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STARTUP IS GREAT—BUT 
IT’S JUST THE BEGINNING! 
FOCUS ON SCALEUP
AUSTRALIAN CENTRE FOR BUSINESS GROWTH, UNIVERSITY 

OF SOUTH AUSTRALIA’S BUSINESS SCHOOL

Dr. Jana B. Matthews, Professor, Director

An employee of a three-year-old, fast-growth company in Australia recently asked 

the chief executive officer (CEO), ‘When are we going to get out of startup?’ The 

CEO responded, ‘I hope we never get out of startup!’ That same CEO had been 

telling me how he ‘could not wait’ for his toddler to grow up so they could go 

fishing. And here he was, wanting to perpetuate his company’s ‘babyhood’ forever!

Starting a company is a lot like having a baby. There is a gestation period, then 

infancy, and then a lot of work to get the company in position to scale, grow and go 

global. Your baby will go through stages of growth as he or she becomes a child, 

a teenager, and finally an adult, and so will your startup company. If the CEO is a 

good parent, he or she will work hard to get the company ready for the next stage 

of growth. But if the CEO does not understand what to do, that CEO can stifle the 

development of the company and unwittingly become a serious bottleneck to growth.

Startup is hard, and so is scaleup—especially if you do not know what you need to 

do. According to the Kauffman Foundation, more high-potential startups are getting 

funding than ever before, yet fewer are scaling (The Economic Impact of High-

Growth Startups. Entrepreneurship Policy Digest, June 2016). Too few promising 

startups know how to go from startup to scaleup!

BIG PICTURE
Australia has 2.2 million companies. They have the following characteristics:

• Greater than 60 percent are sole proprietors with no employees (1.3 million).

• Less than 1 percent are large companies with more than 200 employees (4,000).

• 27 percent are microbusinesses with 1–4 employees (about 600,000).

• 9 percent are small companies with 5–19 employees (about 200,000).

• 2 percent are medium-sized companies with 20–199 employees (51,000).

According to Mark Cully, Chief Economist, Department of Industry, Innovation and 

Science in the Australian Government, the 37 percent of the companies that are 

microbusinesses and small businesses account for 44.3 percent of the jobs, and the 

less than 1 percent of companies that are large account for 32.4 percent of the jobs. 

Medium-sized companies, which are only 2 percent of all companies, account for 
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company, a business is unlikely to become a 

growth company. Yes, it might grow—if it has 

a product that people rush to buy, but it will 

not be a growth company until it has the bones 

and muscles to support the development 

and delivery of a succession of products that 

customers want, need and value.

How do you become a growth company? You 

put building blocks in place that will enable  

you to build for the future. You understand the 

12 roles you need to play during growth, become 

a leader instead of a doer, get better at selecting 

and managing people, keep everyone customer 

focused, develop a growth strategy and execute 

on a growth plan. 

The founder needs to understand that the 

company’s mission, values and vision will 

determine which people—with what kinds of 

knowledge, skills and values—should be hired, 

which markets to target and which channels to 

use to take the product or service to market. 

But choosing the right growth strategy, 

understanding how to select, lead, manage and 

delegate to an executive team, and managing 

the personal and psychological ups and downs 

of growth are also important. The bottom line 

is that more money, per se, will not ensure a 

successful scaleup. In fact, the company will 

not become a growth company unless the 

founder/entrepreneur is able to develop into 

an entrepreneurial CEO—or hire someone else 

to play that role. The metamorphosis from an 

entrepreneur to an entrepreneurial CEO is not 

easy, but that is what your company needs in 

order to grow. 

Three years ago, the first class of 10 companies 

graduated from the Australian Centre for 

Business Growth’s Lead Program. Since then, 

those 10 companies have grown their aggregate 

revenue 149 percent and profit 419 percent. 

They created 415 new full-time equivalent jobs 

and are now exporting into 15 new countries. 

How did they manage to grow that rapidly 

and consistently? They learned what to expect 

during the journey of growth and what to do 

when, why, how and in what order. 

23.3 percent of the jobs (ABS cat. no. 8165.0, 

table 13, and ABS cat. no. 8155.0, table 05,  

June 2016). Cully noted that

‘… most mid-sized businesses stay mid-sized. 

Post the Global Financial Crisis around two in 

three persisted as mid-sized between 2010 

and 2014. Turning to those that did make a 

transition … businesses in this group were 

about 10 times more likely to shrink back to 

small than they were to grow to become a 

large business. If those who exited business 

altogether are counted, the ratio of shrinkers 

to growers increases to roughly 20:1’ (Stuck 

in the middle? Mid-sized enterprises in the 

Australian economy, September 2017, p. 5. 

Analysis undertaken by the Office of the Chief 

Economist using the Business Longitudinal 

Data Analysis Environment [BLADE]. For 

background on BLADE, see https://industry.

gov.au/Office-of-the Chief-Economist/Data). 

So, why are so many companies in the U.S., and 

in Australia, having problems scaling? Some 

argue that companies need more access to more 

money. But money is just an enabler that makes 

it possible for a company to do the following:

• Hire a CEO and a senior management team.

• Hire people who understand which customers 

to reach and how to market. 

• Develop new websites and marketing collateral.

• License in new technology. 

• Hire people to develop new products.

• Develop manufacturing capacity to make the 

product.

• Make the supply chain more efficient, and so on. 

Money, in and of itself, can do none of this. If you 

want to grow, the CEO needs to know how to 

‘use money’ to hire people and develop products, 

develop a winning strategy and market in ways 

that provide a competitive advantage.

Until the founder has defined a mission and 

can articulate why the company exists, has 

identified the values that will define how the 

company does business, and can articulate 

a vision of where he or she wants to take the 
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to cut through the noise and reach the people 

who are willing to buy what you are selling. 

Hopefully, you followed lean startup principles 

when you began, but in scaleup you need a 

different framework. Scaleup requires you to 

behave and think in new ways, which is hard. You 

need to take a holistic approach to leading and 

managing growth, to think of your company as 

a system of interacting parts, and to understand 

how decisions in one part of the business affect 

the whole organisation. You need to develop 

new competencies, frameworks and decision 

rules to sort and sift through large amounts of 

information, at increasing rates of speed. These 

new tools and frameworks will ensure that 

you and those to whom you have delegated 

can respond quickly to risks that threaten or 

opportunities that support your growth strategy.

STAGES OF GROWTH AND THE 
ROLES OF THE CEO
The journey of growth has four stages, 

according to Catlin and Matthews (Leading 

at the Speed of Growth: Journey from 

Entrepreneur to CEO, John Wiley & Sons, 2001). 

Each stage requires different kinds of data 

analyses, decisions, roles and behaviors from 

the CEO (Figure 1).

STARTUP
In the Startup stage, the CEO is the big red dot, 

making all the decisions, telling people what to 

do; in short, serving as the determining factor 

regarding what the company is—and becomes. 

This stage is very seductive because CEOs are 

the centre of everything. Everyone asks them 

for directions and they make all the decisions—

probably quicker and better than anyone 

else because they have the mental picture of 

what they want their company to become. All 

customers want to talk with the CEO because he 

or she sold them the product or service. At this 

stage, the CEO’s identity is closely connected 

with the company’s—and the company’s identity 

is very dependent on them, what they do, who 

they hire, what kind of customers they secure 

and what kind of customer service is provided. 

When Mark Cully studied Australian companies, 

here is what he found:

• Only 10 percent of the companies had a 

written strategic plan. 100 percent of the 

companies in our Program leave with a 

written three-year plan.

• 50 percent of the companies did not monitor 

any aspect of their performance. If they 

tracked any metric, it was revenue, but less 

than a quarter track ‘innovation’, and just 

over half measure ‘quality’. Companies in our 

Program leave with a set of metrics they track, 

measure and report on consistently.

• Only 10–20 percent embark on high risk–high 

reward ventures. CEOs in our Program have 

learned how to assess and mitigate risks, so 

they are now taking more risks and are growing.

UNDERSTANDING THE JOURNEY 
OF GROWTH
It is dangerous to think, ‘I have now learned 

what to do during startup and just need to 

continue doing the things that made me 

successful!’ Driver’s Ed may teach you the basics 

of driving, but it certainly does not prepare you 

to be a racecar driver!

If a driver enters a race without knowing how to 

drive a high-performance sports car, the odds 

are that he or she will crash. Even if the driver 

is able to get through the race alive, those who 

know how to get maximum performance out of 

their cars will win. Your job, as a parent, a driver 

or a CEO, is to make the right decisions quickly 

and do what is necessary for the baby, car or 

company to win and endure. Because your child, 

car or company cannot tell you what they need, 

you must learn what to do, when, and in what 

order so that you can meet those needs and 

facilitate acceleration—and growth.

Startup is a giant beta test while you try to 

figure out which product or service, with which 

features and benefits, to offer which customers, 

in which markets. You need to experiment 

with a lot of different messages, sent through 

direct, social and indirect channels as you try 
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Many CEOs get stuck in Startup because they think 

the job of the leader is to make all the decisions 

and hire people who do what they tell them to 

do. They do not realise that this kind of behaviour 

actually makes them the bottleneck to growth.

INITIAL GROWTH 
If a company is developing multiple products 

and starting to gain some traction, has 

customers and is generating revenue, it is ready 

to move to the stage called Initial Growth. At 

this stage, the CEO needs to begin to set the 

company’s direction and learn how to delegate. 

The Startup stage was full of experimentation, 

but once the CEO and key employees can figure 

out which customers want which products, 

which channels work, and how to place and 

price the company’s products or services, the 

company should begin to have predictable, 

recurring revenue and be picking up speed.

By the time a company makes it to Initial 

Growth, the CEO should have identified the 

biggest opportunity for success. That realisation 

does not come easily; it takes a lot of hard 

work and lots of mistakes before finding the 

company’s ‘sweet spot’. But when you find it, 

the CEO can begin to set the direction and chart 

the course.

The second role the CEO needs to play in Initial 

Growth is Delegator. You need to ask yourself, 

‘What is it that only I can do?’, and then learn 

to delegate everything else to other people. 

Delegation is not a ‘yes’ or ‘no’. You need to learn 

the Five Levels of Delegation, and the protocols 

to follow to make sure the people to whom you 

are delegating understand the task, time frame 

and level of authority being delegated to them. 

RAPID GROWTH 
Some companies have a steady growth 

trajectory, while others are jettisoned into the 

Rapid Growth stage. The role of the CEO in 

Rapid Growth is radically different than the 

roles played in Startup and Initial Growth. 

Rather than being the person who knows the 

most and makes all the decisions, the CEO’s job 

is to find the very smartest and most qualified 

people in various functional areas (e.g., finance, 

marketing, sales, operations) and then coach 

them to high performance, make sure they 

work together as a team, lead them through the 

planning process, and make sure there is clear 

communication throughout the organisation. 

FIGURE 1. The roles of the CEO during growth

Continuous growth Strategic innovator
Change catalyst
Organisation builder
Chief of culture

Team builder
Coach
Planner
Communicator

Delegator
Direction setter

Doer/decision maker

Rapid growth

Initial growth

Startup
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Planning becomes critically important at this 

stage. Once you have determined the biggest 

opportunities for success, the strategic plan 

becomes a mechanism to chart the course to 

the future and the operational plan becomes 

the company’s work plan, guiding where 

people spend time, money and energy and 

providing a way to measure progress on a 

quarterly basis. 

Finally, the CEO needs to be a great 

communicator and make sure the team 

members, individually and collectively, are 

passing along the messages throughout the 

organisation. All employees should know ‘where 

we’re going and what our goals are’ and be 

learning from the wins and losses.

CONTINUOUS GROWTH 
The fourth stage is Continuous Growth. If you 

have done a good job selecting great people 

on your executive team, if you have modelled 

good communication and taught your team to 

delegate and to work together executing the 

plan, then you can move into the new roles that 

are required in Continuous Growth.

In Continuous Growth, the CEO plays the 

‘outside-in’ role of Strategic Innovator, 

looking for changes in markets, in customers’ 

demands, in technology, in competitors, and 

identifying opportunities for growth outside 

the company. But the CEO also needs to 

prepare the company for changes that are 

coming, and thus must learn how to be a 

‘Change Catalyst’. 

The third role the CEO plays is the Organisation 

Builder & Rebuilder. As various members of  

the executive team leave for health reasons, 

a new job, or family issues (or because they 

cannot keep up), the CEO needs to add 

people with skills and expertise the company 

will need for the future, not just replace the 

people who just left. Employee departures are 

opportunities to reassess the organisation, 

merge departments, create new units, promote 

from within and recruit people with new sets  

of capabilities.

The fourth role is the Chief of Culture. After 

developing and communicating a set of company 

values to undergird the culture, there will be 

times when CEOs will have to deal with people 

who are not acting in accordance with the values 

and are negatively affecting the culture. 

Growth is not a straight line from the bottom 

left to the top right. It comprises many zigs and 

zags, two steps forward and one backward, 

one step sideways, but generally forward 

over time. But if the CEO has not put the right 

processes and systems in place, built a strong 

infrastructure, hired the right people or built a 

strong executive team, the company can literally 

‘hit the wall’ during growth.

The problems that cause you to ‘hit the 

wall’ come in all sizes and shapes: internal 

(e.g., embezzlement; partners falling out; 

key salespeople leaving, followed by their 

customers); personal (e.g., a spouse leaving, 

family illness or death, a house fire, identity 

theft); and external (e.g., a natural disaster, 

an election, a change in public policy).

If the company has a plan and a strong team, it 

can get through the turbulence associated with 

‘hitting the wall’ and back onto the growth curve 

fairly quickly. But if it does not, the company can 

go into the ‘death spiral’, a drop in revenue that 

will likely result in layoffs, negative publicity, 

fewer salespeople making fewer sales, declining 

levels of customer service, and unhappy 

customers, bankers and investors.

It is critically important that the CEO play the 

appropriate roles during each stage of growth. 

Just as parents need to change the roles they play 

as the child grows up, CEOs must change their 

roles as the company grows up. Playing the right 

roles at the right stage will accelerate growth. 

Playing the wrong roles, being lax or refusing to 

change roles can stunt the company’s growth. 

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW  
TO SCALE
In essence, the things that you did in the past 

that got you through startup are very different 

from what you need to focus on in the future to 
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performance review and promotion or 

termination

• opportunistic moves—to the thoughtful 

development of a mission, values, vision, 

a three-year strategic plan and a one-year 

operational plan

• quick, reactive pivots—to execution on a 

proactive plan

• worrying about how to meet payroll—to 

having good financial systems, which will 

project revenue, enable you to manage 

expenses and be more profitable (hence, 

bankable)

• running as fast and hard as possible—to 

recognising that growing a company is less of 

a sprint and more of a marathon

• brute force—to developing the strength of 

mind and body that will enable you to lead 

your company to successful growth.

As one of our CEOs said, ‘I thought you needed 

to be a rocket scientist to grow a company, but 

now I understand it’s about knowing what to 

do, when, and in what order—and having the 

courage and discipline to execute. Now that I 

know what to do, I can grow my company!’

enable you to scaleup. Specifically, you need to 

move from:

• focusing on perfecting the product or 

service—to marketing and selling more of  

it to customers

• doing everything and making all the decisions 

yourself—to recruiting and delegating to 

employees who will make decisions almost  

as good, and sometimes even better, than  

you would

• selling to anyone who wants to buy your 

product—to identifying and doubling down on 

your ‘ideal’ customers (who are willing to pay 

a price that enables you to be profitable)

• marketing to individual customers—to 

understanding which channels enable you to 

reach large numbers of ideal customers

• doing whatever is necessary to get the 

product out the door—to putting in systems 

that will enable you to be more efficient  

and effective

• the ‘revolving door’ of hiring ‘bodies for 

slots’—to developing processes including job 

definition, recruitment, screening, interviews, 

reference checks, offers, orientation, 

delegation, training and development, 

www.smeguide.org
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UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH AUSTRALIA

Australian Centre for Business Growth

University of South Australia

City West Campus

Adelaide SA 5000

Australia

Tel: +61 8 8302 0484

Web: www.centreforbusinessgrowth.com

DR. JANA B. MATTHEWS
Director, Australian Centre for Business Growth

Email: jana.matthews@unisa.edu.au

Dr. Jana Matthews is an international expert on 

entrepreneurial leadership and business growth. 

As the Director of the Australian Centre for 

Business Growth at UniSA’s Business School, 

she has worked with hundreds of Australian 

CEOs and executives, teaching them how to 

achieve their company’s growth potential. The 

Centre has won several international awards 

for its innovative programs and the growth 

its companies are achieving. Jana was on the 

founding team of the Kauffman Foundation’s 

Centre for Entrepreneurial Leadership, has 

founded five companies and has worked with 

CEOs and executives all over the world, helping 

several of them grow billion-dollar companies. 

She has a doctorate from Harvard University, 

has written seven books and 150 articles, was 

Global Thought Leader for SAP and was named 

one of 18 Women Business Gurus in the world 

and one of the leading women in Australia’s 

innovation ecosystem. 




