rationality challenges”
(p. 810) facing entrepreneurs, while some exacerbate these challenges. Taking an interactionist
approach, Krishnan, Cook, Kozhikode, and Schilke (2021) analyze the relationships between
participating ventures in accelerators. They show how specific forms of accelerator interaction
(e.g., bonding rituals in shared workspaces) facilitate selfless giving on the part of entrepreneurs
without expectations of reciprocity. Yet, other interactions (e.g., tournament rituals) can trigger
“vicious exchange dynamics” (p. 700) creating unstable environments for new ventures.

From a legitimacy standpoint, founders who belong to a startup accelerator face a distinct
set of circumstances. Upon entry, the accelerator becomes founders’ core audience and gaining
legitimacy from it becomes a core objective: founders are conscious of the potential of accelerators
to act as “springboards” for their future success (Hallen et al., 2023: 2090). For founders, then, the

quest for legitimacy from an accelerator is perceived as a high-stakes endeavor, one which often
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ends in failure, but which offers significant rewards for those that succeed (McGloin, Saxton, Rao,
Hintz, Coletti, Hamlin et al., in press). However, gaining legitimacy from a startup accelerator is
not straightforward and poses a distinct set of challenges.

First, accelerators have their own legitimacy requirements and seek to present to their
audiences — typically networks of financial investors — a set of ventures that embody the “ideal
startup” where product-market fit and scalability have been tested and validated (Beyhan,
Akcomak, & Cetindamar, in press: 36). Founders are therefore placed under pressure by
accelerators to present evidence that demonstrates their future scalability in order to “signal” future
success and provide “comfort” to the accelerator that they have “not run into a development
roadblock™ (Robinson, 2022: 652). While these “signals” may be consistent with what investors
are looking for, they are designed for comparability between ventures and may not be well aligned
with the ventures’ specific needs or how the founders want to present their ventures.

Second, founders’ final evaluation in an accelerator takes place at a predetermined point in
time, namely exit from the program, and sometimes even on a particular day (Hochberg, 2016).
Given that accelerator programs seldom exceed six months’ duration, startups in accelerators
experience temporal compression that is quite unlike other startup environments. Indeed, as the
label suggests, accelerators are underpinned by the notion of “time compressed scaling” (Shankar
& Clausen, 2020: 1). Their goal is to provide fast-paced and intensive mentoring to entrepreneurs
(Hallen et al., 2020) and they are known for creating high-pressure, competitive environments with
a “distinctive and explicit focus on speed” (Qin, Wright, & Gao, 2019: 962). Thus, there are
profound temporal pressures facing ventures in accelerators that shape their quest for approval.

Finally, in addition to demonstrating growth potential, founders must attend to the day-to-

day needs of running a nascent business. This involves maintaining the support of other audiences,
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such as customers and employees who tend to have a present- rather than a future-oriented focus.
For instance, customers expect ventures to build and enhance their product offerings (Shepherd &
Zacharakis, 2003) while employees expect ventures to create supportive work environments
(Moser, Tumasjan, & Welpe, 2017). Attending to these audiences in the present while also
positioning their venture to meet accelerator legitimacy expectations of future scalability involves
significant complexity.

Unsurprisingly, these challenges can place severe emotional toll on entrepreneurs, shaping
their “reality” (Berger & Luckmann, 1966) as they seek to make sense of and respond to
accelerator demands. Indeed, some accelerators, such as MIT delta v, acknowledge the emotional
challenges that are frequently faced by participating founders and offer targeted support to help
them manage stress, anxiety, and depression (MIT, 2019). Yet, we know little about the distinct
nature of new venture legitimation in accelerators or the emotional toll involved in attaining social
approval from an audience that has the potential to make-or-break their ventures.

We can therefore think of accelerators as representing an “extreme” setting (Eisenhardt,
1989) in which to study new venture legitimation because the experiences of founders are likely
to be particularly intense. This has the advantage of crystalizing and rendering especially
transparent the core processes that we are interested in. But other important resource holders for
new ventures can also be considered make-or-break audiences. This includes other intermediaries
with co-working spaces such as incubators and science parks, as well as investors such as venture
capital firms and business angels, that seek to influence how their funds are used and stage their
investments contingent on performance targets being met.

The Puzzle: How Founders Navigate New Venture Legitimacy Among Make-Or-Break
Audiences

Research on new venture legitimacy has shed important light on how organizations in the making
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can gain approval among audiences, but has not systematically considered legitimation processes
in make-or-break audiences such as accelerators. A growing literature suggests that interacting
with and seeking approval from these audiences can produce especially intense experiences. This
suggests both that founders are likely to face a distinct set of legitimacy challenges when they
engage with them and that founders’ emotions are likely to play an important role in the hot-housed
environments cultivated by such audiences. Studying new venture legitimation in this context is
therefore particularly intriguing because it allows us to move beyond accounts of new venture
legitimation that emphasize strategic rationality and instead to closely examine founders’ lived
experiences. To build new understanding about these important dynamics, we examine how
founders seek to attain legitimacy for their ventures from an extreme type of make-or-break
audience — startup accelerators.

METHODS

To answer our research question, we conducted a six-month inductive, comparative, ethnographic
study of three ventures that were part of the 2019-2020 cohort of Equilate Enterprises, an
Australian startup accelerator (see Appendix 1 for an overview). All venture, entrepreneur, and
accelerator names have been changed to preserve anonymity.

Research Context

Equilate is one of Australia’s first accelerators with a fully integrated seed funding investment
program. It is amongst the largest equity-backed acceleration programs in the country with the
goal, according to its CEO, of “pushing Australia into the knowledge economy.” Participating
ventures receive AU$100,000 investment funding for 10% equity when they begin the program
and have the opportunity to access a further AU$150,000 of follow-on funding up to six months
after the end of the program, if they successfully meet pre-agreed-upon metrics and milestones.

As such, the ventures have a vested interest in being positively evaluated by Equilate. We selected
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as case studies the following three startups from the first cohort.

LogiPedia (a logistics company). The co-founder of LogiPedia, Jack, had been working on
his company for over two years before entering the accelerator. Originally, the company had been
pitched as “Expedia, for shipping.” However, Jack soon learned that customers did not want to
book (and be responsible for) their own freight forwarding; they wanted an agent to do it. Thus,
LogiPedia became a tech company that works as a traditional agent, but mobilizes technology to
make the process cheaper. Yet despite promising lower fees than its rivals, the venture had not
managed to scale its customer base. Upon entering the accelerator, Jack was asked to reconsider
the fundamentals of his business model and value proposition.

Flix (an entertainment industry company). Flix was founded by a husband-and-wife team:
Jess and Jason. They had been working on their venture for two years. The venture, which provided
a horizontal pricing system for entertainment venue tickets, had hit a roadblock and was short of
capital. Early media attention, while at first helping the venture to gain traction, had backfired with
the venture unable to meet very high customer expectations on several lucrative deals. However,
Equilate was nonetheless excited about the venture’s product offering. Upon entering the program,
the founders were pushed to reconsider their business model and target different types of clients.

Immerse VR (a virtual reality company). Immerse VR offered Virtual Reality experiences
for use in education and training. The company was based on another venture that the founders’
(Anna and Muhammed), both former engineers, had successfully created overseas in the Middle
East. The founders looked to Equilate as a means to build a customer base in Australia, a market
they did not know and where they were unknown. Yet, the founders’ tech expertise had impressed
Equilate at the application stage. Upon entering the accelerator, Equilate mentors emphasized the

need to reconfigure their venture’s business model for the Australian market.
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These ventures were interesting to us because, despite their different track records, upon
entering the accelerator they were all evaluated by Equilate as highly promising startups with the
potential to scale quickly, but also to have significant weaknesses in their business models that
needed to be addressed to fulfil this potential (see Appendix 2 for illustrative initial evaluations).
Thus, from a legitimacy perspective, they had very similar starting points from which we could
observe legitimation dynamics unfold.

Data Collection

We gathered interview, observational, and archival data as summarized in Table 1. Two of the
authors negotiated access to the empirical setting and collected the data. One of these authors is an
anthropologist who specializes in user centered design, while the other is a cultural scientist who
specializes in design and innovation. In return for access, they offered to provide advice on user
centered design to Equilate’s participating ventures.

A strength of our data is that they were collected mainly in real time — and included the
period that the ventures participated in the six-month program (October 2019) until shortly after
they exited. Our ethnographic approach allowed us to track changing legitimacy dynamics in the
accelerator as they unfolded and to counteract, at least to an extent, possible retrospective bias and
memory decay among informants (Van Burg, Cornelissen, Stam, & Jack, 2020). This data
collection is unusual in new venture research because it is “difficult to carry out” (Davidsson &
Wiklund, 2007: 260), with many entrepreneurs unwilling to allow the level of access needed to
generate high quality data given the constraints and pressures they face. This proved especially
useful for capturing the emotional dynamics that became a core part of our analysis.

Our first main source of data is forty-three semi-structured interviews. The interviews with
the founders of our focal ventures (30 interviews) were particularly important, as they allowed us

to understand their experiences on the program. We also conducted interviews with other actors
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associated with the accelerator, including other startup founders (eight interviews) and people in
key positions at Equilate, including mentors and staff (five interviews). These additional
interviews helped us to gain a better understanding of the accelerator’s approach, symbolic system,
and the legitimacy expectations it conveyed to the ventures. Interviews lasted between 30 minutes
and three hours and averaged 60 minutes. Twenty-eight were conducted face-to-face, for example
during coaching days at the accelerator that we attended nearly every week throughout the
program, with the remaining 15 interviews conducted over Zoom. During coaching days, in
particular, we engaged in “real-time interviewing” (Barley & Kunda, 2001). This involved using
interviews to triangulate our own observations of ventures’ experiences with founders’, accelerator
staff’s and mentors’ interpretations of events (coaching sessions and other meetings), and their
views of the ongoing interactions between the ventures and the accelerator. The interviews covered
five main themes, including the role and expectations of the accelerator, the use of metrics and the
definition of venture success, the challenges experienced by early-stage startups, the interaction
between founders and mentors, and the expectations of investors (see Appendix 3).

Observations at Equilate formed our second main source of data. These were usually
conducted at least once per week and occasionally twice per week. The timing of the observations
was designed to coincide with salient events that we thought would generate interesting data. We
conducted 30 discrete observations of mentoring and pitching sessions, social events, groups
discussions, and other meetings, all of which took place at the Equilate workspaces. Observation
took place over six months (from the start of the program up until its termination). Each
observation lasted between one and four hours and was conducted in person, for a total time of
approximately 60 hours. Our observations focused on the experiences of the founders during their

time on the program, with a specific interest in understanding the interactions between startups,
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mentors, and staff (see Appendix 4 for our observation protocol). We paid particular attention to
founders’ interpretations of and responses to the accelerator environment and key unfolding
events, consistent with an in sifu ethnographic approach (Bechky, 2020). An electronic field diary
— noting salient events and informal conversations with and between all stakeholders — was kept.
Our third source of data was archival data. We examined 335 newsletters, Twitter releases,
news-accounts, and blogposts published by Equilate that detailed the ventures’ evolution and
achievements. These data were important for understanding the accelerator’s reactions to and
evaluations of the ventures over time, and for triangulating the insights on legitimacy outcomes

from our interview and observational data.

Data Analysis

Our analysis centered on our three focal ventures and relied on a comparative and grounded
ethnographic approach (DiBenigno & Kellogg, 2014). The authors that had collected the data
worked with another author who is an organization theorist to code and interpret the data.

First, through our observations and interviews in the early stages of the accelerator program,
we sought to understand the environment created by the accelerator. We noticed that the founders’
experiences were shaped by how the coaching sessions were run, and specifically how the mentors
conveyed their expectations and Equilate’s investment requirements. We coded our data for
themes that would allow us to explain these emerging observations. Our analysis suggested that
the accelerator environment was characterized by two key dynamics that shaped the experiences
of the ventures: “expedited achievement pressures” to scale quickly and demonstrate growth
potential; and “new evaluation metrics” which the ventures were expected to adopt. This part of
the analysis allowed us to uncover what Equilate viewed as a legitimate venture, how it was

communicated to the founders, and the “founder legitimacy concerns” that resulted.
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Next, we inductively examined (and then contrasted) the experiences of our three focal
ventures. We noticed “frustration” among all founders about having to “please” the accelerator
while experiencing other urgent demands pertaining to the everyday management of their ventures.
This prompted us for the first time to consider founders’ affective experiences, and we became
increasingly interested in the role of emotions in influencing the legitimacy dynamics of the
ventures in the accelerator. Using in-situ interviews with founders, we sought to deepen our
emerging understandings of their affective experiences and how these shaped their approach to
securing positive legitimacy evaluations from Equilate. In contrasting the three cases, we relied on
the close reading of interview notes, field notes, and archival data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). We
noticed that while the founders of all three ventures felt frustration, there were clear differences in
how the founders responded to the demands of their mentors — ranging from compliance to overt
resistance. We categorized these responses as different types of “adaptive venture work,” which
we theorize as a form of social-symbolic work (Lawrence & Phillips, 2019) designed to secure
venture legitimacy (in our case, from the accelerator).

Having become attuned to the founders’ emotions, we noticed that, following the different
types of adaptive venture work, there was variance in how the founders felt about their relationship
with mentors and the likelihood of a positive evaluation from Equilate. Interestingly, the founders
from the venture that was most accommodating of the accelerator’s demands was eventually the
least confident that their venture would be evaluated positively by Equilate, while the founders
from the ventures who had been less compliant appeared to feel increasingly confident that their
ventures would be evaluated positively by Equilate.

In coding for emotions, we paid attention to both explicit and implicit displays of founders’

affective experiences. Consistent with Massa, Helms, Voronov, and Wang (2017), we relied on
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our observations of founders’ reactions to mentors’ feedback and other events at Equilate, and the
language used by the founders to describe their experiences, thoughts, and feelings. In doing so,
and following Zietsma and Toubiana (2018), we looked for key words that captured founders’
emotion-laden reactions. We consulted the literature on emotions to help us interpret our emerging
insights and in doing so encountered the concept of “achievement emotions” (Pekrun et al., 2023),
which are the emotions displayed by individuals when they are set performance goals. A subset of
these emotions, labelled “prospective achievement emotions,” describe the emotions displayed in
the pursuit of future oriented goals when it is unclear whether the goals will be met. This type of
emotion appeared to capture founders’ affective states as they progressed through the program.
Examples of how we coded for founder emotions are provided in Appendices 5a and 5b.

Furthermore, we noticed that towards the end of the program, the founders’ venture work
appeared to be shaped by these prospective achievement emotions. For example, feelings of
hopelessness displayed by one set of founders who became increasingly pessimistic that that they
would be able to secure a positive evaluation from the accelerator seemed to trigger the founders
to disassociate their venture from Equilate. We categorized this type of work — that we attributed
to a different category of “relational” (vs. adaptive) venture work — as “symbolic distancing”.

In “putting patterns together” (Locke, Feldman, & Golden-Biddle, 2022), the distinct types
of venture work that our focal ventures engaged in — which were demonstrably linked to different
emotional states of their founders — helped us explain diverging accelerator legitimacy evaluations
(i.e., whether or not the ventures received approval from Equilate at the end of the program). We
observed positive legitimacy evaluations for the ventures that had symbolically embedded or
reunited with the accelerator’s symbolic system, and a negative legitimacy evaluation in the case

of the venture that had symbolically distanced itself in the final stages of the program. Appendix
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6 provides a summary of our constructs and Table 2 presents additional evidence for each of them.

In a final phase, we examined more closely the relationships between our constructs to create
a theoretical model of new venture legitimation among make-or-break audiences. Our model
identifies three discrete venture pathways that help to explain the legitimation outcomes we
observed (Figure 1). To ensure the trustworthiness of our findings, we conducted follow-up
interviews with the founders of the three ventures after their completion of the program. We

presented the key ideas and concepts in our model to them and incorporated their feedback.

FINDINGS

Our findings reveal the dynamics of new venture legitimation in an accelerator setting. We begin
by illustrating the make-or-break audience environment at Equilate, which generated a specific set
of founder legitimacy concerns about whether the ventures would be able to gain Equilate’s
support. These concerns led to emotional turbulence among the founders, with frustration about
the accelerator’s requirements experienced by all of them. This emotional reaction precipitated
three different types of adaptive venture work (accommodation, selective adherence, assertive
resistance) that positioned the ventures with respect to Equilate’s demands.

Following the enactment of these types of venture work, the founders displayed varying
dominant prospective achievement emotions (hopelessness, assurance, anticipatory joy) linked to
their evolving perceptions of venture performance (positive or negative). These emotions, in turn,
precipitated further relational venture work (symbolic distancing, symbolic embedding, symbolic
reuniting) that positioned the ventures with respect to Equilate as they exited the program and
sought to build relationships with other audiences, and which was designed to provide the
foundation for the relationship between the venture and Equilate going forward. In two cases (Flix

and LogiPedia) the ventures left the program with strong make-or-break audience approval (i.e., a

Page 20 of 70



Page 21 of 70

oNOYTULT D WN =

Academy of Management Journal

positive legitimacy evaluation from Equilate), but in one case (Immerse VR) the venture left the
program with make-or-break audience disapproval (i.e., a negative legitimacy evaluation from
Equilate).

Our process model (Figure 1) conceptualizes how start-up founders’ affective experiences
shape how new ventures seek legitimacy from make-or-break audiences.! The core of the model
is structured around three legitimation pathways, which we label the compliant, pragmatic, and
rebellious paths. To indicate the source of the data presented, we label interview quotes as “Int.”,
notes from observations as “Obs.”, and quotes from archival data as “Arch.”.

Make-Or-Break Audience Environment

Upon entry into the program, Equilate mentors and staff began to convey directly — and in no
uncertain terms — to the founders that they needed to quicken their ventures’ pace of development.
The accelerator constructed an environment with clearly defined expectations and sought to mold
the ventures in line with its perception of what constituted a successful startup. First, Equilate
expedited achievement pressures by valorizing scale and nurturing an intense and competitive
environment. Second, the accelerator constructed new evaluation metrics for the ventures by
setting its own requirements for reporting designed to allow for venture comparability to teach
participating founders an “investor mindset.”

Expedited achievement pressures (1). With intense feedback sessions and weekly sharing
meetings, the accelerator pushed ventures to revise their business models and explain more clearly
their growth potential. Mentors told the founders that their ventures needed “to scale quickly”
(Obs.) and to embark upon high-growth trajectories. We observed this dynamic in various

mentoring sessions, such as in the following interaction between Jack (LogiPedia) and his mentors:

IFor clarity, we use numbers (1, 2, 3) to distinguish the three types of adaptive venture work in our findings and
model, and letters (A, B, C) to distinguish the three types of relational venture work in our findings and model.
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Session 1: Mentor: “It’s important to become a tech company.” Jack: “Yeah, especially important if
we decide to scale up.” Mentor: “Not if, when you scale up — so [that] investors can know what to
do.” Jack: “It's heading in the right direction.” Mentor: “Yes, but it [currently] has no direction.”
Session 2: Mentor 1: “If you can push the numbers, you can getter better evaluation.” Jack: “2.5
million with the current data.” Mentor 2: “I understand. But can you get more?” (Obs.)

For the mentors, becoming a “tech company” meant developing a clear B2B business model —
manufacturing technology-intensive products (in the case of ImmerseVR) or selling technology-
intensive services to an identifiable pool of target clients (in the case of LogiPedia and Flix). The
expectation that the ventures should turn quickly into tech businesses with high valuations was a
proxy for setting a high “innovation bar.” (Int.) Equilate also fostered an intense environment,
which contributed to the founders experiencing acute pressures to demonstrate their venture’s
growth potential early on. In Jack’s words:

“It sucked all the way! [laughs] No seriously, sometimes, having two coaches was like [he mimics
being beaten by one, then stomping against the other] I had whiplash from each of them! I told
Equilate -- who knows, maybe they will do something about it.” (Int.)

The other founders, such as Anna (ImmerseVR), described similarly intense experiences:

“One of the mentors actually told us: “When I heard about your business, I was like why the f* would
anyone invest in your business? It does not sound like it could go anywhere.’ It was just very harsh.”
(Int.)

Overall, the accelerator set demanding expectations for the ventures to grow quickly and for the
founders to ‘toughen up’. These expectations appeared to form part of Equilate’s mission to mimic
“a business environment that’s rapidly changing [in which founders must be] able to adapt, re-
strategize and move quickly.” (Arch.) We categorize this aspect of the accelerator’s environment
as expedited achievement pressures, in which ventures experience intense pressure to demonstrate
growth potential and scale quickly, nurtured through a rough and competitive environment.

New evaluation metrics (2). Equilate also sought to radically restructure how participating
ventures understood ‘success’. The ventures were repeatedly asked to produce a new array of

metrics and indicators (such as sales or margins) that ‘proved’ their current performance and future
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viability. Jack from LogiPedia, for instance, said that the Equilate mentors pushed his venture to
focus on particular and, from his perspective, limiting parameters: “All they cared about was sales,
sales, sales. No focus on user experience, developing the product, or other things. Just sales.” (Int.)
This reflected the accelerator’s emphasis on getting the ventures to quickly demonstrate their
growth potential, with financial metrics such as sales growth and profit margins as critical
indicators of the ventures’ overall performance in the eyes of Equilate. Jess from Flix interpreted
the focus on such metrics as evidence that Equilate was “favoring only one kind of business” — she
referred to high-growth, platform-based business models (a model derived from fast growing tech
companies typical in the Silicon Valley) — “but how many Amazons can there be?” (Int.)

Besides the focus on narrow valuation metrics, the ventures were expected to produce a
comprehensive set of 52 reporting documents. As Anna (ImmerseVR) explained:

“Each document was on different things. One document was on marketing strategy, another one was
our product road map, using personas, and so on... all of those things that we never thought we’d
need or thought about. We did not even know what they were when we started the program. ... So,
we had to set up all of that by the end of the program and I think they thought the marketing strategies
and user personas, all of those things that we had to create, would help us grow our business.” (Int.)

A Member of Equilate’s management team described this process as “getting them [ventures] to a
point where an investor could lift the lid and do due diligence and all their systems are in place
and they're [reliable] across all their metrics — that will attract investors.” (Int.) Relatedly, to
convey an “investor mindset”, Equilate organized pitching sessions attended by investors from
their network who provided direct feedback to the founders. As explained by the same member of
the management team:

“It's really about showing that you have a sustainable business model in place, with the right
infrastructure [so] that an investor can come along and say, ‘right, if I give this company $5million,
I can see how they're going to use it, how it's going to help them reach different milestones and grow
the company from X to Y’.” (Int.)

Thus, the ventures were asked to adopt new evaluation metrics: they were pushed to embrace
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a new set of performance indicators designed to radically restructure how they think about and
position themselves for ‘success’. This new evaluation system defined the accelerator’s view of a
‘legitimate’ early-stage venture. In this way, Equilate conveyed to the founders that they needed
to show that their ventures were capable of scaling quickly. They had to do so by conforming to a
set of metrics that did not always align with their ideas about the core priorities they faced.

Founder legitimacy concerns. Despite their reservations about Equilate’s measures of
‘success’, all three founder teams wanted their ventures to be positively evaluated by the
accelerator so that they could access its support and resources. In the case of ImmerseVR, co-
founder Muhammed emphasized that the venture needed Equilate’s approval to access Australian
investors which he believed were vital for gaining a foothold in the Australian market: “Once you
talk to the next [investor], they will want to know if Equilate continued to invest in you!” (Int.) As
such, the founders were concerned that their mentors would look upon them favorably. Indeed,
Anna, the other co-founder, repeatedly pointed out that it was important that she and Muhammed
could convince their coaches that “[we do] what you want us to do”. (Int.)

Jack, the founder of Logipedia, said that he was very “stressed” (Int.) about how Equilate
would assess his business model: he had left his pregnant wife in another city to participate in the
program and the pressure to succeed was therefore acutely felt by him. He seemed almost certain
that his mentors would “detect flaws™ in his venture’s approach (Int.), but at the same time believed
that that his mentors’ approval was vital for his venture: “I know it’s important to take the advice
on board,” he said nervously (Int.). Indeed, he reasoned that being on the program and gaining the
accelerator’s support meant that he would be “forced” to follow Equilate’s recommendations and
adopt its metrics (Int.) — which initially he seemed to accept as unproblematic.

Finally, Jess from Flix said of their mentors that “being surrounded by people who are
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invested both emotionally and financially in your business” meant they were under pressure to do
“whatever possible to make sure you achieve what you set out to” (Arch.). They believed that “the
value of [Equilate’s] investment is set by you — that is, the more you put in, the more you get out”
(Arch.). Jason explained that from early on, the founders “decided to be all in,” taking all of the
feedback on board, including criticism. He was concerned that “if you didn’t do this, you wouldn’t
get as much from the program and there were some businesses who may have butted heads with
[Equilate] and didn’t want to open up” (Arch.).

Thus, the result of the environment shaped by Equilate was a specific set of founder
legitimacy concerns — founders’ concerns related to how their venture was evaluated. We use the
term legitimacy concerns rather than legitimacy expectations, which is more common in the
literature, because it highlights our focus on the distinct experiences of legitimation from the
perspective of founders. By contrast, the notion of legitimacy expectations emphasizes the
audience perspective and prioritizes their needs.

Crucially, while the founders were all concerned about securing approval from Equilate (and
its follow on funding) at the end of the program, they still had to attend to the daily operations of
their ventures in the present. This was challenging for the founders and led to frustration as an
emotional reaction, as described below.

Founders’ Emotional Reaction: Frustration

We noticed that the founders of our three focal ventures reacted emotionally to the expectations
that they were subjected to by the accelerator. While they experienced a range of emotions,
including feeling overwhelmed and at times disorientated, frustration stood out as a dominant
emotional reaction that was shared by all of them. Equilate expected founders to work on a detailed
growth plan, draft venture strategies for different areas of the business (marketing, product

development, etc.), and regularly report on progress, which meant that the founders felt constrained
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in their ability to attend to their regular operations. When we visited the accelerator and talked to
the founders, they often shared their frustrations about Equilate’s demands. For example, we
bumped into Jack (LogiPedia) after a mentoring session. Visibly agitated, he said:

“See, now a client calls me, and I have to figure out this shipping. Yesterday, it all blew out! And
now I have to go back and think about [the next] f* six months from now.” (Obs.)

He referred to the documents that Equilate wanted him to produce in which he was asked to report
on plans to grow the business in the short-term, prove the size of the target market, and provide a
narrative for why LogiPedia was best positioned to serve that market. In addition, attending the
regular mentoring and pitching sessions felt like “extra-curricular activities” to him, “which is
difficult when we are trying to solve our day-to-day issues” (Int.). Anna (ImmerseVR) reported
similar feelings. Equilate had asked the founders to focus on providing “all sorts of metrics about
cost per customer... But when you are new to a market, the cost for that first customer is not
quantifiable — it's not the same. You just need to get [your first customer], whatever the cost, to
get started.” (Int.) Thus, Anna argued that developing and reporting on such metrics often felt “like
a distraction”. Her frustration is apparent in the following quotation:

“I thought why the hell are we compiling these documents when we should be going out and using
our mentors’ help to engage more customers?... They [mentors] kept saying if we don’t have these
structures in place, we’re probably not ready to be doing that. It was quite conflicting information
because at the same time they would make us post how much money we were making every week
on this board, so that all the startups could see it.” (Int.)

Jess and Jason from Flix also reported frustration about Equilate’s narrow reporting metrics which
they believed were not tailored to the specific challenges facing their business. For example, their
mentors wanted them to focus on high margins, but the founders felt that this was fundamentally
at odds with their business model, which was focused on buying and reselling a product (i.e.,
vouchers for entertainment venues). Jess shared her feelings in an interview:

“If you sell a service, then the margins on that service are crazy. But if you, like us, have to buy a
product [i.e., vouchers] and then sell it, then the margins are very small. And yet, if you sell with big
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margins to a few customers, you do have a much larger risk profile than if you sell with small margins
to thousands of customers... I think that this might be an unintended consequence of the model they
[Equilate] are using.” (Int.)

As such, we noticed frustration as an emotional reaction of the founders in response to the
conditions they needed to meet to secure Equilate’s investment and the pressures that this entailed.

Venture Legitimation Paths

Following this initial emotional turbulence, each venture embarked on a divergent path to address
its legitimacy concerns. We labelled these paths the obedient, pragmatic, and rebellious paths. Our
analysis suggests that they were shaped by how founders’ emotions evolved throughout the
program. The paths comprise three elements. First, the founders engaged in different forms of
adaptive venture work to position their venture in response to the accelerator’s expectations as
they entered the program. In enacting these forms of work, founders exhibited varying levels of
conformity to Equilate’s demands. Second, the founders displayed differing dominant prospective
achievement emotions (Pekrun et al., 2023) — emotions related to the likelihood that they would be
evaluated favorably at the end of the program. These emotions were positive for founders who
believed that their venture was likely to be evaluated positively by Equilate and negative for
founders who believed that their venture was to be evaluated negatively by Equilate. Third, as
founders’ affective experiences evolved and they continued to reflect on the performance of their
ventures (positive or negative), they came to engage in different types of relational venture work
to position their venture with respect to the accelerator as they exited the program. In enacting
these forms of work, founders varied in the extent to which they aligned with or distanced from
Equilate. We illustrate the path for each venture — connecting different types of adaptive and
relational venture work and founders’ dominant achievement emotions — below. Given constraints
of space, we recognize that these paths are inevitably simplified. For example, when enacting

adaptive venture work we also observed elements of relational venture work and vice versa. In
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these circumstances, for the sake of clarity we focused on the dominant dynamics that we observed.
Nonetheless, we believe that they capture a set of theoretically significant dynamics about new
venture legitimation in make-or-break audiences.

ImmerseVR: Obedient Legitimation Path

In the case of ImmerseVR, we observed that the founders, Anna and Muhammed, engaged in
adaptive venture work that took the form of the initial accommodation of Equilate’s demands.
Despite following closely the accelerator’s advice, the founders began to perceive that their
venture was performing poorly. Feeling unable to push back, they experienced hopelessness
regarding the likelihood of accelerator approval. Thus, they later engaged in the relational venture
work of symbolically distancing themselves and their venture from Equilate. We label this the
obedient path, although note that the founders lost hope and eventually detached from the
accelerator.

Adaptive venture work type 1: Accommodation. We noticed that despite the founders’
doubts about Equilate’s guidance — as illustrated by their frustration stemming from the pressure
it placed on them to report on aspects of their venture’s operations they deemed tangential to their
overriding concern (i.e., accessing Australian customers) — Anna and Muhammed did not feel able
to question their mentors. As Anna explained, their assumption was that the mentors “are right,
and we should be listening to them because they have been doing this for decades and we are in
our 20s and never ran a business before... Who are we to say they are not right?” (Int.) As a result,
despite experiencing situations when they felt very confused in their own minds about Equilate’s
demands, they decided not to push against these demands and to position themselves and their
venture as conforming to the expectations that were placed upon them:

“We would walk away [from a mentoring session] and then reflect a little bit and be like ‘actually, I
don’t know if this is a good thing for us to do.” And then we would go to the next meeting and maybe
discuss it, but it was never ‘no, we disagree with you. This isn’t the path we want to take’ or anything
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like that.” (Int.)

In enacting this work, the founders sought to be compliant: they believed that showing that their
venture was able to meet Equilate’s expectations would enable Immerse VR to secure the
accelerator’s long-term support, which they saw as crucial going forward. As Muhammed argued:

“Ultimately, I want to be able to [do] business the way I want to... [But] at the end of the day,
Equilate is an investor. You gotta talk to them, keep them happy.” (Int.)

He gave the example of their venture diligently adopting Equilate’s reporting requirements and
developing and presenting plans that matched their growth expectations.

In sum, our analysis suggests that ImmerseVR engaged in a form of adaptive venture work
that we term accommodation, which we define as founders acquiesce to the demands of the make-
or-break audience by prioritizing its needs and positioning the venture according to its
expectations. The explanation for the founders’ willingness to accommodate Equilate despite their
frustrations and doubts may be rooted in their relative inexperience: they were the youngest
founding team, and felt simultaneously overwhelmed and dependent on Equilate to gain access to
a foreign market that was new to them, perhaps rendering them more open to their mentors’
demands.

Dominant prospective achievement emotion (1): Hopelessness. Anna and Muhammed
initially felt fortunate that they were able to benefit from their mentors’ expertise. Indeed, Anna
said: “The program was the best thing that ever happened to us” (Int.) and felt it had helped to
compensate for her and Muhammed’s relative inexperience. However, accommodating their
mentors’ recommendations while not fully buying into them left them feeling exhausted and
increasingly pessimistic about the direction of their venture and how well it was doing. Anna
emphasized the toll it had taken on her:

“That we had to burn out in the second part [of the program] was kind of pointless. [Equilate] pushed
us to refine our idea rather than focus on sales and so we did not get as many contacts or networks
[in Australia] as we thought we would.” (Int.)
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The founders soon realized that accommodating Equilate’s demands meant adhering to
requirements that, from their perspective, were not appropriate for their business. For instance,
like most ventures in the program, they were encouraged to develop a subscription-based business
model (with products or services delivered in return for a flat fee at set intervals), but felt that this
could not be readily applied to ImmerseVR. As a result, Anna and Muhammed increasingly lost
hope when complying with the accelerator’s requests. Anna told us:
“It always feels like they [mentors] are trying to put us into a mold that we just aren’t ready to go
into and we feel like we are failing because [we ask ourselves] why can’t we be just like the other
businesses? Why can’t we have a recurring business model?... It feels confusing... We just cannot
compare ourselves [with them] but we have to. It is really weird.” (Int.)
The founders were exhausted from trying to please Equilate while being unsure about how to apply
the accelerator’s prescriptions to their business. Thus, despite accommodating the accelerator’s
demands, they continued to feel disheartened:
“It was very stressful and confusing. We worked weekends and nights... We even completely tried
to wipe our business. We’d say we completely abandon the business and do what you want us to do
and create a software that will produce monthly recurring revenue that is still VR and education
based... And then we would go to a meeting, and we would be like: ‘ok, we spent the last two weeks
on this, and this is it: we’re going to do this.” And they [mentors] would be like: ‘what!? You [are] a
simulation business! Why did you [end up focusing on that]?’ And we were like: ‘we thought this is

what you wanted’. And then even they [mentors] were confused as well. It was just a bit of a mindf*.”
(Int.)

Anna added:

“There were times towards the end of the program where I was just so exhausted. I was avoiding
people. I was avoiding the mentor; I did not want to see him or talk to him... I was thinking this
program had just been a waste of a time. It had been terrible.” (Int.)

Thus, our analysis suggests that the founders experienced hopelessness — a feeling that “success
cannot be attained” (Pekrun et al., 2023: 148); they could not see a route forward and doubted
their ability to convince its make-or-break audience of their venture’s potential. They knew that
that if Equilate did not evaluate ImmerseVR positively, they would be denied access to its follow-

on funding — funding they deemed crucial to the venture’s future viability. After a social event at
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Equilate, Muhammed approached Jack from LogiPedia and said to him, half-jokingly: “Maybe I
should invest in your company.” (Obs.)

Relational venture work type A: Symbolic distancing. With the founders’ exhausted from
trying to please the accelerator, while losing hope that they could make their venture a success and
pessimistic about the likelihood of being positively evaluated by Equilate at the end of the program,
we noticed that the founders began to distance their venture from the accelerator’s evaluation
metrics. Instead, they refocused ImmerseVR on its previous priorities, such as relationships with
its existing clients in the Middle East. The founders felt that this was the best route forward for the
venture, as adopting Equilate’s guidance had left them feeling demoralized and doubting their own
abilities. As Anna explained to us:

“I was super exhausted, so I was like whatever. If we can’t get into the Australian market [now],
maybe we get there eventually; we don’t need to focus on it now. So, we continued to support our
clients back in Qatar and we got some really great big projects with them. So, we kind of just focused
on them. ... We kind of just went back to our old ways ... and continuing to be the consulting business
that we were instead of trying to [adopt this recurring revenue] model that we could not fit into. [And
we decided] not to put too much pressure on us to break into the Australian market and kind of just
take it slow.” (Int.)

She also told us that, despite moving ImmerseVR’s HQ to Australia (which had been one of
Equilate’s requirements to enter the program), the venture started working on new products for
their overseas clients who had asked for new simulation-based software applications. Where the
founders had initially celebrated the venture’s connections to Equilate, they came to reduce and
ultimately stop posting about their connections to the accelerator, focusing instead on other
audiences in Doha. Anna bluntly admitted to us: “I was so exhausted, I really wanted to distance
myself from them [Equilate].” (Int.)

Thus, we categorized the founders’ relational venture work at this point in the program as
symbolic distancing, which we define as founders disassociate the venture from the make-or-break

audience and its symbolic system as they build relationships with other audiences.
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LogiPedia: Pragmatic Legitimation Path

Turning to LogiPedia, we noticed that the founder, Jack, engaged in adaptive venture work in the
form of selective adherence in response to Equilate’s demands. This appeared to work well:
combined with the founder’s increasingly positive perception of his venture’s performance, this
approach led to enhanced assurance about the prospect of being positively evaluated by Equilate.
It was followed by relational venture work in the form of the symbolic embedding of its
participation in the accelerator and the networks accessed. We label this the pragmatic path,
because it involved the careful acceptance of those accelerator prescriptions that were deemed
useful, and the careful rejection of those that were not deemed useful.

Adaptive venture work type 2: Selective adherence. Rather than straightforwardly
accommodating the accelerator’s demands, Jack was selective in the prescriptions to which he
complied but also careful not to upset or antagonize his mentors. We observed that, through the
selective adherence enacted by Jack, the venture ceremonially adopted Equilate’s reporting metrics
and appeared to comply with the mentors’ requests, but in practice remained focused on aspects
of business development that the founder regarded as more crucial for the success of the venture.
Jack’s early frustration dissipated as he enacted this pragmatic approach. He explained: “I try not
to argue with them [mentors], use metrics that do not make sense [to me], and try to get the best
out of it.” (Int.) As such, he was able to contain negative feelings towards Equilate.

Jack decided to be “transparent” about LogiPedia’s sales data, business development and
marketing strategies, “leaving [his] pride at home.” (Int.) He had sacrificed a lot going into the
program — he was required to relocate to a different city (where Equilate was based), with his
pregnant wife remaining at home more than a thousand miles away — which made him even more
determined that his venture would succeed: “there was no way I would walk away without the

$150,000” (Int.), he said, referring to Equilate’s follow-on investment.
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Unlike ImmerseVR, however, LogiPedia did not simply accept the prescriptions of its
mentors. Jack told us that he “took all the advice from the weekly meetings... I took it all in and
digested it and used what was applicable.” What he did not find “applicable” was:

“We’re a low margin business. ... Where I got confused is that... our actual gross profit — what we
actually take back at the end of the day — mattered more [to us] but [to Equilate] the idea of making
profits was even kind of blasphemous. To me, that was really strange. What’s more important is
getting as much volume as possible [and] building a sustainable business [by] taking more bookings
through the platform. ... [Gaining] traction should be the only thing that matters.” (Int.)

Although he did extensively report on the financial metrics requested by Equilate and delivered a
report to his mentors every Thursday, his primary concern continued to be acquiring more
customers and managing his existing clients. He would often mention to us that he felt more like
“a business owner rather than a start-up owner” (Int.), by which meant that he had a team of staff
in a different Australian City to which he felt primarily accountable. He said that focusing on
acquiring more clients and investing in relationships with existing clients was therefore crucial to
retain and motivate them — which he described as “dealing with some bigger issues [and] keeping
focused on what we are doing” (although he would not openly talk about it in such terms to his
mentors):

“For us it [is] more important to get customers and deliver customer support... We’re a growth
[orientated] business; our customers don’t care who Equilate is.” (Int.)

Overall, Jack channeled his frustration regarding Equilate’s demands that had seemed to
overwhelm him initially, and judiciously decided which of the accelerator’s prescriptions to follow
and which to ignore. This was different from how Anna and Muhammed of ImmerseVR had dealt
with their emotions upon entering Equilate — they had sought to suppress their frustrations
altogether in order to comply with the demands placed upon them. Our interpretation of the
discrepancy is that Jack more acutely experienced the everyday pressures of running a business

and satisfying client needs because LogiPedia, unlike ImmerseVR, already had a growing
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customer base. In sum, our analysis suggests that LogiPedia engaged in a pragmatic form of
adaptive venture work that we term selective adherence, which we define as founders comply with
the make-or-break audience demands that are deemed as enhancing, and reject the demands that
are deemed as undermining, the venture’s positioning.

Dominant prospective achievement emotion (2): Assurance. Selective adherence was not
an easy form of adaptive venture work to enact. During our visits to Equilate, we noted that Jack
often felt anxious: “they [mentors] told us that our business model was not working, and they asked
us to reconsider what was working... I was very stressed.” (Int.) Throughout the program, he
consistently said that he did not place much store by Equilate’s metrics or spend much time on the
growth plan that his mentors wanted to see: “Otherwise, you can’t get much done.” (Int.) Yet, at
the same time, Jack found that the process of carefully selecting and rejecting different aspects of
the accelerator’s prescriptions forced him to think critically about his venture. Working closely
with the mentors to address weaknesses in LogiPedia’s business model and positioning also helped
to build his composure: “you’re able to detect flaws that you never would have seen on your own.
That has been incredible.” (Arch.) Thus, as LogiPedia progressed through the program, Jack
became increasingly optimistic about its performance.

As such, Jack found ways to appreciate the ways in which Equilate was able to support his
journey and felt assured that his venture would ultimately be evaluated positively by them. A few
months into the program, Jack started to engage with potential investors that Equilate had
connected him to, and in doing so built confidence from combining aspects of his own judgement
with aspects of the accelerator’s guidance. For example, he presented key insights from the reports
that his mentors had asked him to prepare: “The confidence I gained from the accelerator has been

such a big asset going into VC negotiations — even if it hasn’t resulted in capital yet.” (Int.) He
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mentioned that he “used to get so worked up and nervous before meetings, particularly when the
stakes were higher than usual. This nervousness significantly compromised my pitch.” (Int.)

At the same time, he emphasized that by continuing the venture’s focus on signing up
customers and enhancing client experience — which he had set as key priorities despite Equilate’s
advice to focus almost solely on financial metrics — “we started to get some revenue, we started to
get traction. .. we started to feel more validated as founders™ (Int.), thereby also fulfilling Equilate’s
expectations. And while he had initially felt frustrated about balancing the pressures of his day-to-
day business activities and Equilate’s demands, he subsequently argued:

“I was forced to do it and because I was forced to do it, I had no choice but to learn how to do it. ...
Having to do something I was not used to doing and ending up surviving, was a big personal growth
for me.” (Int.)

Thus, following Jack’s selective adherence to the accelerator’s demands, he experienced
assurance — a “subjectively certain attainment of success” (Pekrun et al., 2023: 149) — regarding
the direction of his venture, and that this direction would ultimately lead to the successful
completion of the program and positive evaluation from his make-or-break audience.

Relational venture work type B: Symbolic embedding. Following Jack’s overall positive
affective experience stemming from his engagement with Equilate, we observed that towards the
end of the program he sought to position LogiPedia symbolically to external stakeholders as a
venture that had gone through Equilate’s training, and to leverage the networks the venture had
acquired. For example, Jack opened a round of investment and started engaging with VCs across
Australia. In doing so, he used his Equilate experience:

“Maybe I have grown arrogant since leaving Equilate, but you saw what I dealt with every week and
that level of inquiry in interrogation gets you a very kind of thick skin. So, we went to pitch [to some
VCs], and I went through our three-minute pitch up on the screen and everything like that and ten to
fifteen minutes through their questioning I said: ‘guys, I’ve just gone through six months of absolute
hell answering questions about everything like this. If you know, this is the level of depth, we’ve got
a data room put together where you can go and get details on this stuff, but I’d just like to request
that you get deeper with your questions otherwise the data room has everything, you know,
everything you guys are looking for right now’.” (Int.)
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Jack described his reaction to VCs’ questions with surprise. When VCs tried to find loopholes in
his business, he confidently shifted the conversation, referring them to the metrics and data that
Equilate had asked him to produce:

“I was like, I’'m so far past this!... all these things that Equilate forced us to do, allowed me to have
that conversation and say ‘look, I can’t quote it off the top my head but it’s all in our data room. If
you’d like access tomorrow you can look at our financial forecast years, you can look at what our
marketing strategy is, you can see all of our human resources documentation’.” (Int.)

Thus, we categorized LogiPedia’s relational venture work as symbolic embedding, which we
define as founders’ use their connections to the make-or-break audience and its symbolic system
to position the venture as they build relationships with other audiences. Jack positioned LogiPedia
as a successful product of Equilate’s program to signal the rigor of the venture’s operations to
potential investors. In a sense, LogiPedia strategically used Equilate’s legitimacy requirements and
its high-pressure environment — which Jack had earlier experienced as frustrating and
overwhelming but now contributed to confidence in his venture’s prospects.

Flix: Rebellious Legitimation Path

In the case of Flix, our third venture, we observed yet another trajectory. The co-founders, Jess
and Jason, engaged in adaptive venture work in the form of assertive resistance in response to
most of Equilate’s demands. Despite this more confrontational approach, the founders perceived
that their venture was performing well as it progressed through the program, and they experienced
anticipatory joy regarding the likelihood of being evaluated positively by the accelerator. This
produced a thaw in relations between the venture and the accelerator, which ultimately led Flix to
engage in the relational venture work of symbolic reuniting with Equilate. We label this trajectory
the rebellious path, although the venture and the incubator reconciled at the end of the program.
Adaptive venture work type 3: Assertive resistance. Like the other founders, Jess and Jason

had experienced frustration and often confusion regarding Equilate’s demands. However, they
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expressed these emotions much more openly than the other founders. Specifically, they shared
with their mentors their discontent about the requirements being placed upon them, which they
viewed as generic and not tailored to the specific needs of their venture. As Jason explained:

“We came into the program with the idea of absorbing everything. But not everybody works in the
same way and so the problem is that you have a tool that Equilate imposes on us without necessarily
knowing how each company functions. ... We decided ... to pick up what made sense and ignore
comments or approaches that did not work for us.” (Int.)

By way of illustration, we observed an interesting interaction whereby one of Flix’s mentors urged
the founders to devote attention to developing partnerships with the major cinema chains in
Australia (thus discontinuing their focus on smaller, regional cinemas). During one mentoring
session, the mentor presented data to the founders which showed that the major cinemas have
about 80% of the market share nationally. “But”, argued Jess, “it is precisely because they [regional
cinemas] have that local reach that it is interesting to people who market in regional Victoria.” As
a compromise, the mentor suggested developing a separate voucher scheme for regional cinemas,
which would allow Flix to serve both markets. We noted in our field diary that Jess seemed “less
excited and pushes back on the fact that they already have dynamic pricing for them.” (Obs.)

The founders’ clear rejection of key aspects of Equilate’s advice sometimes resulted in open
conflict with their mentors who were not pleased that the team was questioning their guidance.
Jess described a difficult situation that unfolded after she had expressed her frustration about
Equilate’s reporting metrics to one of her mentors. The next day, he came into the office which
they shared with founders of other ventures in the program and screamed at everyone:

“He was using really inappropriate language, swearing and saying that we didn’t know how lucky
we were to be there; it was totally not on. I just stood up and told him that it was unfair to make
everyone feel guilty when it was clear that he was just referring to me. He didn’t like that! He stormed
out. I didn’t let him get away with it though. I followed him to his office and told him that his style
of leadership was shameful and disappointing.” (Int.)

As these data indicate, Jess and Jason had a strong sense that they were being given the
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wrong advice — and of being treated unfairly by their mentors for disagreeing with them. Their
frustration and discontent were the most visible amongst all founders. We categorize their resulting
adaptive venture work as assertive resistance, which we define as founders openly dismiss the
demands of the make-or-break audience by prioritizing their own understanding of the venture’s
needs and priorities. As such, Flix’s adaptive venture work was much more confrontational than
that of ImmerseVR and LogiPedia — perhaps partly because the founders were older and more
experienced, and therefore more comfortable in openly questioning Equilate’s demands.
Dominant prospective achievement emotion (3): Anticipatory joy. At times, Jess and Jason
seemed annoyed with Equilate’s approach — they frequently said that they felt the accelerator was
“imposing” its assumptions on them (Int.). Yet, despite the founders’ decisive rejection of many
of the accelerator’s demands, their perception of their venture’s performance became increasingly
positive as they progressed through the program. To the founders’ delight, Flix began to attain
significant traction with customers, and they became sure they were “going to make it” (Int.). Jess
explained that, by using their own judgement about the most appropriate strategy for their venture,
the founders were able — perhaps counterintuitively — to maximize the value of the accelerator:

“We came into the program with confidence in our underlying opportunity and an awareness that we
needed help to build a business that could truly make the most of that opportunity. By throwing
ourselves into the program, we were able to extract the maximum benefit that it had to offer. Today
we have a crystal-clear vision of where we need to go and are fully equipped to build a business
bigger than we ever thought possible”. (Arch.)

As their perception of their venture’s performance strengthened, Jess and Jason felt buoyed
and even joyful regarding their growing success, which they believed confirmed the vision that
had guided them. Both founders felt a deep sense of satisfaction about the work they had done to
position their venture, develop new marketing strategies, and expand their networks with potential
clients. For example, their networks with independent regional entertainment venues were growing

— the founders had targeted this customer group despite their mentors’ advice; it now provided
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them with a solid customer base. As Jason explained when discussing Equilate’s expectations:
“We decided to be smarter about this, and to pick up what made sense [to us].” (Int.)

Towards the end of the program, Flix was increasingly singled out by Equilate as an example
of how the accelerator was able to support startups and it frequently featured the venture in its
media campaigns (as we will describe in further detail below) — which affirmed Jess and Jason in
their anticipation of success. During one event organized by Equilate to raise awareness of the
program to potential new applicants, we observed the following:

“COO Equilate starts introducing Flix by mentioning that the two founders are a former investment
banker and a former economist. Then she mentions that they just recently struck a deal with potential
of over 10 million customers. As the COO announces that, Jess looks at Jason, and winks — with the
certainty of somebody who has reached a milestone and the promises of a couple who is going to
make it.” (Obs.)

Thus, despite the tensions and having mostly rejected Equilate’s demands, the founders
experienced anticipatory joy — the “anticipation of future success” (Pekrun et al., 2023: 149) —
regarding the venture and its prospects of receiving a positive evaluation from their make-or-break
audience. This is expressed as a building excitement about what may transpire rather than as a
burst of elation.

Relational venture work type C: Symbolic reuniting. Following the founders’ positive
affective experiences and anticipation of success, they began to symbolically reposition Flix to
external audiences (including clients and investors) as an Equilate portfolio company. When the
tensions with Equilate mentors emerged in the early part of the program, Flix had played down its
links with the accelerator; indeed, it had forged relationships with independent regional
entertainment venues in defiance of the advice it had received from Equilate. As tensions cooled,
however, and their perceptions of venture performance evolved positively, the founders overcame
their frustration with the accelerator. They increasingly embraced the public image of Flix as a

venture that had emerged from Equilate. In doing so, Flix did not change its business model to
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align with its mentors’ prescriptions, but saw strategic advantages in being associated with the
accelerator.

For example, Jess and Jason invited some of Flix’s external mentors, investors, and clients
to Equilate’s events (socials, pitching sessions, and community-building meetings), which Jason
suggested was an opportunity to “take care” of their key stakeholders (Int.) by introducing them
to the program — which was deeply embedded in the local innovation ecosystem — thereby
strengthening their partners’ relationships and networks. It is perhaps ironic that those invited to
the events included contacts from the world of independent cinema and media, which the
accelerator had previously urged them to discontinue. Yet, we noticed that the founders realized
at this juncture that the public positioning of Flix as an Equilate portfolio company could only
benefit them. As Jason pointed out:

“I mean, come on, they have us everywhere! Jess’s face pops up on Equilate ads all the time, even
on my social media feed. Last week she did a talk for them.” (Int.)

Overall, we refer to this type of venture work as symbolic reuniting, which we define as founders
reposition the venture as compliant with the make-or-break audience’s symbolic system after
initial rejection of its demands as they build relationships with other audiences. In the next section,
we explore the legitimation outcomes for Flix and the other ventures; i.e., how they were evaluated
by Equilate at the end of the program.

Legitimacy Outcomes: Make-Or-Break Audience Evaluations

For two of the ventures (LogiPedia and Flix) which had initially rejected — albeit to varying degrees
— aspects of the accelerator’s demands and later publicly associated themselves with the
accelerator, Equilate’s evaluation was unequivocally positive; the accelerator approved of and
supported these ventures and celebrated their success. Both ventures secured the AU$150,000

follow-on funding. For ImmerseVR, which had initially accommodated the accelerator’s demands
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but later began to separate itself from the accelerator as the founders lost hope in their venture’s
prospects of success, Equilate’s evaluation was negative, resulting in the accelerator eventually
discontinuing its support of the venture. The venture did not secure Equilate’s follow-on funding.

Positive legitimacy evaluation: make-or-break audience approval and celebration.
Equilate celebrated the achievements of LogiPedia and Flix and supported their further scaling
efforts towards the end of and immediately following the program. For example, it published
“founder stories” on its website and regular newsletters (shared with their investor community) in
which they reported on the success of their portfolio companies. One such story about LogiPedia
described an internal restructuring of the venture following input from Equilate, calling it “some
sleek operation” and lauded the partnerships the venture had secured as “taking major steps
forward” in its growth trajectory (Arch.). Jack also told us that following LogiPedia’s participation
in the program, Equilate had promoted the venture to prospective investors and was “instrumental
in brokering some of the new investment round.” (Int.)

Flix was equally celebrated through Equilate’s founder stories. For example, a social media
post read as follows: “[Flix] was successful in accomplishing several breakthroughs which
significantly increased their market opportunity and decreased the risk of their business.” (Arch.)
On the Equilate website, Flix was described as “now the largest cinema ticketing platform for
schools across the country and will soon become the largest for corporates, too.” (Arch.)
Intriguingly, we noticed that Equilate highlighted and celebrated that the founders had been open
to the feedback of their mentors and took on board their guidance (even if this had only occurred
occasionally, as we knew from the founders’ accounts). For example, according to the accelerator:

“[The founders] came into the [Equilate] Ventures program with open minds, ready to take on
challenges that were presented to them and prepared to test the market opportunities for their business.
They recognized that they had significant momentum with the business and that there was more work
to be done to achieve exponential growth into the future. ... We are confident that [Flix] is well placed
to scale their company and achieve their long-term ambitions. We’re excited to welcome [Flix] into



oNOYTULT D WN =

Academy of Management Journal

the [Equilate] Ventures Alumni and look forward to watching them continue to grow.” (Arch.)

When we asked one of Equilate’s program managers how he felt about the way that Flix had
actually pushed back on many of the accelerator’s prescriptions, we were surprised to hear him
respond as follows:

“We can’t stand up and tell the companies to focus on customer feedback so much and then not practice
what we preach and take on the same feedback from the companies. We’ve made a lot of major
changes to the program from last year’s cohort, and [Flix] were a big part of providing that feedback.”
(Int.)

Thus, despite Flix assertively resisting Equilate’s demands in the early part of the program,
the venture was celebrated for its achievements — achievements that Equilate publicly attributed to
its program. In a similar manner, LogiPedia was also celebrated by Equilate, with the program
again taking credit for enhancing key aspects of its operations. Accordingly, we define make-or-
break audience approval and celebration as the venture receives endorsements and support from
the make-or-break audience, such as connections to investors, customers, and the media.

Negative legitimacy evaluation: Make-or-break audience disapproval and abandonment.
ImmerseVR, by contrast, lost the accelerator’s support towards the end of and following the
program. Although Equilate continued to share updates on all alumni ventures in its newsletters,
updates about ImmerseVR were largely descriptive and did not highlight or celebrate
achievements. One such update read: “[ImmerseVR] has met with VR developers and business
owners around the world in virtual worlds with their avatars on a daily basis. The team hopes that
in the coming months and in the long term, this technology can help businesses and students
collaborate and learn remotely.” (Arch.) ImmerseVR did secure successes towards the end of the
program. However, these were mainly connected to its product offering in the Middle East, which
Equilate did not appear to deem worth mentioning, perhaps because they were not due to the

support the venture received on the program.
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Interestingly, Equilate’s treatment of ImmerseVR towards the end of the program differed
markedly to the early part of the program. As Anna observed: “We thought we were their
[Equilate’s] star company. [The chairman] wrote a couple of pieces about us... and then nothing.”
(Int.) She also mentioned to us that Equilate had significantly reduced the support it provided to
the venture, describing the accelerator as being “pretty hands off™:

“They have tried to help with networking, but mostly it consisted of emails. They would send an
email saying so and so does this, you do that, maybe you should get a coffee. And that is quite
different from the early approach, where they ran stories on us.” (Int.)

Anna knew that success stories shared with Equilate’s investor community could play an important
role in helping the venture to gain traction. But the breakdown between Equilate and ImmerseVR,
which had left the founders feeling hopeless and led them ultimately to distance their venture from
the accelerator, meant that the relationship seemed beyond repair: it appeared that Equilate had
lost interest in and abandoned ImmerseVR. Equilate’s approach to ImmerseVR was in stark
contrast to the continued approval and encouragement that it provided to LogiPedia and Flix and
the celebratory stories that it published about them, allowing these ventures to further tap into
Equilate’s networks and support system. Based on our analysis, we therefore define make-or-break
audience disapproval and abandonment as ventures failing to receive substantive endorsements
and support from the make-or-break audience in terms of connections to investors, customers, and
the media.

In sum, following the completion of the program, LogiPedia (pragmatic legitimation path)
and Flix (rebellious legitimation path) gained legitimacy in the eyes of Equilate, while ImmerseVR
(obedient legitimation path) lost legitimacy in the eyes of Equilate. Thus, the ventures that had
initially challenged the accelerator through selective adherence or assertive resistance to its
demands ultimately, and paradoxically, received more positive legitimacy evaluations than the

venture that had started the program by diligently accommodating its demands — an intriguing
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dynamic which we further explore and theorize in the discussion section.

DISCUSSION

We set out to understand how founders seek to build legitimacy for their ventures among make-
or-break audiences. To do so we conducted a comparative, ethnographic study of three startups in
a high-profile Australian accelerator. In this section, we abstract from our findings to articulate
three contributions to scholarship at the intersection of organization theory and new venture
creation.

New Venture Legitimation Among Make-Or-Break Audiences: Theorizing Pathways and
Emotions

We have focused on legitimation not from the perspective of evaluators, but from the perspective
of organizations — in our case startups — that are pursuing legitimacy. This has allowed us to offer
a novel perspective on new venture legitimation, one that centers on the experiences of founders
and highlights their legitimacy concerns.

Our model is derived from an analysis of new venture legitimation in a startup accelerator.
We have argued that accelerators constitute an “extreme” case setting (Eisenhardt, 1989) in which
to study new venture legitimation because of the profound intensity of the founders’ experiences.
Crucially, however, we consider that our model and the dynamics that we identify are broadly
transferable to ventures whose founders are seeking approval from any make-or-break audience
that holds valuable resources deemed critical for new venture success and which expects to have
a say in the strategic direction of the venture. This includes other key new venture intermediaries
such as incubators, science parks, and venture capital firms. We therefore believe that our
arguments are relevant not only to accelerators, but to new venture legitimation more broadly.
Specifically, we extend legitimacy scholarship in two ways.

First, we theorize three distinct new venture legitimation pathways — the obedient,
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pragmatic, and rebellious paths — which represent different ways through which new ventures seek
to attain social approval from a core audience on which they depend. Underpinning these paths are
forms of adaptive venture work that shape ventures’ subsequent legitimation trajectories: while
some founders may initially decide to diligently “accommodate” the audience’s demands as they
seek approval from it, others may decide to follow such demands discriminatingly through
“selective adherence,” or to openly dispute them through “assertive resistance.” While we cannot
definitely explain the reasons for these varying reactions, our data indicate that founders’ prior
work or start-up experience may play a role by generating emotional resilience that helps them to
confront adversity (Ahmed, Ucbasaran, Cacciotti, & Williams, 2022) and builds their confidence
so that they feel able to challenge audience demands.

Intriguingly, while obedience might intuitively seem the most straightforward path to
gaining legitimacy from a make-or-break audience, our model suggests it can have unintended
consequences. Indeed, a surprising aspect of our findings and model is that adaptive venture work
to accommodate audience demands may backfire and ultimately result in negative legitimacy
evaluations. By contrast, selective adherence and assertive resistance — which represent more
agentic forms of adaptive venture work — may lead ultimately to positive legitimacy evaluations.
This suggests that initially deviant venture work is, counterintuitively, more likely to translate into
desirable legitimacy outcomes than venture work that conforms to audience expectations.

Our explanation is that founders seeking to legitimate their venture by reluctantly
accommodating audience demands may experience negative prospective achievement emotions —
a sense of hopelessness — which means that this path cannot be pursued for long because it is
emotionally exhausting. This can lead to founders becoming trapped in a spiral of negative

emotions (frustration about audience demands, followed by hopelessness regarding the likelihood
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of a positive evaluation) which precipitates an urge to separate their venture from the audience
through a form of relational venture work we term “symbolic distancing”. By contrast, founders
who respond to initial feelings of frustration towards a key audience through deviant adaptive
venture work may ultimately experience positive prospective achievement emotions — assurance
or anticipatory joy. The pairing of negative and positive emotions creates a “moral battery” that
serves to “motivat[e] action away from an unattractive state and towards an attractive one” (Zhang,
Voronov, Toubiana, Vince, & Hudson, in press: 16). The contrast in emotional states drives
founders’ subsequent venture work: the move from negative to positive emotions “suppresse[s]
confrontational actions” (Zhang et al., in press: 16) prompting the founders to symbolically
(re)align with the audience to obtain its support though forms of relational venture work that we
term “symbolic embedding” and “symbolic reuniting.”

Second, we theorize the role of emotion in processes of legitimation. Our model reveals
that — regardless of the path adopted — the pursuit of legitimacy from key resource holding
audiences can be a deeply affective experience rooted in the strains of constant evaluation. In doing
so, our model stands in contrast to current conceptualizations of legitimacy: perhaps surprisingly,
research to date has tended to depict new venture legitimation as a strategic endeavor; a cognitive
and rational undertaking in which entrepreneurs find the “optimal” way of positioning their
ventures (Taeuscher, Bouncken, & Pesch, 2021). This involves systematically scanning the market
to tailor an account of themselves and their product offerings in a precise, even scientific way
(Tracey et al., 2018). The result is a linear, almost clinical process in which the human drama of
new venture legitimation is stripped out. While there is some work on how emotion shapes
legitimacy evaluations from the perspective of audiences (Clarke, 2011; Huy, Corley, & Kraatz,

2014; Moisander, Hirsto, & Fahy, 2016; Toubiana & Zietsma, 2017; Voronov & Vince, 2012), the
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literature is largely silent on how emotions shape the experiences of those seeking legitimacy.

In showing how emotions can influence how legitimation processes unfold and the
concerns of founders, we push legitimacy scholarship in a new direction: our ethnographic data
open a window at “the coalface” (Barley, 2008) of new venture legitimation — revealing the
emotional highs and lows and the personal struggles that we know are intrinsic to entrepreneurship
(He, Sirén, Singh, Solomon, & von Krogh, 2018) but which have been largely overlooked in
legitimacy research to date. As such, we show that the lived reality of founders seeking legitimacy
for their ventures is anything but calculatedly rational: incorporating emotion allows us to explain
why founders do not necessarily acquiesce to audience demands or approach the quest for
legitimacy in a uniform way. The implication is that current theory on legitimation needs to be
broadened to account for emotions, and our model represents an important step in doing so.

Venture Work as a Distinct Type of Social-Symbolic Work

Our second contribution is to the wider perspective on social-symbolic work. Within this
perspective, a core distinction is drawn between self work — purposive efforts to shape and
construct the self so that it is seen as legitimate, and organization work — purposive efforts to shape
and construct an organization so that it is seen as legitimate (Lawrence & Phillips, 2019). These
forms of work happen at discrete levels, and each has a different focus: the “object” of self work
is an individual, while the “object” of organization work is an organization.

This is an important distinction and has allowed scholars to theorize social-symbolic work
at different levels of analysis. For example, Fine’s (2003) study of the market for “self-taught art”
shows the intricate forms of self work that are required to craft an “authentic” set of life stories
that legitimates the self as artist and is critical for the exchange value of the art that is created. By
contrast, Jarzabkowski and Kaplan (2015) studied how firms use culturally significant strategic

tools and frameworks as “technologies of rationality” to legitimate their positioning in a market.
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However, founders’ efforts to legitimate new ventures do not appear to fit neatly into the self
work-organization work dichotomy because the work being enacted encompasses both the startup
as an organization and the founders as individuals.

We therefore theorize the forms of work in our study as venture work — purposive efforts to
shape and construct a new venture so that it is seen as legitimate — of which we distinguish between
two main types, adaptive and relational, which are enacted at different points in founders’
legitimation journey. Our analysis suggests that venture work spans self work and organization
work, and comprises elements of each of them. Ultimately, it is the venture that is the object of
legitimation and the meaning associated with it needs to be shaped to meet audience expectations
(Berger & Luckmann, 1966). This involves proactively positioning the venture in its eyes, molding
venture strategy, mission, and reporting metrics accordingly. At the same time, startups are often
synonymous with their founders, and the boundary between the founders as individuals and the
venture as organization can be difficult to delineate. Indeed, to legitimate the venture in an
accelerator, founders also need to be seen as “desirable” (Suchman, 1995) actors able to drive their
venture’s business model. This involves founders engaging in the emotional labor (Hochschild,
1983) required to regulate their feelings in challenging circumstances, which further implicates
them in the legitimation process because the venture itself cannot ‘feel’. For example, as seen in
our study, founders may act on (or attempt to suppress) feelings of frustration about audience
demands. New ventures thus have a liminal quality: they are more than the sum of their founders,
but they are not yet fully fledged organizations; rather, they are organizations in the making, and
venture work represents a range of approaches to supporting their transition. This insight is
supported by work that shows that founders often see their ventures as “self-defining,” with the

boundaries between self and organization difficult to separate (Crosina, Pratt, & Lifshitz, in press).
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More broadly, our model highlights the critical role of prospective achievement emotions in
social-symbolic work. While there is growing interest in the relationship between emotions and
social-symbolic activity (Lawrence & Phillips, 2019), prospective achievement emotions have not
been explicitly considered. Indeed, whilst such emotions are known to be prevalent in
“achievement settings” such as education and sport (Pekrun & Stephens, 2010), they do not feature
prominently in management research. This is perhaps surprising given that performance
measurement is so central to organizational life. We show that the prospect of being evaluated by
an audience that holds valuable resources — in our case by an accelerator — profoundly shapes
actors’ — in our case founders’ — affective experiences and, ultimately, their social-symbolic work
in seeking approval. We believe there is much potential to incorporate these emotions into the
social-symbolic work perspective as well as wider organizational theories of social evaluation.

New Venture Support in Entrepreneurial Ecosystems

Our study has important implications for the literature on entrepreneurial ecosystems (Alvedalen
& Boschma, 2017). At the core of this work is the idea ecosystems comprise a range of actors —
not just accelerators but also VCs, business angels, science parks, and incubators — which as well
as supplying key resources also provide expertise that is conveyed via mentors, advisors, and
coaches (Adams, 2021; van Rijnsoever, 2022; Yusubova & Clarysse, 2016). In media discourse
and academic work, these support organizations are often portrayed as alchemists with the ability
to transform the prospects of participating startups. From this perspective, agency — and the
explanation for ‘success’ — resides mainly with those supporting new ventures, while failure is
often attributed to deficiencies in founders’ capabilities and “coachability” (Marvel et al., 2020).
We uncovered a more nuanced picture. Specifically, the added value of ecosystem support
organizations appears to be strongest when there is robust dialogue between founders and mentors

rather than the one-way transfer of ideas. At Equilate, the mentors were experienced entrepreneurs
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and investors with a track record of success. But no coach, regardless of their background, is able
to understand the full complexity of the opportunities and constraints faced by founders because
each venture’s circumstances are unique (cf., Mansoori, Karlsson, & Lundqvist, 2019). Rather,
our analysis suggests that it is in the interactions between founders and mentors where value is
created by support organizations. The implication is that, rather than obediently acquiescing to
mentors’ ‘expert’ advice, founders benefit from proactively questioning their demands and
pushing back if the advice does not align with their convictions. In our study, we observed that the
founders who diligently accommodated their mentors’ prescriptions were often required to act
against their own judgements, which led to exhaustion and ultimately an unsuccessful trajectory
for their venture in part because the distinct challenges they faced were not adequately
interrogated. By contrast, the founders who maintained a healthy skepticism towards —and at times
openly criticized — their mentors’ approach were able to surface many of their key challenges, and
to balance the accelerator’s advice with their own understandings of, and aspirations for, their
ventures. In other words, ‘feedback’ should be exchanged via two-way communication rather than
delivered by fiat.

These are important findings for organizations seeking to support new ventures in startup
ecosystems (Kenney, 2003; Miller & Bound, 2011; Stross, 2012). Specifically, our analysis
suggests that founders can find engaging with ecosystem support organizations — that may hold
resources on which their venture’s fate depends — to be emotionally challenging, and that the use
of performance metrics and other standardized forms of evaluation may foster particular anxiety.
This insight is reinforced by work which shows that generic tools used by ecosystem support
organizations, such as the lean startup methodology (Blank & Dorf, 2012), can create challenges

for ventures (Shepherd & Gruber, 2021). Our analysis suggests that an appreciation of this
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dynamic may help support organizations to nurture ventures effectively. In particular, it may be
important for them to monitor the psychological wellbeing and emotional resilience of their
participants.

For example, some startup support organizations give founders a safe space to talk about
exhaustion and anxiety via regular mental health retreats. Crucially, the growing work on
prospective achievement emotions — and their role in precipitating negative and positive emotional
spirals — may offer useful guidance. While the research to date has focused on educational
institutions such as universities and schools (Meuleners, Neuhaus, & Eberle, 2022), its insights on
emotional responses to performance goals have implications for a range of settings. This suggests
a different role for those working with founders in startups ecosystems: not only do they provide
knowledge and capital, they also support the broader wellbeing of the founders with whom they
work. Doing so involves understanding the emotional strains created through the prospect of social
evaluation at a future point as well as the day-to-day stresses of new venture creation.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Our research inevitably has limitations that provide opportunities for other researchers. First, we
have uncovered the role of emotions in new venture legitimation by focusing on a setting — start-
up accelerators — where emotions are likely to be especially intense (Hathaway, 2016). While we
believe that many aspects of founders’ experiences will be shared by new ventures in other settings,
there may be differences. For example, Grimes (2018) examined how entrepreneurs in an incubator
designed to nurture “creative work” responded to feedback from mentors. Interestingly, the main
concern of the entrepreneurs that he studied was “optimal distinctiveness” in the eyes of creative
communities — rather than approval from the incubator — and the dynamics between the
entrepreneurs and mentors were very different than in our study. Future research could therefore

examine the role of emotions in new venture legitimation outside of the confines of accelerators.
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Second, our study takes place in one accelerator in Australia. The extent to which our
findings apply to ventures in accelerators in other entrepreneurial ecosystems is unclear: the
dynamics of accelerator-focused new venture legitimation in more mature ecosystems with greater
resources such as Silicon Valley, and less mature ecosystems with fewer resources, such as those
rapidly emerging in Latin American, may be different (Freire-Gibb & Gregson, 2019).

Third, our focal accelerator was new at the time of data collection — indeed, we studied its
first cohort. It may be that some of the dynamics we observed were linked to the novelty of
Equilate. For example, it may be that Equilate felt the need to prove its ability to nurture high
growth ventures to bolster its own legitimacy in a way that is clearly different to, say Y-
Combinator, which has a track record of supporting scores of remarkably successful startups.
Future research could explore in more detail how the legitimacy of accelerators shapes the
legitimacy concerns of participating ventures.

Finally, we have conceptualized three venture legitimation pathways — obedient, pragmatic,
and rebellious — that are shaped in fundamental ways by founders’ prospective achievement
emotions. However, there are likely to be other possible emotional responses to the legitimation
pressures faced by ventures among make-or-break audiences, and therefore other possible
legitimation pathways. Studying more ventures at different points in their journey would likely
reveal more paths, helping to shed important new light on new venture legitimation among make-
or-break audiences.

CONCLUSION

Make-or-break audiences may impose a range of pressures upon startups that can profoundly
influence their legitimacy concerns and place founders under severe emotional strain. Our study
has revealed these concerns, showed how founders may respond to them, and the possible

outcomes for their ventures. We recognize, however, that our insights were generated from three
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ventures seeking approval from a single intermediary. While we think these insights will have
broad applicability, there is much work to be done to identify additional possible new venture
legitimation paths among make-or-break audiences and the role of founders’ affective experiences
in how these paths unfold. It is our hope, therefore, that other researchers will challenge and extend

our analysis of this critical area of inquiry.
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Table 1: Data Overview

Data Type

Use in Analysis

Interview Data 43
(Semi-structured “real-time” interviews,

between 30 minutes and 3 hours long; face-to-

face and via Zoom; approx. 80 hours in total)

Interviews with key startup founders 25
(LogiPedia: 10; Flix: 9; and Immerse

VR: 6, mostly at the middle and end

point of the program)

Interviews with key startup founders 5
following coaching/mentoring sessions

Interviews with other startup founders 8

Interviews with Equilate Ventures 5
managers, mentors and staff

Observation Data 30
(29 workspace visits and 1 public event;
Each 1-4 hours long, face-to-face; approx. 60
hours in total)
Observations collected during visits to
Equilate workspace and hosted events
(i.e., end of cohort cocktail reception;
Christmas party, etc.) during 2019-2020
(prior to Covid-19 lockdown)

Archival Data (approximately 200 pages) 335

Media articles mentioning Equilate 20
Ventures (2018-2020)

Media articles about startups published

by Equilate about:

- LogiPedia 3
- Flix 33
- Immerse VR 2
Newsletters and social media posts 277

(Twitter, Facebook) by Equilate
mentioning startups

Main source to understand founders’ accelerator-
focused legitimacy concerns, founders’ (emotional)
reactions to Equilate’s demands, venture work, and
legitimacy outcomes

Triangulate observations of meetings with founders
and their mentors, especially regarding founders’
emotional reactions and venture work

Additional discussions of accelerator environment
and new venture experiences

Main source to understand accelerator environment
and culture, legitimacy expectations, and symbolic
systems

Main source to understand nature of interactions

between startup founders, their mentors and Equilate
staff. Also: triangulate data regarding venture work,

founders’ emotions, accelerator culture, symbolic
systems and mentoring environment.

Triangulate perceptions of accelerator’s
expectations of ventures as benchmark for
legitimacy

Triangulate accelerator’s evaluations of ventures’
legitimacy

>

Triangulate accelerator’s evaluations of ventures
legitimacy
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Table 2: Selected Qualitative Evidence for New Venture Legitimation Dynamics Among

Make-Or-Break Audiences

Make-Or-Break Audience Environment

A. Ventures experience pressure to scale.

Equilate’s COO kicks off the event, introducing the project
and giving a brief overview of what some of the
companies have achieved. They have a portfolio of 10, but
her presentation focuses only on 2, LogiPedia and Flix. ...
That showcasing of two promising opportunities dovetails
nicely with CE’’s overall presentation of Equilate—-of a
company that scales up. Not by chance, all of the startups
have been pushed to move towards tech, to become B2B.
(Obs.)

(This shows how the accelerator’s pressure to scale affects
the business models of ventures.)

B. Ventures are subject to rough startup culture.

Mentor (on the tram): “Most of the work I do here is about
changing the mindset. In Silicon Valley, you get addicted
to the energy that is there. In the mid-west, where I am
from, we say that it is impossible to do it. But in
California, it’s like “Why can’t we do it. Why can’t it be
us?... You know, sometimes the competitors will do stuff,
maybe illegal. But what are you going to do about it? How
do you become a cockroach [to fight them]?... They can
survive a nuclear holocaust, so how do you make your
business so resilient” (Obs.)

(This shows mentors’ willingness to stress ventures and
their founders to breaking point.)

C. New requirements for internal reporting mechanisms
(financial metrics and KPIs).

“When you meet with them [founders] as regularly as we
do, it becomes pretty clear where a company is heading or
not. You can look at metrics and growth and that will
illustrate pretty quickly whether something is working or
not. In order to get the second lot of funding from us,
companies have to complete the program, which means
they’ve got to complete a set of 28 business deliverables
and making $5K monthly revenue... It really is assessing
whether they have the ability to change and grow in
accordance to our metrics.” (Int., CEO Equilate)

(Equilate CEO stressing the importance of their metrics for
demonstrating a venture’s financial sustainability.)

D. Founders are taught ‘investor mindset’.

Mentor 1 (to Jack): “You know what an investor is going
to say to you?” Prove it to me [that your business would be
different/better].”” Mentor 2:‘ll give you 500k now, now
prove it.” Mentor 1: “It’s much more powerful if you can
say I’ve done this, here is what I’ll do next.” (Obs.)

(Mentors talking to Jack highlighting the need to
continually prove his venture’s value.)

Founders’ Frustration

E. Founders express feeling agitated, annoyed and confused about satisfying the make-or-break audience’s requirements
while experiencing a variety of other demands to keep their business running.

“It almost becomes annoying to [sit with] coaches on a weekly basis because you’re trying to a grow a business as
well. ... You don’t get into entrepreneurship to have big brother watching you all the time.” (Int., Jack, LogiPedia)

(Jack reports feeling ‘supervised’ by the accelerator in how he runs his venture.)

Anna was particularly devastated by the change in atmosphere within the accelerator. They had done what the mentors
had wanted, but quite quickly they had gone from the golden goose to the sin bin. She felt that the accelerator did not
keep in mind that they had been following other leads (overseas) and that telling them to “toughen up” was not helping
them understand the blockages they experienced (Obs., Anna, ImmerseVR)

(Anna indicates her frustration that she was falling short of Equilate’s expectations.)

“Depending on the kind of product you sell, your margins tell a very different story.” (Int., Jason, Flix)

(Jason expresses his frustration about what he sees as Equilate’s rigid use of reporting metrics.)
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Adaptive Venture Work (Type 1, 2 & 3)

Type 1: Accommodation

Type 2: Selective adherence

Type 3: Assertive resistance

F. Founders acquiesce to the demands
of the make-or-break audience by
prioritizing its needs and positioning
the venture according to its
expectations.

“When it came to the mentor, we sort
of assumed — I’'m kind of
exaggerating here by calling him a
god — that he knows way more than
the two us, so whatever he says was
right. We did not question it too
much, at least not in the meetings.”
(Int., Anna, ImmerseVR)

(Anna explains their approach of
almost blindly following their
mentors’ advice.)

G. Founders comply with the make-
or-break audience demands that are
deemed as enhancing, and reject the
demands that are deemed as
undermining, the venture’s
positioning.

“I know I should stop questioning
this” told me Jack, right after a
coaching session. “It’s all about
learning and not being defensive. I
know it’s important to take the advice
on board. But it changes all the time,
and those sessions are so intense! |
need to keep on repeating this to
myself, to remember, so that even if
don’t agree, I still don’t dismiss it
immediately.” (Int., Jack, LogiPedia.)

(Jack realizes the importance of at
least partly taking on mentors’ advice
regardless of his own judgements.)

H. Founders openly dismiss the
demands of the make-or-break
audience and position the venture
according to their own understanding
of the venture’s needs.

As [mentor] mentions, sales of tickets
are not a crucial component of their
business anymore. But what is
important is to show continuous
growth also in that space, so that it
becomes a proxy for other market
indicators. Jess then mentions that
this is a controversial decision,
insofar as she thinks they should not
lose their investment into regional,
independent cinemas. Jason agrees,
although they do have to be mindful
of the time that it takes away from
them. (Obs.)

(Jess and Jason push back against
mentors’ advice.)

Founders’ Dominant Prospective Achievement Emotions

Type 1: Hopelessness

Type 2: Assurance

Type 3: Anticipatory Joy

1. Founders feel that venture success
in the form of positive make-or-break
audience evaluation cannot be
attained.

“This program has just been a waste
of a time. ... The advice was very
vague. They said: ‘if we’re pleased
with those 52 documents, we’re going
to give you the money.” And I was
thinking: ‘well, how do we please
you?’ ... Ultimately, we knew we
were failing. ... It felt sort of like a
game that we were bound to lose.”
(Int., Anna, ImmerseVR)

(Anna reflects on accelerator’s
guidance as being vague.)

J. Founders are subjectively certain
about the attainment of venture
success in the form of positive make-
or-break audience evaluation.

“For the first month or two it was a
deep dive into our business. You can
get that founder ideology of ‘we did
it, we have a business and we’re
solving a problem’. ... Working with
seasoned people in VC, you’re able to
detect flaws that you never would
have seen on your own.” (Arch., Jack,
LogiPedia, Founder profile on
Equilate website)

(Jack feels he has been able to benefit
from mentors’ expertise.)

K. Founders anticipate future venture
success in the form of positive make-
or-break audience evaluation.

Although they had been quite
expansive throughout the research
project, Jess and Jason had been
particularly gregarious at the very end
of the program. In fact, Flix” founders
had promoted at least two social and
networking events, where the whole
cohort could come together. They felt
like celebrating, even if they had not
yet received official word about
whether they had passed the program
and received the next round of
funding. (Obs.)

(Jess and Jason are certain that they
will pass the accelerator’s final
evaluation.)
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Relational Venture Work (Type A, B, & C)

Type A:
Symbolic distancing

Type B:
Symbolic embedding

Type C:
Symbolic reuniting

L. Founders disassociate the venture
from the make-or-break audience and
its symbolic system as they build
relationships with other audiences.

“Equilate made us register in
Australia, and Australia is our HQ
now. ... That was one of their
requirements. But Australian
companies view us as an outsider.
They view us as a company that has
no experience in the Australian
market and they don’t trust us. That is
what we learned.” (Int., Anna,
ImmerseVR)

(Anna argues that their venture’s
presence in Australia is merely
symbolic.)

M. Founders use their connections to
the make-or-break audience and its
symbolic system to position the
venture as they build relationships
with other audiences.

I asked several times why, if he had
struggled so much, Jack had not left
the accelerator program earlier. In
part, Jack felt it helped him shift gears
early on. But one the last social
events, a second reason became more
evident. Jack had become quite close
with a key member of the board — an
influential figure in the industry, who,
as he later admitted, had been able to
introduce him as an Equilate portfolio
company to potential investors and
strategic collaborators. (Obs., Jack,
LogiPedia)

(Jack embraces affiliation with
accelerator in front of investors.)

N. Founders reposition the venture as
compliant with the make-or-break
audience’s symbolic system after
initial rejection of its demands as they
build relationships with other
audiences.

At the “Secret Santa” event, the
president of the board and the
manager of Equilate give heartening
speeches. They praise the ventures,
and suggest they are now joining a
network that they hope will be of
value. “Pay it forward,” he suggests.
Of the whole cohort, the first (and
only) to get up and give a speech is
Jess. She thanks the accelerator and
all of the people for their support,
mentioning how she has had “robust
conversations” with [Equilate
manager] — stressing the
disagreement and debates, but also
how they managed to overcome them
via dialogue. (Obs.)

(Jess praises the accelerator in front
of staff and peers.)

Legitimacy Outcomes

Positive legitimacy evaluation
(make-or-break audience approval and celebration)

O. Venture receives endorsements and support from the
make-or-break audience, such as connections to investors,

customers, and the media.

“An investment banker and an economist walk into a
cinema. 2 years later, Co-Founders [Jess and Jason] get
accepted into the [Equilate] Ventures program, pivot their

Negative legitimacy evaluation
(make-or-break audience disapproval and abandonment)

P. Venture fails to receive substantive endorsements and
support from the make-or-break audience in terms of

connections to investors, customers, and the media.

ImmerseVR)

business model, increase their access in customers from

20,000 to 2 million and create three additional revenue

streams.” (Arch., Equilate newsletter)

(Accelerator celebrates Flix’s success in growing

customers.)

“We are doing pretty badly at the moment, so they
[Equilate] are being pretty hands off so far.” (Int., Anna,

(Anna shares that the discontinued its support.)
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Figure 1: A Model of New Venture Legitimation Among Make-Or-Break Audiences
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Online Appendices
Appendix 1: Equilate Profile

Descriptors Summary information
Headquarters Australia
Six months duration. Program structured around formal weekly
advising sessions focused on strategic and tactical support, plus
Structure of the informal interactions in shared working spaces in the accelerator.
program There are regular events with local ecosystem partners including

investors, professional services firms, universities, and
government organizations.

Number of mentors

10

The mentors are experienced investors and former entrepreneurs

Background of from Australia, the US, and Canada with backgrounds in finance,
mentors strategy, IT, operations, law, education, and academia. Mentors
have formal positions with Equilate.
Funding offered to | $AU 100,000 on entry, SAU 150,000 upon successful completion
founders of milestones.
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1

2

z Appendix 2: Venture Profiles

5 LogiPedia Flix ImmerseVR

6

7

8 Founded in 2016 2016 2014

?O Industry Logistics Entertainment Education

11 Mai Driving simulators & web-based
ain . . . . . . ) . :

12 duct/service Freight forwarding services Discounted cinema tickets immersive VR experience

5 produc

14 Multi-sided (connects entertainers, customers,

15 Business model B2B and resellers) B2B

16 B2B

17 Digital service with track & trace Pricing algorithm, white label platform Immersw © V1rt1.1a.1 simulation for

18 Tech component function education, training, and R&D

19

20 52?1? der d Logistics; Mining Investment banking; Economics Engineering; Computer Science

2 groun

22 Number of staff 13 3 3

23 “While the logistics industry isn’t Equilate’s COO, kicks off the event, “Founded by two Williams F1 engineers,

24 typically described as ‘modern’, introducing the project and giving a brief ImmerseVR develops simulation, VR and

25 ‘innovative’ or ‘competitive’, with overview of what some of the companies have | AR technology for engaging and

26 LogiPedia’s end-to-end service, achieved (prior to entering the program). They | collaborative learning. With over 24,000

27 transparent pricing and instant quote have a portfolio of 10, but her presentation novice drivers already trained with their

28 Initial evaluation | platform (...) that will change. By focuses only on 2, LogiPedia and Flix. As driving simulation technology, and with a

29 through Equilate saving businesses an average of 20% on | usual, during the presentation specific stats or multitude of other applications for their

30 at start of program | their freight forwarding costs, modern indicators of success are presented. COO starts | tech, ImmerseVR is set to revolutionize

31 day corporates and SMEs are now able | introducing Flix by mentioning (...) that they the way we learn.” (Arch., Oct. 2019)

32 to maximize the efficiency of their just recently struck a deal with potential of over

33 business operations across all 10 million customers. (Obs., Nov. 2019)

34 departments without compromise.”

35 (Arch., Nov. 2019)

36 LogiPedia secured the 150K follow on Flix secured the 150K follow on funding from | ImmerseVR did not secure the 150K

37 Evaluation funding from Equilate. Equilate. follow on funding from Equilate.

38 through Equilate

39 at end of / “Over the course of the seed investment | “[Flix’s] transformation ended up going way “[Equilate’s] support has been pretty hands

40 following program | program, LogiPedia evolved from a beyond in-industry partners. Having uncovered | off. (...) And that is quite different from

41 startup with a great founding team but a huge loyalty program opportunity during the early approach, where they ran stories

42

43

44

45

46
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very little momentum, to a business
with a clear vision, product-market fit,
rapidly increasing revenue and a
growing team.” (Arch., Feb. 2020)

their time with us, by 2020, [Flix] had signed
CBA, Latitude Financial, MasterCard,
MyToyota, and PwC. They also established a
new revenue stream (...) and they now have
300 participating venues - the largest network
of partnered cinemas in Australia.” (Arch.,
Equilate website)

on us.” (Int., Anna, Aug. 2020)
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Appendix 3: Interview Protocol

Main themes

Hlustrative interview questions for
founders

Ilustrative interview questions for
accelerator staff and mentors

Role and
expectations of
accelerator

What were the requirements for being
accepted to the program?

What are some of the specific requests
from Equilate staff/mentors regarding
your venture?

What are Equilate’s expectations of
your venture to be able to secure the
follow-up funding?

How do you select the startups for
your program?

What are your expectations regarding
the ventures on the program (and for
them to secure follow-up funding)?
How are these expectations raised and
communicated to founders?

Use of metrics and
the definition of
venture success

How do you define ‘success’ for your
venture?

How is ‘success’ defined at Equilate?
How is it measured? How do you
report on it? Which metrics are you
encouraged to use? Do these differ
from those you used previously?

How do you define ‘success’ of
participating ventures? How do you
measure it?

Which metrics do you use/are ventures
encouraged to adopt? How important
are these metrics for the ventures to
obtain funding?

Pressures and
challenges
experienced by
early-stage startups

What are your key concerns/biggest
challenges experienced at the
moment?

What type of support do you need
(from the accelerator) in order to make
your venture successful/sustainable?
How straightforward do you find it to
obtain that support?

What are the key concerns/biggest
challenges experienced by early-stage
startups?

What type of support (from external
stakeholders) do they need to obtain?
How do you aim to support them?
What is the most challenging part of
your program?

Interaction between
founders, mentors
and accelerator

staff

How would you describe the
relationship with your mentor(s)?
How often do you meet with them?
What do you discuss?

How do mentors convey their
expectations to you? What are their
demands? Do you always agree with
them? Do you find it
important/challenging to address their
expectations?

How would you describe the
interactions between ventures and
mentors?

What is the frequency and purpose of
the coaching sessions? What is
typically discussed?

Do you occasionally observe
disagreements between founders and
mentors? Can you provide examples?
What happens in these situations?

Expectations of
Startup investors

How does the accelerator program
enable you to learn about the
expectations of potential investors?
What are these expectations?

How does Equilate prepare you to
meet these expectations?

What are the expectations of
investors/VC firms of early-stage
startups? How do you incorporate
them into your program?

How do you support the ventures in
securing investment (during and
following the program)?
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Appendix 4: Observation Protocol*

Main themes Hlustrative questions guiding observations
Role and What requirements and expectations do accelerator staff and mentors
expectations of communicate to founders? How do they communicate their expectations? In
accelerator which type of settings?

Use of metrics and
the definition of
venture success

How do accelerator staff and mentors talk about venture “success”? How
do founders talk about it?

Pressures and

challenges How do founders experience the coaching sessions and other accelerator
experienced by events? How are they coping on the program? What are their concerns (related to
early-stage the accelerator program and more broadly)?
startups
Interaction How do founders interact and communicate with their mentors (during the
between founders, | coaching sessions and other events)? How often do they meet? What do they (not)
mentors and discuss? What are founders’ interactions with accelerator staff? What type of
accelerator staff relationship do they have?

* While the questions guiding our observations remained the same, the focus shifted slightly over time. Initially we
paid relatively more attention to the first two themes, i.e., Equilate’s expectations and definition of success. As our
observations progressed, we paid relatively more attention to the second two themes, i.e., the pressures faced by the
founders as well as the interactions between founders, mentors, and accelerator staff. Note that we did not focus
directly on interactions among different founding teams or between the mentors and other accelerator staff as we
deemed these less relevant to our interest in new venture legitimacy.
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Appendix 5a: Selected Evidence for Founders’ ‘Frustration’ from Observation Notes

27/11/ 2019 Jack, LogiPedia

Jack tells me he recently saw a psychologist. Useful for getting out of sense of urgency, and it was paid for
by Equilate. Useful to get through valley of death... that moment of not having customers, and then suddenly
having them, creating a sense of constant pressure/urgency. He gets a few calls from customers, and Julia
(his wife) comments: "I can see how you get the feeling that it is all urgent."

But Jack mentions the talk with the psychologist has been useful because "it was practical, it did not involve
having to talk about my ubringing." And Julia confirms: " yes, you even told me in the morning, it was not
urgent!" Jack: “I definitely want to tell other people here [at Equilate], not sure whether they will be so
open about it...”

Jack wants to hire somebody to become head of operation and have the time to think about his business.
His app allows people to see where their cargoes are. Now they have a large client exporting used building
equipment to Thailand, so he needs to use a third-party project freight forwarding. If they screw up,
however, it is all their fault -- so great stress. "And it's not like you can fix it," I say. "No, and the data feed
is terrible." Example of a case where one of the containers missed the connection in Malaysia, so was
bumped for 2 weeks. “It has been a nightmare!”, Jack says.

"And see, now a client calls me, and I have to figure out this shipping. And yesterday, it all blew out! And
now [ have to go back and think about the next fucking six months from now...!" They are trying to think
about what comes next, in terms of raising money, so Equilate wants them to put together documents that
prove the size of the market, a narrative for why they are the best positioned team, and think about scenarios,
both where they meet their margins, and where they exceed them. And meanwhile Jack is trying to keep his
customers...

Appendix 5b: Selected Evidence for Founders’ ‘Anticipatory Joy’ from Observation Notes
21/11/2019 Equilate Cocktail reception

Lisa, Equilate's COOQ, kicks off the event, introducing the project and giving a brief overview of what some
of the companies have achieved. They have a portfolio of 10, but her presentation focuses only on 2,
LogiPedia and Flix. As usual, during the presentation specific stats or indicators of success are presented.
Lisa starts introducing Flix by mentioning that the two founders are a former investment banker and a
former economist. The, she mentions that they just recently struck a deal with potential of over 10 million
customers. As Lisa announces that, Jess looks at Jason, and winks--with the certainty of somebody who has
reached a milestone and the promises of a couple who is going to make it. But of course, Lisa says, nothing
would have been possible without their board--who takes in the various companies to present to them once
a month, opening their networks and creating connections.

Then, Max, CEO of Equilate, takes center stage. He starts by showing graphs that demonstrate how the
SEED investment in the startup scene has actually declined in Australia, and how there is a per-capita
investment that is lower than most other countries (including, NZ). He concludes that that's why Equilate
exists: to bridge the gap between those startups that are more than an idea, but not yet a profitable business.
They take money from LaunchVic and other partners (mostly Universities, which are actually unlikely to
be pitching in much money, and they invest in startups, providing them 100,000 K for 10% of equity at the
start, and 150,000 at the end of the program, if they hit the targets. Then, they have an investment
component/arm, which opens up networks and looks at other potential investments. The money then gets
re-invested into the program). He shows figures about how every year they plan on investing more, in up
to 100 companies per year.
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Appendix 6: Summary of Constructs

Make-or-break
audience
environment

Expedited achievement
pressures

The venture experiences intense pressure to
demonstrate growth potential and scale quickly,
nurtured through a rough and competitive
environment.

New evaluation metrics

The venture is pushed to embrace a new set of
financial metrics and performance indicators
designed to radically restructure how it thinks about
and position itself for “success.”

Adaptive
venture work

Accommodation

Founders acquiesce to the demands of the make-or-
break audience by prioritizing its needs and
positioning the venture according to its expectations.

Selective adherence

Founders comply with the make-or-break audience
demands that are deemed as enhancing, and reject the
demands that are deemed as undermining, the
venture’s positioning.

Assertive resistance

Founders openly dismiss the demands of the make-
or-break audience by positioning the venture
according to their own understanding of the venture’s
needs.

Relational
venture work

Founders disassociate the venture from the make-or-

Symbolic distancing break audience and its symbolic system as they build
relationships with other audiences.
Founders use their connections to the make-or-break
Symbolic embedding audience and its symbolic system to position the

venture as they build relationships with other
audiences.

Symbolic reuniting

Founders reposition the venture as compliant with the
make-or-break audience’s symbolic system after
initial rejection of its demands as they build
relationships with other audiences.

Founders feel that venture success in the form of

Founders’ Hopelessness positive make-or-break audience evaluation cannot
dominant be attained.
prospective Founders are subjectively certain about the
achievement Assurance attainment of venture success in the form of positive
emotions make-or-break audience evaluation.
Anticivatory io Founders anticipate future venture success in the
patory joy form of positive make-or-break audience evaluation.
The venture receives endorsements and support from
Accelerator approval and . )
. the make-or-break audience, such as connections to
celebration : d the medi
Legitimacy vestors, customers, and the media.
The venture fails to receive substantive endorsements
outcomes

Accelerator disapproval
and abandonment

and support from the make-or-break audience in
terms of connections to investors, customers, and the
media.
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