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Talking Start Ups?

Young startups are in the Centre 
of iEER project

iEER project aims to define smart paths and solutions for 

partner regions to boost and orchestrate 

entrepreneurship ecosystems supporting young 

entrepreneurs when forty per cent of young The young 

entrepreneurs are in the Centre, when developing the 

startup and accelerator support for them. Please 

familiarize yourself with the young entrepreneurs 

interviews made during Slush 2016 event.

Inspiring regards,

Marjo Ruuti

Senior Lecturer in Laurea University of Applied 

Sciencies (UAS)

Laurea UAS Project Manager in iEER project
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Preface

About iEER-project 

iEER is an Interreg Europe funded flagship project bringing together 10 regions 

around Europe. Initiated by a group of regions awarded with the European 

Entrepreneurial Region label, iEER will define smart paths and solutions to boost 

regional entrepreneurship ecosystems supporting young entrepreneurs.

The participants of iEER-project were asked to join in a thought-provoking 

discussion and interview arranged by Laurea. The aim of interaction cut to the core 

problems and possibilities in supporting start-ups companies and accelerations.

The interviews were conducted parallel to Slush 2016, Helsinki. Slush is a student-

driven, non-profit movement originally founded to change attitudes toward 

entrepreneurship. The very core of Slush is to facilitate founder and investor 

meetings and to build a world-wide startup community. In 2015, Slush was 

organized in Tokyo and Beijing for the first time. In 2016, Slush is spreading to 

Tokyo, Shanghai and Singapore.

The purpose for the conducted interview was to highlight the obstacles and

challenges in startup’s support services and to find possible solution to mange the

whole process of starting a successful business from scratch. 

The outcome of the work is a visual presentation, which provides valuable up-to-

date insights into entrepreneurial thinking, experiences, and aspirations.

Members involved:

Laurea:

Marjo Ruuti, Senior Lecturer in Laurea

Feelancers:

Renita Niemi, Designer

Roscoe Lee, Cinematographer

Interviewees:

Gunita Kulikovska, Vividly, founder [1]

Tomas Novotny, 720, founder [2]

Erik Rusanen, Villada, founder [3]

Kenneth Holm Thomsen, Dexter founder [4]

Fergal Hynes, Expertsoftware, founder [5]

Ulrich Tillich, Oculyze, founder [6]

Katja Richter, Diamond Inventics, founder [7]
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180
MINUTES OF INTERVIEW

CONTENT

Latvia | Germany |

Ireland | Denmark |

Czech Republic | Finland

6
FIELDS OF BUSINESS
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6
FIELDS OF BUSINESS

Virtual reality |

Travel industry

Consumer electronics | Gaming | 

Artificial intelligence

Software | Biotechnology | 

Cleantech

Fields of business

Virtual reality + architecture

• Vividly - embracing VR for progress in architecture industry.

Virtual reality a new media for better communicated ideas.

Travel industry

• Villada - Rental villas in Europe for Finnish and Swedish 

customers. In the future virtual reality will add more value for 

the customers.

Consumer electronics | gaming | artificial intelligence

• Dxtr labs, inc. - A mission to help the world embrace play. 

Smart toy for kids to combine virtual and the real world 

through a play, in order to understand how a child is 

developing and how to maximize the learning potential in 

each individual child, in a fun way!

Software

• Isc.Ltd. Software testing service and own products in ICT

Internet of Things (Iot)

• 720° indoor air quality measurement. 720° is a cloud 

based analytics solution for real-time collection and 

evaluation of indoor environmental quality data such as: air 

quality, thermal comfort and noise pollution.

Biotechnology | Cleantech

• Diamond inventics, Rapid pathogen on-site paper-test for 

everybody and everywhere

• Oculyze, Developing and building mobile microscopes with 

integrated image analyses



Interviewees

The interviewed business founders have different backgrounds. Some of them is still doing 

basic studies while the others have several years’ research or working experience. The 

programs should be modified based participants' previous experience. The others have no 

experience how to write business proposals or then the others have huge amount knowledge 

how to run a project and what are the main turning points.

Mature founders

“ Some days the frustration was [huge] […] we all have families we 

are not students, we can’t eat noodles and tomato sauce for 

half a year. We have a responsibility. We have a household with 

kids and schools and stuff. It was really hard during the months 

that we didn’t have investment and it didn’t look like we were 

going to get any soon. [S]ome people say that when you want to 

be an entrepreneur then you need to put everything into it, and you 

need to get through these phases. When I see what a team we are, 

with families, we are all almost 40… when you are 15 years 

younger then it is acceptable… when you fail you can just try the 

next thing. But when you have researchers… we made really huge 

innovations. We had patents. If you want to motivate researchers 

to leave the cosy world of university then you need to give them 

more support. Then they don’t need to be afraid that their 

families will suffer. This was really hard at the time and we missed 

support from the networks around us.” [7]

Rookies founders

“ […] after couple minutes he just looked us and said 

guys you have no idea about what you are doing, you 

gotta come smart on this. I can’t help you in this 

stage; you don’t know what to do, where to go, how to 

set up a company, you gotta do some home work. 

Which in bummer […] we were flying in clouds after 

getting really great grades at the exams this is gonna

be awesome… in first meeting  you have no idea 

what you are doing. 

[…] the networking in the university helped us figure 

out not prober business plan but this business 

model canvas and figuring out what is really the key 

players, what is really going to drive core values and 

kind of get that into a map, which was completely 

foreign to us, none of us had that background. We 

were fortunate to do that as a part of our 

education[…].” [1]



Questions

Asked questions

1. Tell us your story, how did your company start? 

2. What excites you about your company? 

3. While trying to get your company off the ground, what obstacles did you encounter? 

4. What's on your horizon, what's the next new and exciting thing?

5. Have you received any public or private support services, for example; funding,

mentoring or coaching? Tell us a bit about this? 

6. Regarding the company's pre-start up, start-up and growth phases, how would 

you develop these support services? See Startup development Phases as reference

7. Was this beneficial and how can these support services be improved?

8. Have you experienced the pre-incubator, incubator, and accelerator programs?

What’s your thought on these co-working spaces and their services, and how can we 

improve them? 

9. Would it be useful to test and validate your idea in living labs? Please describe

what kind of environment would be useful for you?

10. Do you have any advice or tips for other start-ups?

The participants of iEER-project were asked to join a thought-provoking discussion and 

interview arranged by Laurea. The aim of interaction cut to the core problems and 

possibilities in supporting start-ups companies and accelerations. Here we provide some of 

the answers. The interviews can be seen in videos (link). 
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Warming up questions from one to four (1-4) gave 

valuable understanding how the companies are 

established and what has been the main obstacles or 

challenges that has encountered. The questions from five 

to nine (5-9) go deeper in the topic and present the core 

of the project. With these questions, the public or private 

support services are highlighted, how they are 

functioning at the moment and if there is something to 

improved. Question number ten (10) provides valuable 

information for other entrepreneurs. 



Questions

10

.

10
QUESTIONS

70
ANSWERS
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Q5 Public or private support 

services

Public or private support services are related to funding, mentoring or coaching. 

Usually it is given through range of strategies for promoting the business. 

All interviewed had received some of the public or private 

support services. The given support has been mostly 

financial for the company use but as much as mentoring. 

The entrepreneurs see that the supporting instruments 

could be improved. The main points of interviews.

1. Creating trust in the eyes of supporter

2. Building up credibility

3. Peer support

4. Building up capability to make decisions

5. Failing and learning  

Q5 Have you received any public or private support services, for example; funding,

mentoring or coaching? 
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Startups Ecosystem 

Startups Ecosystem activities

Organizations and activities with start-up activities

• Universities

• Advisory & mentoring organizations

• Startup incubators

• Startup accelerators

• Co-working spaces

• Service providers (consulting, accounting, legal, etc.)

• Event organizers

• Start-up competitions

• Investor networks

• Venture capital companies

• Crowdfunding portals

• Other funding providers (loans, grants etc.)

• Start-up blogs & other business media

• Other facilitators

“People from these roles are regarded as linked together

Through shared events, activities, locations and 

interactions.

As startup ecosystems are generally defined by the 

network

of interactions among people, organizations and their

environment, they can come in many types but are 

usually

better known as startup ecosystems of specific cities or

online communities (although some may say that due to

social networks, the entire globe is just one big network 

of

startup ecosystems.” 

http://www.startupcommons.org/what-is-startup

A startup ecosystem is formed by people, startups in their

various stages and various types of organizations in a location (physical and/or

virtual), interacting as a system to create new startup companies

14Source: www.startupcommons.org
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“There are so many opportunities and ways how to you can generate an idea: the 
next step after you have this idea […] You have met in hackathon or you have 
meet in a workshop and you have found other two people to work together, you 
have this idea and even built a prototype. But then the next step for you as a team 
basically to have routine of meeting each other for the next week, having a 
place where to meet each other. […] we are going to exchange email lets do 
that, but we just exchange emails and nobody actually pays attention that it 
fades away.  This next step of building a physical places where people can 
continue working on their ideas in order to grow until to that point when you 
are able to go for funding, because any of these private/ public institutions 
services they need some sort of creditability.” The market present […] local 
economy it is much valuable to have knowledge intensive, high value added venture 
than Startups, which usually have disruptive of technology.. It is not possible to 
validate that kind of future technology past “marph* market. [1]

Communication and energy level differences

”[…]we are in disruptive constructive architecture market we are looking into 10 to 
20 years of the future. I have notice me as a Startup entrepreneur having this 
energy lets do something, innovate it can bring lot of value and opportunities, but 
construction industries around us is regular business so  are afraid of that energy. 
Me as a young female entrepreneur, I can’t really please them diplomatic way of 
doing business in old way. I just go and kick the doors – “hey, let’s do that!” 

“The fear of change or dynamics it is quite high. The local ecosystem is loosing the value of 
these kind of progressive very knowledge intensive Startups.” 

Q6

Case Latvia: The next steps after idea workshop | hackathon + possible 
prototype. Where to meet and continue the well-started process…or are 
we letting to fade away?

Local ecosystems 

Local ecosystems provide support thus there are gaps in 

the very beginning of the process how to continue after 

the first trials. The early phase when the idea budding it 

is the crucial point to get right kind of support. One 

solution could be to provide free facilities to continue well 

started collaboration.

More information: Slush interview - Gunita (short) [2:47-

4:52] https://youtu.be/qoTuzeHS-Nw

Public or private support services in different phases 

startup development.

Several opportunities to to ideate, but not that many ways 

to have continuation 

Q6 Regarding the company's pre-start up, start-up and growth phases, how would 

you develop these support services? 

See Startup development Phases as reference: www.startupcommons.org

15* (Doing something so freaking impossible its never even been thought of) 
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16

57%
of people

have smart

phones

178
flavors of

ice cream

per store

12X
average

growth year

over year 

Minimum Viable 

Product

Validate / Iterate 

(or pivot)

Ideation

Entrepreneurial 

ambition and/or 

potential scalable 

product or service idea 

for a big enough target 

market. Initial business 

idea on why and how it 

would create value. 

One person or a vague 

team; no confirmed 

commitment or no right 

balance of skills in the 

team structure yet.

Concepting

Defining mission and 

vision with initial strategy 

and key milestones 

defined for at least next 3 

years on how to get there, 

-> 3, 6, 12, 24, 36 months. 

Two or three 

entrepreneurial core co-

founders with 

complementary skills and 

balanced ownership plan. 

Maybe have extended 

team members for 

additional roles & 

ownership.

Commitment

Committed and balanced co-

founding team with shared 

vision and attitude. Able to 

develop the product or 

service (Minimum Viable 

Product) without dependency 

of uncommitted external 

resources, or already have 

initial product or service in 

place. Shareholder 

agreement signed between 

co-founders, including 

milestones, committed time 

and money use, for minimum 

3 years with vesting terms.

Validation

Iterating, validating 

assumptions until have 

validated solution to 

demonstrate initial user 

growth and/or revenue. Key 

Performance Indicators (KPI’

s) identified. Can start to 

attract additional investment 

based resources (money or 

sweat equity) for equity, 

revenue share or future 

revenue. 

Scaling

Focus on growth, showing 

KPI’s based measurable, 

growth in user, customer 

revenue growth and/or 

market traction in a big or 

fast growing target market. 

Can and want to grow fast. 

May, will or have attracted 

significant funding or would 

be able to do so if wanted. 

Hiring, improving in quality 

and implementing 

processes

Establishing

Achieved great growth, that 

can be expected to 

continue. Easily attracts 

financial and people 

resources. Depending on 

vision, mission and 

commitments, will continue 

to grow and often tries to 

culturally continue “like a 

startup". Founders and/or 

investors make exit(s) or 

continue with the company.

Lean Startup

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.

To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/ or send a letter to 

Creative Commons, 171 Second Street, Suite 300, San Francisco, California, 94105, USA.

Version 2.5

www.startupcommons.org

Mission  >  Vision  >  Strategy Scale Up

Business Model / Market Fit

● Co-founder team formation

● What, to whom? & Why and how?
Grow / Expand

-2 -1 30 21

Product / Market FitVision / Founders FitProblem / Solution Fit

STARTUP DEVELOPMENT PHASES



Q6
Q6 Regarding the company's pre-start up, start-up and growth phases, how would 

you develop these support services? 
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Q7 Improvements for support 

services
Q7 Was this beneficial and how can these support services be improved?
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Startups are not about safety at all, it is about the huge risk. You better fail fast!”

Q8

“I’m lost in these I don’t really believe in incubators“ weather you do start up or you 

don’t. I think that being part of co-working space, a hub where designers, creatives

meet “jack” people were the best accelerator, speaking with them and already 

starting to do things. Deepens on readiness and courage of entrepreneurs, because 

like these incubators and accelerators they kind of embody more safety  […]

“Not like you take three years incubation then you finally bring that to the customer 

and there is nothing. These programs for my experience keeps you in that 

incubation and don’t’ really inspire you to go out and don’t really bring in your 

customer. ...rather come to any kind of conference, prepare for that conference 

very well, here you meeting local companies, local investor and mentors and here 

you have a incubator for two days. Target it! - not just bring whatever round 

people.”

Pre-incubator, incubator, and 

accelerator programs

Furthermost of the interviewees have some experienced 

of the pre-incubator, incubator and accelerator programs 

or co-working spaces and their services. Innermost of the 

cases they were happy about given services.

More information: Slush interview - Gunita (short) [2:47-

4:52] https://youtu.be/qoTuzeHS-Nw

Q8 Have you experienced the pre-incubator, incubator, and accelerator programs?

What’s your thought on these co-working spaces and their services, and how can

we improve them? 

20
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Q8 Improvements for support 

services

Q8 Have you experienced the pre-incubator, incubator, and accelerator programs?

What’s your thought on these co-working spaces and their services, and how can

we improve them? 
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Q8 Living labs

Q8 Have you experienced the pre-incubator, incubator, and accelerator programs?

What’s your thought on these co-working spaces and their services, and how can

we improve them? 

22
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Q9 Improvements for support 

services

Q9. Would it be useful to test and validate your idea in living labs? Please describe

what kind of environment would be useful for you?

23
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Q9 Improvements for support 

services

Q9. Would it be useful to test and validate your idea in living labs? Please describe

what kind of environment would be useful for you?
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Development phases

“At pre-startup you need mentoring, and it is really 

important that you get feedback. I would give 

more mentoring for those who are in pre-start up 

phase. They are not really that far with they idea 

they have lot of questions there might be people 

who give answers. They really need help more than 

money […] on pre-start up phase you have your job 

or you are student or do something else. Maybe the 

financials is not that important in that phase but the 

feedback is.”[3]

[…] mentoring is important at whatever level you’re at, 
because you improve in particular your competencies 
and in areas in which you were weak but you will never 
be an accountant, you’ll never be a professional sales 
and marketing person. So, constant mentoring is really 
important. I think the most successful people I meet have 
realized that they are not experts in many areas. That 
they hold their hand up and say look I don’t know 
anything about those areas, I’m not going to try to be an 
expert but I realize that I’m not an expert in those areas 
and that those things exist. So, I need to fill the gap with 
somebody who has professional knowledge. One thing 
that has come to mind quite a lot over the last year in 
particular is the single point of knowledge and 
simplicity. Language gets very complex, particularly 
public sector language. So, I always have a concept of 
making things very simple for the end user, a big button, 
no options just click here. If there was one single place 
online tool what I’m talking about really, you know that 
you can go click on it and get really simple information. 
That’s one thing that I don’t think is there, and even the 
fact that I can’t tell you if it is there suggests there’s a 
gap in communication. [5]

25

Pre 

start 

up

Start 

up

Growth

” When you are on start-up phase you already 

founded the company it is quite important that 

founders could get some support. That would be 

important to have some kind of funding in some 

point. There are lot of people whose parents and 

friends can take the money from parents or friends 

or parents can take loan. The situation is not equal 

everybody can’t do that . There is lot of private 

money available at least I feel that and also public 

funding, the most important thing is if you apply 

some public funding you have to report everything. 

So if there is possibility, that you can get half of the 

money half of the private money and half of the 

public funding if it’s fit in the case. They sector there 

must be something good because then public 

sector would also like to give money or loan. We 

think that when you get lot of money from public 

sector it is lot of paper work at least you need run 

these financial things.” [3]
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Location|Relocations
“For the startups the location I’ll think that is not meaningful at all …”
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Locations | Relocations

Latvia | Finland (Helsinki) | England (London)

Czech Republics | Finland (Helsinki) | USA (New 

York)

Finland (Helsinki) | Sweden, Stockholm

Ireland Rural area

Location: the companies are sharing the 

same starting location in Helsinki. One of the 

companies is located in rural are in Ireland, 

which guarantee the livelihood in that area.

Relocations: the action of moving to a new 

place and establishing one’s business there.



Q10

27

Do you have any advice or tips for other start-ups?
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Q10
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Do you have any advice or tips for other start-ups?
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Summary A summary of the advice for other startups

29

Generate revenue

Make profit

Make a goal  to 

reach

Invest money back 

to business

Do what you love

Don’t give up

Spread out you 

idea

Make a goal  to 
reach

Carefully build up 

your team

Network like crazy
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Take what is 

beneficial for you, 

not try to  take 

everything

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A7QqMvvsenk&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A7QqMvvsenk&feature=youtu.be


Renita Niemi
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“For the startups the location I’ll think that is not meaningful at all …”

Location | Relocations

Latvia | Finland (Helsinki) | England (London)

Ireland Rural area

Czech Republics | Finland (Helsinki) | USA (New 

York)

Finland (Helsinki) | Sweden, Stockholm


