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ABSTRACT

Startups are widely recognized as pivotal drivers of economic growth, primarily due to their
potential to spur technological advancements, foster economic expansion, and establish high-
growth enterprises (Audretsch & Keilbach, 2004). Scholarly literature also aftirms startups’ critical
role in stimulating innovation, generating employment opportunities, developing new markets, and
diversifying products (Van Praag & Versloot, 2007; Decker et al., 2014). For both developed and
developing economies, startups contribute by adding new jobs and solving the burgeoning issue
of unemployment (Mead & Liedholm, 1998). For instance, startups form approximately 20% of
employment while contributing to almost half of the new job creation on average in OECD
(Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development) countries. Furthermore, the
innovative efforts exerted by startups significantly contribute to overall productivity growth,
accounting for nearly half of the productivity gains observed in the United States (Klenow & Li,
2021). However, entrepreneurial literature stands fragmented as the terminology used to define
startups varies, encompassing terms such as ‘high-growth firms,” ‘new firms,’ ‘small businesses,’
and ‘new ventures.’

Startups possess several distinctive characteristics compared to established firms, including
agility, flexibility, adaptability, and, at the same time, the absence of an established identity and
reputation. Nevertheless, these ventures encounter challenges in acquiring resources
predominantly during their early stages due to the inherent ‘liabilities of newness and smallness’
associated with their novelty and size (Lefebvre, 2022). Obtaining essential financial, human, and
social capital is further complicated by concerns about legitimacy and uncertainty (Zimmerman &
Zeitz, 2002). Previous research has underscored the significant role of human capital (HC) in
driving startups’ long-term growth and success (Sauermann, 2018).

While founders play a crucial role in the success of startups, non-founder HC plays a vital role
in the sustained growth and survival of these emerging enterprises (Bruton & Rubanik, 2002).
Non-founder HC or joiners are those employees who join the startup and exhibit significant
differences from founders in their work activities, ownership, and the associated risks and rewards
of entrepreneurship. Scholars assert that non-founder HC plays a crucial role in providing early-
stage startups with a competitive edge and aiding in overcoming challenges. HC emerges as the
primary factor contributing to the long-term viability of early-stage ventures (Haber & Reichel,
2007). Recent research has primarily examined the challenges related to HC in startups from the
firm’s standpoint (Stewart & Hoell, 2016); however, there exists a research gap regarding the
perspective of ‘joiners’ and their individual experiences and career decisions. Specifically, little is
known about why individuals join startups, what motivates them to stay, and what factors
contribute to their departure. Despite their substantial impact on startups’ growth and sustainability,
non-founder HC remains an underexplored area in entrepreneurial research (Siepel et al., 2017).

Startups face numerous challenges, such as the risk of failure, resource limitations, talent
shortages, and high employee turnover. Particularly, employee churn in startups adversely affects
social capital, organizational memory, and training costs. The alarming failure rate of around 75%
indicates that only one of every four startups manages to succeed (Gage, 2012; Eisenmann, 2021).



Furthermore, the survival rate of startups over five years is reported to be merely 10%
(Kalyanasundaram, 2018). Despite such risk and uncertainty attached to startups, it's intriguing
that the younger workforce is joining startups in increasing numbers (Ouimet & Zarutskie, 2014).
Hence, understanding the motivations of joiners is critical for ensuring sustainable growth and
success. Further, due to the high turnover rates of startups, it’s critical to know what makes joiners
leave such firms (Kim, 2018). Moreover, given the criticality of non-founder HC, exploring how
to strengthen this pillar is essential to increase startups’ success rate.

India has emerged as the third-largest startup ecosystem globally, experiencing remarkable
growth across various domains. Several initiatives by the Indian government to support startups,
research platforms, accelerators, and incubators further strengthen the ecosystem. Despite India's
current startup wave, more empirical research is needed to elucidate the factors that attract
individuals to work in startups and those that contribute to their departure. Past calls from the
literature have highlighted the necessity of exploring startups from the perspective of job seekers
and those leaving their jobs (Burton et al., 2016; Moser et al., 2017).

The current study investigates the motivations behind individuals joining and working in
startups and the factors contributing to their departure, bridging the research void on non-founder
HC. The study adopts a grounded theory approach, employing in-depth interviews with 31 joiners
from the younger workforce. Through thematic analysis, the study identifies factors that attract
joiners to startups, referred to as ‘pull factors,” and the triggers to leave, referred to as ‘push
factors.” It expands the existing literature on joiners and provides directions for future research,
including the emerging workforce cohort of “serial joiners.” It provides valuable insights into the
Indian startup ecosystem from the perspective of joiners, making several significant contributions.

The study explores drivers for career continuity and turnover in startups, contributing to
existing knowledge of non-founder HC. It also examines the impact of generational perspectives
and the concepts of calling in startups. Furthermore, it enhances understanding of startup culture
and offers actionable insights for practitioners and policymakers. The findings suggest that startup
leaders should align with the aspirations of the younger workforce, create a gender-balanced team,
prioritize cultural fit in hiring, and implement initiatives to retain talent. The study offers several
implications to help founders address talent challenges and improve their recruitment and retention
strategies. For policymakers, the findings suggest they promote the benefits of startup jobs, invest
in training and skill development, and prioritize upskilling and reskilling programs for joiners.

Keywords: Entreprencurship, grounded theory, joiners, qualitative study, non-founder human
capital, serial joiners, startups, younger workforce
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CHAPTER 7

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This last chapter presents a comprehensive examination of the contributions made by this
dissertation to existing theory, as well as the managerial implications stemming from the findings.
This academic perspective provides a thorough analysis of the various implications for different
stakeholders, including founders, policymakers, and joiners, thereby elucidating the potential

practical applications of the study.

7.1 Contributions to the Theory

The current study has several significant implications for the theory that expands the emerging

literature on startups and non-founder HC under the broader spectrum of entrepreneurial research.

First, using a grounded theory approach, this dissertation explores two observed phenomena
in startups — drivers for career continuity and factors for turnover, whereby expanding the
entrepreneurship literature on career choices of joiners It draws meaningful insights that add to the

knowledge of non-founder HC.

Second, the proposed 3C framework explains the drivers for joining and working in a startup
which further contributes to the literature on organizational attractiveness (Turban & Greening,
1997) and employer branding (Bresciani & Eppler (2010). As startups face the liabilities of
newness and smallness, they can enhance their organizational attractiveness in the talent market
by focusing on their unique positioning that can attract the desired talent. Scholars have explored
unique branding strategies vital for the prosperity of startups (Bresciani & Eppler, 2010) and hint

at a potential connection between employer branding and organizational attractiveness.
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Third, the findings inform the human capital management literature on small firms, an under-
researched area. Researchers have posited that HR decisions made in the early or formative years
of a firm impact its long-term goals (Cardon & Stevens, 2004). The findings detail a lot of
intricacies related to challenges faced by joiners which are very specific to startups. It attempts to
fill the void on one of the critical challenges around effective management of human capital in
startups (Krishnan & Scullion, 2017). In the words of Cardon and Stevens (2004, p. 320) “(...) our
responsibility as scholars is to design carefully thought-out integrative studies that explore what

we do not yet know about managing non founder employees in entrepreneurial ventures.”

Fourth, the Pull-push model for serial joiners extends the entrepreneurship literature pertaining
to non-founder human capital and their career choices. The findings affirm that both pull and push
factors co-exist and depending upon their intensity, a joiner decides on their new career move. It
must be noted that not all the factors will be playing out at the same time, and there might be

additional few that did not emerge in this study.

Fifth, this study extends the literature on calling by studying this from a joiner’s lens. There
have been calls to explore the phenomenon of calling in diverse fields and contexts, given the
changing nature of work (Lysova, Dik, Dufty, Khapova, & Arthur, 2019). Scholars have posited
that qualitative research is initially precious because it can reveal the importance of the calling
concept for individuals in emerging occupations and modes of working. The study addresses this

call as one of the insights that point towards a strong calling for joiners towards startup jobs.

Lastly, one of the critical contributions of this study is that it moves the needle to define the
much-discussed but less-explained ‘startup culture.” While recent studies have started to bring in

the context of culture for entreprencurial research, but from a macro concept that is mostly at a
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national (geographical) level; for example, Shane (2003) asserted that the propensity to participate
in entrepreneurial pursuits positively correlates with the degree of social recognition conferred to

entrepreneurship in a given community.

7.2 Managerial Implications and Contributions to Practice

This section delves into the managerial implications for founders, exploring outcomes that can
inform their decision-making processes and strategic actions. By identifying and elucidating the
critical insight, the study aims to equip startup founders with valuable knowledge that can enhance
their ability to navigate the complexities of startup space. Additionally, the study sheds light on
the implications for policymakers, highlighting how the findings can contribute to formulating
effective policies. Furthermore, it addresses the implications for joiners by laying out potential

benefits and challenges they may encounter within these dynamic contexts.

7.2.1 For Founders

From a timing perspective, the findings of this study are of great relevance to practitioners as there
is an increased push to promote startups. The study offers several action-oriented implications that

could equip startup founders to solve the talent challenges.

First, the proposed Pull-Push model of serial joiners offers insights for founders to refine their
talent acquisition and retention strategies. This will help to address the talent challenges from a
joiner’s perspective. As the churn is very high in the startups, an understanding of the pull-push

model can help in devising appropriate talent management policies.

Second, the 3C framework of Culture, Career and Calling provides a joiner perspective as
people were not pushed to work in startups but had voluntarily decided it. The proposed framework
explains the pull factors and suggests levers to attract and retain desired talent. Past research has
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explained that startups often need more resources as compared with established companies to
attract and retain talented employees (Williamson et al., 2002). Further, to attract desired talent,
startup leaders need to actively understand the aspirations of younger workforce by understanding.
As per a recent Deloitte survey* covering 46 countries and over 20,000 respondents (mostly from
the younger workforce), good work/life balance and learning and development opportunities were
critical priorities in selecting an employer. Hence, if startup leaders are closer to the pulse of the
younger workforce, they can offer timely and effective interventions to address concerns around

work-life integration.

Third, a key implication of this study throws light on the joiners’ diversity debt and possible
factors behind the imbalance. To overcome the founder homophily linked to gender, the founders
should try cautiously and actively work towards a gender-balanced leadership team and early
joiners’ team. This could have a cascading effect on the increase in women applicants for various
non-founder roles, leading to a gender-diverse workforce. Research has already explained the
benefits of diversity in the workplace and its linkages with a firm’s performance and long-term
success (Phillips, 2014). Hence, if founders bring this diversity early on, this will positively impact
the long-term success and growth of the firm. The signaling effect of having a diverse team at the
founder level and early joiners will establish a good rapport for the startup in the talent market,
which will also help the firm overcome the liability of newness. The representation of genders
within startups plays a crucial role in shaping women’s perception of how well they might fit in
and their worries about facing exclusion. These factors can ultimately impact their decision to join

such organizations (Engel et al., 2022).

39 The Deloitte Global 2022 Gen Z & Millennial Survey, Striving for balance, advocating for change, available on
https://www?2.deloitte.com/content/dam/insights/articles/glob175227 global-millennial-and-gen-z-
survey/Gen%?20Z%20and%20Millennial%20Survey%202022 Final.pdf, accessed on Apr 21, 2023
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Third, when recruiting new employees, startups should prioritize identifying a cultural fit. This
emphasis will ensure the presence of shared norms, values, and unspoken commitments, resulting
in appropriate behavior and longer and more satisfying connections with the company (Tavis,
2018). Hence, identifying ‘startup fit’ joiners will offer founders a useful talent management
strategy. Developing a curated joiner-type profile by conducting a psychometric assessment of
those current joiners who are passionate, happy, motivated, and thriving in their roles. These
insights could be developed as live themes and trait metrics to help in the hiring process to identify
desired talent. As every firm is unique and the attributes required to work, survive, and grow in a
startup space are distinct from those of established firms, it is critical to create archetypes of
joiners. According to research on the homophily principle, people tend to seek out and stay in
environments where they share similarities regarding various characteristics (McPherson, Smith-
Lovin, & Cook, 2001). However, individuals who feel dissimilar to others in these areas may
remove themselves from these environments. Person-environment fit theory (Kristof, 1996) and
attraction-selection-attrition theory (Schneider, 1987) emphasize this idea and suggest that
homophily is reinforced when individuals are attracted to organizations like themselves and are

more likely to quit organizations or people within them if they perceive a lack of fit.

Lastly, drawing from past research (Cable & Graham, 2000) and the findings of this study, an
important implication for startup founders is to be cautious about the information they provide to
applicants before the commencement of the recruiting process, considering that the accuracy of
their cultural beliefs can impact recruitment success as well as post-entry performance and
turnover. This will help startups build a robust talent pipeline as candidates prefer working in a

firm with strong values and a good culture.
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Retaining talent

Most startups rely on a talent pool of non-founder HC that is motivated, creative, and passionate
to push the firm on the growth path; due to the high turnover rates in startups, dependability on
joiner-specific talent posits a risk for such firms. The consequences of employee turnover for
startups could be severe compared to established firms that, at times, are in a better position to
backfill or already have a business continuity plan. The loss in productivity and knowledge due to
the departure of a joiner could be severe for a startup, especially those in the nascent stages of its
long-term survival, success, and growth (Choi et al., 2021). Hence, retaining early talent in startups
is of utmost importance. The ‘push factors’ presented in the thematic analysis highlight the key
challenges that force joiners out of the startups. This section offers a few practical implications for

retaining desired talent based on these.

First, the usual recommendation for founders is to unleash a full-blown HR strategy from their
startup's inception. However, this study acknowledges the challenges of resource constraints and,
hence, offers a slightly distinct and nuanced implication. Setting up an HR department early on
can be challenging for founders due to cost arbitrage. It is posited that understanding the pulse of
the joiners and executing targeted employee initiatives could resolve many teething issues in early-
stage startups. For instance, having a few essential yet must-have policies or processes will allow
joiners to stay tuned to these from the beginning rather than imposing them as the firm starts
expanding. These could encompass simple techniques related to leaves and attendance, expenses,
and salary transfers. Also, as role ambiguity was a critical concern raised by several joiners, a
possible solution could be the development of generic role descriptions that encompass broader

roles and responsibilities, as startup jobs offer multi-dimensional opportunities. If founders pay
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attention to hygiene factors such as basic employee policies, joiners, especially those transitioning

from established firms, will find it easier to adapt to startup roles.

Second, offering non-financial rewards and benefits such as team recognition, autonomy,
support from co-workers and supervisors, and advanced opportunities for learning and
development can also effectively motivate and retain joiners, especially when combined with
financial rewards. Support from co-workers not only helps in reducing ambiguity in such firms
that are highly exposed to uncertainties (Andersén, 2017). When joiners receive this support and
opportunities to learn and grow, they reciprocate through organizational commitment and
longevity. However, the timing and manner of reciprocation are only sometimes guaranteed. Past
research explains that high financial rewards (such as bonuses and ESOPs) can improve employee
motivation and performance, but only when the rewards are fair and consistent with the firm’s
values (Cardon et al., 2013). Zhu and Newman (2022) investigated how financial and non-financial
rewards affect employee retention in entrepreneurial new ventures. They found that the relative
pay level reinforces the positive effect of non-financial rewards on retention. Talent retention in
startups that rely heavily on the knowledge and capabilities of joiners to perform, survive, and
succeed is closely linked to providing financial and non-financial benefits in the form of
organizational rewards (Messersmith, Patel, & Crawford, 2018). The current study posits that
startups must ensure that their reward systems are seen as fair and aligned with the organization’s

values to avoid negative consequences such as reduced trust and employee engagement.

Lastly, focus on culture building is a critical aspect to be considered as the startup plans for
expansion and growth. This acts as a signal for aspiring joiners as they network with current
employees to check about the firm’s culture. Past research has explained the salience and

credibility of information collected through ‘word of mouth’ as job applicants question the firm’s
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credibility through their professional and personal network (Cable, Aiman-Smith, Mulvey, &

Edwards, 2000). This information collected through word of mouth shapes the job applicant’s

cultural beliefs as objective information is hard to find. Many respondents mentioned collecting

off-hand details on the startup to overcome the liability of newness in startups. The study draws

the attention of startup practitioners to the experiences created during the recruiting process for

job applicants, as tomorrow, they become the carriers of ‘word of mouth’ information for

prospective joiners.

A few additional recommendations are shared in this section:

Offering more internships: Hiring through the internship mode provides access to early talent,
is a cost-efficient recruiting technique, and promotes startup branding at the campus for
building the future talent pipeline. Founders should consider rolling out pre-placement offers
and more internships to fresh graduates to solve talent acquisition concerns.

Celebrate small wins and value efforts along with results: At times, the focus of a startup is
entirely on outcomes, as evident from the findings. Hence, the actions that go behind may not
always be seen if the result is not favorable. Founders may celebrate small wins and encourage
joiners by creating a safe environment to take risks.

Communicating transparently: To retain joiners, founders should maintain transparency in
communication when entering the expansion stage around a policy change or enforcing new
rules or processes. Funding uncertainties and sudden changes can significantly impact a
startup, as well as the morale and well-being of joiners. Startup leaders must communicate
openly about these issues and provide support and guidance during times of uncertainty.
Recruiting mid-senior level joiners to fill the mentoring gap: Startups can benefit significantly

from having experienced professionals who can guide and mentor the team, providing
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guidance and advice based on their own experiences. This can help joiners grow and develop
their skills, leading to better performance and more significant contributions to the firm’s
success.

Promote a learning culture: Startups should recognize the importance of employee
development and prioritize it alongside achieving results. This can be done by setting aside
dedicated time and resources for training and mentorship programs, encouraging joiners to
seek learning opportunities, and providing regular feedback and support. By investing in a
learning-centric culture, startups can create a more motivated and engaged workforce.

Avoid the formation of a toxic culture: From the beginning, founders should look for early
signs of toxicity by checking the pulse of the joiners. A toxic culture is not suitable for a firm
that is aiming for high growth as it would have a snowball effect on the employee referral
process, leading to severe talent challenges in the future. By staying connected with the joiners

and understanding their concerns and motivators, founders can curb the emergence of toxicity.

7.2.2 For Policymakers

For policymakers, this study offers a few key implications. Firstly, as the study highlights startups’

crucial role in creating new jobs for the economy, therefore, policymakers should promote the

benefits of working in startups. Policymakers should also work towards creating an environment

conducive to startup growth, such as providing tax incentives, reducing regulatory burdens, and

increasing access to funding and human capital. Secondly, by providing specialized trainings and

skill development courses to prepare students and the future workforce for startup jobs,

policymakers should invest in creating a curriculum focused on skill-based courses. These courses

should equip individuals with the technical skills and attitudinal skills such as risk-taking,

adaptability, change management, and working under high-pressure and dynamic environments.
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Training and skill development courses can help bridge the skills gap and improve the
employability of individuals in the startup industry. While a few initiatives*® are already in
progress, such as NASSCOM Future Skills, Skill India, and various corporate programs to train
Engineers through diverse methods, the focus is mostly on solving the technical skill gap. Along
with the required technical skills, the focus of such programs should also include imparting
attitudinal skills to create a skilled workforce capable of tackling the challenges and opportunities
presented by the startup industry. Thirdly, the study draws the attention of policymakers to a
critical and new cohort in the workforce, i.e., joiners. While academic programs have traditionally
focused on creating entrepreneurs, this study highlights the importance of instilling the necessary
skills in individuals who want to work for startups. Therefore, policymakers should focus on
upskilling and reskilling this cohort to ensure they are prepared for the demands of the fast-paced
startup environment. Recent research findings indicate that a considerable proportion of employee
turnover can be attributed to negative encounters with supervisors or toxic work environments
rather than solely from job dissatisfaction (Rubenstein et al., 2018). This highlights the potential
effectiveness of leadership development programs in reducing turnover rates by equipping

founders with skills to foster positive relationships with joiners.
7.2.3 For Joiners

The study also provides valuable insights for individuals interested in joining the startup industry.
While these insights are contextual and primarily applicable to the younger workforce, there is
merit in taking forward these to a broader cohort of joiners across various age groups/generations.

It was found that joining and leaving startups can be risky, especially without profitability and

40 NASSCOM report on Indian Tech Startup-up Ecosystem, 2019, available at www.nasscom.in, accessed on April
29,2023
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assurance of stock options. Individuals aspiring to join startups and even serial joiners must
carefully weigh the potential benefits and risks of their decisions. Some respondents mentioned
that seeking advice from venture capitalists and industry mentors can help them make informed
choices. Joiners should also consider a range of factors when evaluating a startup as a potential
employer, such as its track record, the strength of its leadership team, and the growth potential of

the industry to which the startup belongs.

Another consideration is the possibility of changing domains to enter a new and emerging
sector, which can be an exciting opportunity and entail significant risk. Nonetheless, being an early
mover can be a worthwhile risk for those passionate about a particular emerging field and who
believe in its growth potential. While startup experience may not always be viewed in the same
light as experience gained in more established firms, it can still provide valuable opportunities for

skill development and unique experiences that can be leveraged in different contexts.

Furthermore, prioritizing mental well-being and managing stress in a highly volatile, high-
pressure startup environment is a must to better manage stress and maintain performance and
productivity over the long term. This can involve setting boundaries around working hours, taking
breaks as needed, seeking support from colleagues or a mental health professional, and engaging

in self-care activities such as exercise, meditation, or hobbies.

7.3 Limitations and Future Research Avenues

While this research provides valuable insights, it is crucial to acknowledge its boundaries and
constraints. Like every research, the limitations of this dissertation suggest avenues for future

research.
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First, the study predominantly centers on joiners under 30 years old, potentially limiting the
scope of insights to this specific age group. A limitation arises from the lack of exploration into
the experiences and motivations of joiners from other age demographics. Future research
endeavors could address this gap, conducting in-depth investigations into the motivations of
individuals across various age brackets. This approach will yield a more comprehensive

understanding of the diverse factors influencing career choices within the startup ecosystem.

Second, while the study captures a diverse participant sample in a contextual setting
(developing economy), it does not explicitly delve into regional influences on startup career
choices. This limitation restricts a nuanced understanding of how cultural contextual factors impact
joiners’ motivations. Encouraging future research to conduct regional and cross-country
comparisons will be instrumental in uncovering insights into the global and regional dynamics that

shape startup career decisions.

Third, joiners might have different motivations and anxiecties based on the various growth
stages of the startup they plan to join, especially serial joiners; however, this could not be validated
due to the qualitative nature of the study. During the data collection stage, the growth stages of the

I"and based on the funding stage of the

startups were tracked by referencing the Crunchbase,*
concerned startups, it was found that most of these were in the ‘market phase’ (Picken, 2017;

K onig et al., 2019). However, a deeper investigation into how the growth stage of startups

influence the motivations of joiners could yield nuanced results.

4! Crunchbase is a leading software database of company insights for organizations from early-stage startups to
Fortune 1000 (https://www.crunchbase.com/). For this study, we accessed this database to find out the growth stage
of the startups where the participants worked during the data-collection stage.
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Fourth, gender-specific reasoning on career-choice intentions could not be explained due to
the limited representation of female joiners (6%) in the sample. This leaves a void in understanding
the causes and variations within gender groups that contribute to this lack of diversity. Addressing
this challenge requires future research to delve into the reasons behind low female participation,
exploring gender-specific motivations, and uncovering potential barriers that hinder diversity

within startup environments.

Fifth, an unexplored facet in the study pertains to the influence of joiners’ personality traits on
their career choices within startups. There could also be potential variations in the perception of a
‘calling’ amongst joiners. Future studies should aim to analyze how personality traits play a role

in shaping career choices within startups.

Lastly, the absence of method triangulation in this study could be addressed by future research
by adopting a mixed-method approach. Though data triangulation was achieved by analyzing
findings for serial joiners as compared to first-time joiners, however, method triangulation will

help to further establish the credibility of the findings.

Future research could focus on the characteristics and preferences of joiners to inform hiring
decisions and organizational strategies that better support the startup HC. Further, longitudinal
studies on non-founder HC may expand the emergent theory and guide practitioners to refine their

talent strategy.

7.4 Conclusion

This dissertation commenced with two fundamental questions: Why do people work in startups,
and why do they leave? Employing a grounded theory approach, rich qualitative data was gathered

from 31 young joiners employed in startups across different domains. The factors that attract
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joiners to startups, referred to as ‘pull factors’ (explained through the 3C framework), and the
reasons that lead them to leave, referred to as ‘push factors,” were identified through thematic
analysis of their narratives. The study revealed several significant pull factors bucketed under
culture, career and calling themes, can guide early-stage entrepreneurs and startup founders in
refining their talent strategies. Prioritizing these factors and actively addressing them in
recruitment and retention strategies can help founders attract and retain high-quality talent critical
for the success of their startups. Furthermore, the push factors that drive joiners away from startups
were explored. Understanding these factors, such as job insecurity, limited career growth
prospects, and inadequate work-life integration, can help practitioners take corrective measures to
reduce high employee turnover in startups. Proactively addressing these push factors can improve

employee satisfaction and retention, increasing productivity, innovation, and overall growth.

The study contributes to the theory in ways more than one by extending the entrepreneurship
literature that focusses on non-founder HC. Further, it contributes to theory building by way of the
proposed Pull-Push model for serial joiners, informing the literature on organizational
attractiveness, human capital management in small firms and network theory (Chen, Chang, &
Lee, 2015). Insights from a unique workforce segment called ‘serial joiners’ are introduced, and
further investigation in this direction is promoted. For the practice, the study offers action-oriented
implications on developing effective talent management strategies in startups. Additionally,
implications for startup practitioners are offered by the qualitative findings. For instance, clear
communication, gender diverse teams, strong organizational culture, and leadership support are

emphasized in retaining joiners.

In a deliberate effort to overcome the Columbus Effect, this study strategically centers its

investigation on ‘Joiners,’ thereby venturing into previously unexplored avenues within the realm
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of entrepreneurial research. This intentional shift in focus towards non-founder HC serves as a
critical contribution aimed at rectifying a noteworthy gap in the existing literature, emphasizing
the significant role played by non-founder HC in fostering a startup's success—a dimension that
has been noticeably under-researched. Furthermore, the study responds to recent calls for more
contextual research within the startup domain by anchoring its exploration of joiner-centric
dynamics within the context of a developing country. All respondents, with diverse backgrounds
and hailing from various regions, are based in India. This contextual research approach not only
aligns with the call for more localized insights but also broadens the understanding of startup

dynamics within the unique socio-economic landscape of a developing nation.

Additionally, the study delves into the demographics of the workforce, homing in on the
younger cohort (those under 30 years old). This targeted focus responds to recent calls within the
academic community to explore this specific demographic in greater depth. The research captures
rich qualitative data directly from the actual workforce, a departure from the prevailing trend of
relying on student samples. By doing so, the study fills a notable void in existing research, offering
authentic insights into the experiences and perspectives of the younger workforce in the startup
environment. The findings of the study will encourage future research in the area of non-founder

HC and bring varied perspectives on the emerging cohort of joiners in the active workforce.
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ANNEXURES

Table 1: Interview guide

An interview protocol was followed with a broad set of questions for data collection. The
interviews included open-ended questions as they allowed to enrich the understanding of the
phenomena experienced by the respondents (joiners), which further helped in the study. A detailed
list of sample questions asked during the interviews is shared below:

A detailed list of questions used for Joiner interviews

A Broad opening questions

Tell me more about the startup where you are working presently.

What are the product/senvice offerings of the startup you work with?

How large is the employee base? What is the current headcount across various offices/locations?

Can you help me understand your current role in this startup?

Would you know the funding status or stage of this startup?

NN B[R =

Where is the head office and in which office are you based out of?

Intermediate questions

How did you apply for the given role, OR how did you know about this opportunity?

Is your job onsite, remote or hybrid?

What motivates you to work or continue working in a startup?

What do you enjoy the most in your current role?
What are the USPs of working in a startup?

Based on your experience, what could be the possible downside of working in a startup?

IS I

What is the downside or cons of working in a startup?

Closing questions

Does anyone in your family own/run an entrepreneurial venture?

What is your career aspiration? Eventually, in your career, what would you aspire to do? Would you be an entrepreneur yourself?

If given a choice, would you want to continue working in the startup domain and why? What other choices would you like to explore and why?
Do you have any questions for me or regarding the study?

Afw|n[=10

Probing questions

What other options did you have at the time of deciding whether to join this startup or not? How and why did you choose this specific job/role?
Do you find yourself at par or above/below your peers (batchmates) regarding career trajectory/growth?

Why did you leave the earlier startup? (In case they worked in a startup earlier as well)

What/who inspired you to work with a startup?

Are you planning to switch or in transition? (In case they reveal that they are planning to switch or are on notice period)

(J’!-th—kb

Source: Authors
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Table 2: Demographic details of respondents

Age Hichest Total Startup No. of startups worked |  Serial joiner
Respondent ID | Gender | bracket uali%ication Role/Title experience experience in (at the time of
(years) 1 (years) (years) (at the time of interview) interview)
R1 M 25-30 M.Tech Lead Scientist 4 4 3 Yes
R2 M 25-30 B.Com Head - Operations 8 8 2 Yes
R3 M 25-30 B.Tech Master Trainer 9 9 3 Yes
R4 M 25-30 M.S Specialist Quality Assurance & Regulator] 6 5 2 Yes
R5 M 25-30 MCA Project Manager 5 4 2 Yes
R6 M 25-30 MBA Customer Success - Lead 8 6 2 Yes
R7 F 20-25 B.Arch Architect 2 2 1 No
R8 M 20-25 BA Special Correspondent 4 3 1 No
RY F 20-25 MBA Digital marketing manager 1 1 2 Yes
R10 M 25-30 B.E Supply Chain 6 6 3 Yes
R11 M 20-25 B.Tech Data Analyst/Engineer 1 1 2 Yes
R12 M 25-30 M.S Team Lead - Hardware & Firmware 7 3 2 Yes
R13 M 20-25 B.Tech Software Engineer 1 1 2 Yes
R14 M 20-25 B.Tech Game Programmer 2 2 2 Yes
R15 M 20-25 MBA Product Manager 3 2 2 Yes
R16 M 25-30 MBA Strategy Deputy Manager 6 4 4 Yes
R17 M 20-25 B.E Import Export Specialist 5 3.5 2 Yes
R18 F 25-30 B.Tech Product Analyst 3.5 0.7 1 No
R19 F 25-30 B.Tech Product Manager 7 4 3 Yes
R20 M 20-25 B.Tech Associate Data Engineer 1.7 1.7 2 Yes
R21 M 25-30 BA Creative head and Co-founder 7 7 S Yes
R22 F 25-30 B.Tech Associate Product M: 7 6 2 Yes
R23 M 20-25 MBA Business Consultant 3 0.5 1 No
R24 M 20-25 B.Tech COO's office 2 0.2 1 No
R25 M 20-25 B.Tech Data Analyst 1 1 2 Yes
R26 M 25-30 B.Tech Product Manager 8 7 5 Yes
R27 F 20-25 BMS Associate Product Manager 2 2 3 Yes
R28 M 20-25 B.Tech Data Scientist 3 3 3 Yes
R29 M 20-25 B.Tech Analyst 2 2 2 Yes
R30 M 25-30 MBA AVP 6 0.2 1 No
R31 M 25-30 B.Tech Product Manager 6 3 2 Yes
Source: Authors
Table 3: Inter-Coder Reliability Analysis
Overall Kappa Analysis result
Research Kappa Asymptotic V4 P Value Lower Upper 95%
question Standard 95% Asymptotic
Error Asymptot | CI Bound
ic CI
Bound
RQ1 Overall 1.000 .019 51.942 .000 .962 1.038
RQ2 Overall 1.000 .027 36.729 .000 947 1.053

Source: SPSS analysis by authors
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Table 4: Taxonomy for theoretical categories for Research Question 1

Why do people work in startups?

Generalized | Theoretical Reference definition (as per authors)
dimensions categories
Boundaryless & Absence of formal policies/norms/processes and the
flexible set up prominence of a more informal work setup
Creative liberty Freedom to try out new ideas without fear of failure
Fast track learning Steep learning curve with immense opportunities to
& growth develop new skills and responsibilities in a fast-
paced environment
Culture Dynamic and fast- Working in a fast-changing internal environment
paced set-up with high speed of execution in all aspects
High rewards & Avenues to generate wealth faster by way of
recognition ESOPs/other benefits, earn more than the given
CTC/package, and get recognition for good work
Value of employee's | Openness of leaders to listen to ideas and concerns
voice raised by employees
Self enhancement Minimizing self-doubts and enhancing one's
confidence
Diversified exposure | Opportunities to work across different roles,
Career ‘ funct.ions and domains ‘ '
Ease of changing Moving from one domain or function to another
career track/domain | without structural or process challenges
Client exposure Opportunities to be in a front-end or client-facing
role and communicate directly with the client
Passion for an idea | Pursue an idea or cause and be a part of an emerging
or domain domain
Founder effect Inspired by the personality and charisma of
Founder(s) by working with them closely
Calling Entrepreneurial Aspire to run one's venture in future
dreams

Meaningful work

Sense of contributing to a larger goal by doing
impactful work and directly contributing to firm's
success/growth

Source: Authors
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Table 6:

List of secondary databases referred to in prior studies

S.No. | Secondary Data sources used in prior Geography
studies
1 Panel Study of Entrepreneurial Dynamics II | U. S
(PSED 1I)
2 Kauffman FirmSurvey (KFS) U.S
3 Business Dynamics Statistics (BDS) U.S
4 Comprehensive Australian Study of Australia
Entrepreneurial Emergence (CAUSEE)
5 Financial Analysis Made Easy (FAME) UK and Ireland
6 GUESSS (Global University Entrepreneurial | Global
Spirit Students' Survey)
7 IDA database (Integrated Database for Labor | Denmark
Market Research)
8 LEHD database (Longitudinal Employer U.S
Household Dynamics)
9 National Establishment TimeSeries (NETS) | U. S
10 Organizationfor Economic Co-operation and | 38 member countries (includes
Development (OECD) the U.S, Canada, Australia, Japan,
and many European countries)
11 Research on Entrepreneurship in Advanced | Italy
Technologies (RITA)
12 Science and Engineering Statistical Data U.S
System (SESTAT)
13 Statistics Sweden (SCB) Sweden
14 Workplace Employment Relations Survey UK
(WERS)

Source: Authors
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Table 7: Taxonomy for theoretical categories for Research Question 2

Why do people leave startups?

Generalized Theoretical Reference definition (as per authors)
dimensions categories
Structural challenges | Absence of defined processes and policies
Expansion People and process issues that emerge when a
challenges startup grows rapidly
Small firm . . Leadership issues, founder-specific concerns
challenges Leadership conflicts ’ ’

change in management, etc.

Resource constraints

Limited or scarce resources, primarily financial
and human, leading to a constrained work setting

Job insecurity

Hire and fire culture

Rapid hiring due to growth aspirations but at the
same time rapid firing without proper notice

Risk & uncertainties

Sense of insecurity due to risks and uncertainties
associated with startup (such as ramp down, lack
of funds, losses, merger or acquisition, firm
closure)

Higher-order
learning needs

Challenge to get into
bigger firms

Difficulty to get through a job opportunity with
an established firm due to startup experience on
resume

Stagnant learning

Lack of in-depth learning due to fast-paced set-
up, unable to learn new skills due to firm's focus
on a specific domain

Lack of mentorship

Limited investment in individual's professional
development by leaders/supervisors

Peer effect

Chain attrition

Group exits, getting pulled by an ex-
supervisor/colleague into a new firm they have
moved to

Compensation &

Wealth creation

Join another firm for higher compensation and

Expectation
mismatch

benefits benefits, such as ESOPs
Work-family Shift in career/life Changing priorities due. to personal milestones
. . (such as marriage, family, etc.) or age-related
integration stages £
actors
High job requirements such as stretched working
Highly demanding hours, no regular day-offs, and high levels of
Job & stressful work stress due to pressing timelines, high-pressure
DA work
dissatisfaction

Mismatch between the actual job profile or role
than expected before joining the startup and also
shifting KRAs

Source: Authors
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Table 9: Sample contradictory statements

Pull Factors

Push Factors

“So, one thing is that they don't have any restrictions. So
basically, the work environment is pretty cool, and also, it
is nice to work for them because | have seen my friends
working in bigger firms. They had many restrictions like
login time; you need to come at this time.” (R11) —
Boundaryless & Flexible setup

“(...) The structures and processes are very untidy and
chaotic. So that is a con that | personally am really not
Okay with. I tried to change it, but it really did not work.”
(R7) — Structural challenges

“Learnings are huge in a startup, so the work that they do
here for in, say, two or three months, they had not done it

previously in their previous organization for a whole year.”
(R30) — Fast track learning & growth

“They (other joiners) move after that learning period is
done either it that is not exciting for them, or it is the
learning curve. After they are done, nobody sticks.
Whoever has a degree and whoever has that kind of metal
to create something, nobody sticks. Either land up being a
founding member of a newer startup or quitin about 8, 9,
10 months, at max.” (R3) — Stagnant learning

“You will encounter new projects on a daily basis orona
weekly basis. In which you do not have any background.
Like, If you were not prepared for it earlier, but within a
short span of time, you will have to get yourself prepared
and executed; this is the only option. You cannot give any
excuses, or you cannot extend the deadline in a startup.”
(R30) — Dynamic & fast-paced setup

"You don't know if you will have a job tomorrow or not.
irrespective of how you perform, you will not know if you
have a job tomorrow in hand. You'll not have a job the next
day; you don't get a notice period, You don't get anything. |
mean, job security, Something you cannot look forward to
in a startup" (R3) — Risk & uncertainties
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Table 10: Tenure details of serial joiners

Respondent ID |Age group Gender |Total work |Startup No. of startups | Avg. tenure in
(in yrs) experience |experience | worked in (as |a startup (yrs)
(in range) |(in range) on Feb 2023)
R1 25-30 yrs M 0-5 yrs 0-5 yrs 4 1.5
R2 25-30 yrs M 6-10 yrs 6-10 yrs 2 4.5
R3 25-30 yrs M 6-10 yrs 6-10 yrs 5 2.2
R4 25-30 yrs M 6-10 yrs 0-5 yrs 2 2.4
R5 25-30 yrs M 0-5 yrs 0-5 yrs 3 1.9
R6 25-30 yrs M 6-10 yrs 6-10 yrs 3 2.7
R7 20-25 yrs F 0-5 yrs 0-5 yrs 2 0.9
R9 20-25 yrs F 0-5yrs 0-5yrs 1 0.4
R10 25-30 yrs M 6-10 yrs 6-10 yrs 3 21
R11 20-25 yrs M 0-5 yrs 0-5 yrs 2 1.1
R12 25-30 yrs M 6-10 yrs 0-5 yrs 3 1.4
R13 20-25 yrs M 0-5yrs 0-5 yrs 3 0.7
R14 20-25 yrs M 0-5yrs 0-5yrs 2 0.7
R15 20-25 yrs M 0-5 yrs 0-5 yrs 2 1.8
R16 25-30 yrs M 6-10 yrs 0-5 yrs 4 1.1
R17 20-25 yrs M 0-5 yrs 0-5 yrs 2 2.1
R19 25-30 yrs F 6-10 yrs 0-5yrs 3 1.6
R20 20-25 yrs M 0-5yrs 0-5yrs 2 1.2
R21 25-30 yrs M 6-10 yrs 6-10 yrs 5 1.5
R22 25-30 yrs F 6-10 yrs 6-10 yrs 3 2.3
R23 20-25 yrs M 0-5yrs 0-5 yrs 2 1.1
R25 20-25 yrs M 0-5 yrs 0-5yrs 2 1.4
R26 25-30 yrs M 6-10 yrs 6-10 yrs 5 1.6
R27 20-25 yrs F 0-5 yrs 0-5 yrs 4 0.8
R28 20-25 yrs M 0-5yrs 0-5yrs 3 0.9
R29 20-25 yrs M 0-5yrs 0-5yrs 2 1.8
R31 25-30 yrs M 6-10 yrs 0-5 yrs 2 2.0
Median Tenure 1.5

n=27 (25 serial joiners at the itme of interviews and 2 who became serial joiners after the interveiws)

Source: Authors
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Figure 1: Jobs created by DPIIT-recognized Startups

Total number of jobs created (self-reported) by DPIIT recognized Startups

269
198
161
132
88
43
L]

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

m Jobs created (in thousands)

Source:  Economic  Survey India, 2022-23 (data as of 17" January 2023),
https://www.indiabudget.gov.in/economicsurvey/; above data is self-reported
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FIGURE 2: Overview of Data Structures
Research Question 1: Why do people work in startups?

First-Order Categories Theoretical Categories Generalized Dimensions

Statements about flat structures, less
hierarchical set up and no bureaucracy
Approachable leadership, informal channels
of communication Boundaryless &
Lack of internal boundaries; mostly an flexible set-up
informal work setting

Flexibility to work from anywhere or in a
hybrid mode, no specific login/logout time

Statements about freedom of discussing
one’ thoughts and ideas

Culture of normalizing failure Creative liberty
Minimal restrictions on trying out new things
Liberty to be one’s own entrepreneur

Statements about working in a learning-
centric culture; interesting work and minimal
monotonous tasks

Speedy promotions and role upgrades
Early opportunities to lead teams/verticals,
take more responsibilities based on proof of
work

Working alongside smart and creative
people, brainstorming with founders

Fast track learning
& growth

Statements about doing exciting and new
things everyday

Vast opportunities to take initiatives per
changing external environment

Very fast speed of execution, focus on
outcomes and not on process/approach

Dynamic & fast-
paced set-up

Statements about high/competitive pay and
perks (for well-funded startups)

Faster wealth creation due to stock options
(ESOPs), based on firm’s profitability

High rewards &

hvali

Early increments for high performers, not recognition
driven by annual review cycles
Statements about receptiveness of
leaders/founders to listen to ideas from
Value of

junior/new team members
Ease of proposing new ideas to senior
leaders/founders

employee’s voice
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FIGURE 2: Overview of Data Structures

Research Question 1: Why do people work in startups?

First-Order Categories

Theoretical Categories Generalized Dimensions

Statements about gaining more knowledge,
becoming thought leaders and innovators
Decision-making and ownership lead to
enhanced self-image and acts as motivator
Positive influence of peer-group as
everyone is highly motivated towards a
common aoal

Self
enhancement

Statements about getting involved in
multiple things simultaneously/phased
manner

Getting to learn new things about which
joiner was not aware earlier

Ease of getting cross-functional and end-to-
end exposure due to small/flexible setup

Diversified
exposure

Statements about moving between
domains/roles/functions to work towards an
over-arching career aspiration

Ease of changing domains due to flexibility
and risk-taking nature of startups

Ease of changing
career
track/domain

Statements about opportunities to be in
client-facing roles while in early career
stages

Boost in confidence while working directly
with clients and managing critical portfolios

Client exposure |—

Statements about passion to work in a
particular/trending domain, be part of a
unicorn, able to relate to startups’
vision/purpose/offering

Opportunity to learn end-to-end value chain

o e

Passion for an
idea or domain

Statements about opportunity to work
closely with founder(s) due to flat hierarchy,
getting inspired by their management style
Exposure to high-level projects and new
ideas while working directly with founder(s)

~N

Vs

Founder effect

Statements about starting own venture in
future and hence an urge to learn all
aspects of business

Building skillset to be an entrepreneur by
working closely with leadership team

~

Statements about doing something
meaningful and impactful, for a larger cause

N

4L

r

—

N

Entrepreneurial
dreams

J

N
Meaningful work | J

J
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FIGURE 3: Overview of Data Structures

Research Question 2: Why do people leave startups?

First-Order Categories

Theoretical Categories

Statements about unclear roles and
responsibilities, lack of policies
Unorganised systems/processes, absence
of HR department/function at nascent stage

Structural
challenges

Statements about untidy/chaoctic systems
which don’t match with pace of expansion
High attrition rates due to sudden
enforcement of new rules/policies
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Vs

Expansion
challenges

Statements about conflict amongst
founders/leaders, clash in leadership styles
Toxic leadership due to pressing targets
leading to hostile work environment
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Leadership
conflicts

Statements about lack of finances and
funding challenges

Massive attrition leading to early talent
drain, lack of retention policy

N
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Resource
constraints

Statements about survival of the fittest,
short notice layoffs
No room for mistakes due to high stakes

Hire & fire culture

Statements about funding uncertainties
leading to risk of shutdown

Ambiguity due to sudden changes such as
buyouts and merger, leading to change
management issues

N
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Risk &
uncertainties

Statements about startup experience not
being given much weightage while applying
for established firms, primarily due to
generalist profile/exposure

Challenge to get
into bigger firms

Statements about lack of learning
opportunities in struggling startups
Limited focus on specialized training and
development

Lack of absorption due to focus on high
speed of executing tasks/projects

Stagnant learning

Statements about lack of good mentors
Low interest of leadership in team’s
professional development due to higher
focus on results
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FIGURE 3: Overview of Data Structures

Research Question 2: Why do people leave startups?

First-Order Categories

Theoretical Categories

Statement about following suit of a
supervisor or colleague who moved out to
another firm (mostly another startup)

Generalized Dimensions

Peer effect

Chain attrition

Statements about getting better opportunity
with stock options in another startup
Changing domain to be early mover in an
emergent space (e.g., Crypto/fintech firms)

Compensation
& Benefits

Wealth creation ]

Statements about looking for a sustainable
role after reaching a specific age (mostly
30+) to attend to personal/family needs
Lack of personal time due to highly
demanding nature of job

Shift in careerl/life
stages

Work family
integration

Statements about stretched working hours,
no fixed weekly offs, lack of leaves/holidays
Coping issues and mental wellbeing
challenges due to high pace of work

Lack of equal distribution of labor due to
limited resources

VAR A

Highly demanding
and stressful work

Job

Statements about peer-pressure, lack of
sense of belonginess, change in committed
job role or pay

dissatisfaction

Expectation
mismatch
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FIGURE 4: Respondents’ work status analysis

RESPONDENTS' WORK STATUS
(AS ON FEB'23)

18
16
14
12

10

| — |

Joined an established firm Joined another startup With the same startup

Notes: The above chart represents the work status of all 31 respondents as on February 2023, based
on a subsequent analysis
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FIGURE 5: Pull-Push Model of Serial Joiners

Scenario A: Resultant force motivates Serial Joiner to continue working in the same Startup

Scenario B: Resultant force pushes Serial Joiner to leave the current Startup for another one
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ILLUSTRATIONS

Appendix 1: Exemplar data analysis based on constant comparison method

This study had two research objectives: one, to understand why joiners work in startups, and two, to
understand why they leave startups. This understanding would help develop an in-depth knowledge
of career-choice decisions by joiners, which will further help us in theory building. A series of steps
were followed to analyze the data; an example of the process is explained as follows:

Step 1: At first, identified the following passage to be related to the impact of work that joiners feel
while working in a startup, as it explains one of the key reasons to identify a ‘pull’ factor to work in
a startup

“In a startup, I think your results are seen much faster. The contributions are visible to you. The
impact of your work is more visible to you. I support management in making certain decisions. I will
have my team who will do the groundwork, which I can look at and make sure it is in line with what
I what we want, but that gives me the interaction with all other teams |[...]. The impact is much higher.
So, like last year, we took about nine months to set up a whole quality system, get audited and
certified, and this was a pretty tough challenge, and our team was up for it, and we did. It was a big
thing for the company because certifications of this kind help the product and the company to be
recognized in the world. So that impact pushes, you get a satisfaction that all the hours you spent and
I spent about 18- 19 hours a day working. So, it kind of gives you a satisfaction that, whatever you
have done, even though it is not your company, but then you still get that, because of you, there is a
difference in the market.” (R4)

Step 2: Next, coded the passage as ‘creating meaningful work.” After thoroughly reading all the
transcripts multiple times, collated passages with similar narratives and underlying themes, which
were further coded into different theoretical categories. ‘Meaningful work’ was described as a sense
of contributing to a larger goal by doing critical work and directly contributing to the firm's
success/growth. A few similar narratives were found that were kept under the tentative category of
‘creating meaningful work’:

“I would say the expanse, the depth of the impact you will make in an organization that's
humongous as compared to corporate because in a corporate there are 10,000 people, your job is
predefined by a certain scope. There is a way that you function. There is a time that you come in,
there is a time that you go, and there is a reporting level. There is a portal for everything that you
are, proper T&D sessions. So, but in the startup, anything that I do happens across a base of all the
North accounts, so then that in itself gives me a huge area actually to impact. So that is different that
1 feel is there and is the strongest motivator for anybody driven by idea.” (R6)

“So, if I say in one word, creating an impact is something, which is really helpful and then,
obviously, solving the problems, which are hard to solve, or, which has a business impact, massive
business impact. It is something really interesting, and I think I love solving problems. And definitely
solving problems is one thing that should also create an impact.” (R31)
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Other categories were created following a similar iterative approach. The grouping of categories
was done based on thorough data analysis to extract narratives with similar meanings, for which the
researcher went back and forth in the data. The transcripts were analyzed in-depth, and the researcher
stayed immersed in the phenomena. Initially, no ideas were rejected on temporary categories and
discussed within the researcher group to reach a common ground. It was required to hear different
perspectives and rule out all ambiguities so that emergent categories represent closest to the
narratives. In parallel, literature and seminal work by Pratt et al. (2006) were referred to, which
inspired while developing the categories.

Step 3: Next, the literature was further referred to and reviewed. Arrived and agreed on the code
“meaningful work™ as it resonated with the essence of the voice of respondents. This was defined as
a sense of achievement when joiners can contribute meaningfully to the venture’s success. From the
narratives, it was found that joiners are passionate about the quality of work they do in startups and
their ability to directly influence and contribute towards the firm’s goals.

Step 4: Using the above-described process, various factors were identified that pull a joiner towards
a startup and motivate them to continue working in this space. All these second-level categories were
abstracted following the GTM-prescribed process. Based on internal discussions within the
researcher group and referring to the literature, the appropriate theoretical dimension ‘Calling’ was
identified to represent the theoretical categories of ‘meaningful work,’ ‘passion for an idea/domain,’
‘founder effect,” and ‘entrepreneurial dreams.” The meaningfulness of work that joiners find while
working in a startup becomes a key motivator and hence is linked to the construct of calling.

A rigorous peer review process was adopted to validate the findings, wherein the emergent themes
were pressure-tested. Next, a few independent researchers were onboarded with whom the analyzed
data, results, and a few transcripts were shared. Inputs were collated from each reviewer, and codes
were compared with the data structure. Using SPSS, Inter-Coder Reliability was calculated to assess
the validity and robustness of the codes generated. The outcomes were discussed within the researcher
group, and the analysis was further modified based on the brainstorming. The researcher continued
to go back to the transcripts to ensure resolving the identified grey areas and kept refining the analysis
to make it robust. The constant comparison method suggested by GTM helped to iron out ambiguities
and discrepancies in interpreting qualitative data. The above steps were replicated for all the
transcriptions and concluded the data analysis after coding into all theoretical categories.
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Appendix 2: An illustration of thematic data analysis using Grounded Theory methodology
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