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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Internet-enabled service innovations (e-innovations) are the latest trend in digital entrepreneurship. E-innova-
tion adoption is associated with high levels of uncertainty for potential customers, particularly when e-in-
novations are launched by start-ups. Go-to-market strategies contain information suitable to convey valuable
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SFart-?p th signals for adoption decisions. Based on a systematic literature review, a historical method analysis, and expert
FSrlgn? 1ng theory interviews, this study explores how start-ups should design go-to-market strategies to facilitate the adoption of e-
rus . . . . . . . . g .
Uncertainty innovations. Start-ups launching e-innovations apply the service marketing mix specifically adapted to the di-

gital context. In line with signaling theory, the findings demonstrate that the design of e-innovation go-to-market
strategies should primarily signal trustworthiness and usability. For start-ups, this study proposes that trust
mediates the relationship between e-innovation trustworthiness signals and adoption and that usability signals
moderate the uncertainty associated with e-innovation adoption. These findings offer important managerial

implications for start-ups launching e-innovations.

1. Introduction

The ongoing digitization process presents intriguing market op-
portunities for start-ups, which are new business ventures that develop
and launch innovations based on entrepreneurial ideas
(Heirman & Clarysse, 2007; Loch, Solt, & Bailey, 2008). As a result, an
ever-increasing amount of e-innovations (Els)! is flooding the markets
(Huang & Rust, 2013). EIs are Internet-enabled service innovations that
offer new and unique value propositions via the Internet (Dotzel,
Shankar, & Berry, 2013), where they first emerge. For instance, the
online cloud service Dropbox, launched in 2008, was such an EL
Dropbox provided a new and unique value proposition that was com-
mercially enabled by and emerged on the Internet. This study differ-
entiates EIs from new Internet-based services, such as online travel
booking or online classifieds, that solely involve offline services pro-
vided online and for which the value proposition does not first emerge
on the Internet. By definition, EIs are either radically or incrementally
new to the firm and customers. Although a proliferation of Els exists in
the B2B context, this study's focus is on the B2C context, where the
growth of Els continues to soar (Hirt & Willemott, 2014).

Despite the growing relevance of Els, up to 90% of Els fail (Marmer,
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Herrmann, Dogrultan, & Berman, 2011), which is not surprising given
that the adoption of Els implies high levels of uncertainty for potential
customers, especially when start-ups launch Els. Several characteristics
inherent in Els provided by start-ups cause this uncertainty, such as
their digital nature (Featherman & Pavlou, 2003), impersonality
(Dimoka, 2010), intangibility (Huang & Rust, 2013), and newness
(Meuter & Ostrom, 2000), as well as unfamiliarity of the launching
company (McKnight, Choudhury, & Kacmar, 2002). This uncertainty
finds expression in privacy concerns and fear of data misuse
(Featherman & Pavlou, 2003; Ha & Stoel, 2009; Sheehan & Hoy, 2000)
and in doubts regarding performance (Featherman & Pavlou, 2003;
Meuter & Ostrom, 2000).

Customers seek to reduce their perceived uncertainty by using the
information provided about Els (Huang & Rust, 2013). A start-up's go-
to-market strategy makes such information available. Prior research
shows that the go-to-market strategy largely determines innovation
failure or success (Avlonitis, Papastathopoulou, & Gounaris, 2001;
Langerak, Hultink, & Robben, 2004; Lee, Lin, Wong, & Calantone,
2011). Therefore, this study focuses on the challenge of designing go-to-
market strategies as effective information signals for customers when
launching Els.
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Signaling theory (Spence, 1973) suggests that EI go-to-market
strategies entail valuable signals that may encourage adoption. The
present study seeks to determine the go-to-market strategy elements
that help facilitate EI adoption and to investigate start-ups' motivation
to employ particular go-to-market strategy elements by addressing the
following research questions (RQs): What are the go-to-market strategy
elements for innovations that the prior literature has identified (RQ1)?
Do start-ups also apply these go-to-market strategy elements when
launching Els, or do they employ different elements (RQ2)? Which
rationales do start-ups apply in the design of go-to-market strategies for
EIs (RQ3)?

First, a qualitative exploratory study identifies go-to-market
strategy elements and their specific design for innovations via a sys-
tematic literature review of prior entrepreneurship, marketing man-
agement, and innovation research. Second, this study identifies go-to-
market strategy elements and their specific designs used by start-ups for
the launch of Els by applying a historical method analysis of actual EI
launches. Third, interviews with EI experts help to gain a deeper un-
derstanding of particular designs of go-to-market strategies and to
discern their potential signaling functions. Finally, this study derives
propositions about the influence of start-ups' go-to-market strategies on
EI adoption based on the insights obtained and proposes a conceptual
model.

This study contributes to the extant literature in several ways. First,
this study explores the extent to which start-ups launching EIs can apply
prior go-to-market strategy components. Second, this study contributes
to signaling theory by deriving an understanding of the signaling
functions of EI go-to-market strategy elements and their effects on EI
adoption. Third, this study hones the understanding of the process of EI
adoption by revealing factors that drive EI adoption as well as crucial
mediator and moderator variables. Finally, this study contributes to the
innovation launch practice by deriving a framework with managerial
implications for start-ups launching Els.

2. Theoretical background
2.1. Signaling theory

Signaling theory originates from information economics and, gen-
erally, assumes that the levels of information of the two parties in-
volved in a transaction are unequal (Spence, 1973). For example, sellers
know the quality of their products, but buyers may not (Nelson, 1970).
Similarly, start-ups are aware of the qualities of their EIs but customers
may not be. The use of signals can resolve the resulting state of in-
formation asymmetry (Kirmani & Rao, 2000). Signals, when furnished
in the form of, for instance, prices or warranties, by the side with more
information, can serve to make non-observable information on a
transaction explicit. Such signals enable the party with a low level of
information to make inferences about the transaction and arrive at a
decision about whether or not to engage in the transaction
(Aiken & Boush, 2006). In the context of an EI launch, signals enable
target customers to draw inferences about a start-up's EI with neither
experience with the start-up nor usage experience with the EI. These
signals can thus provide adequate information for customers to make
adoption decisions (Besharat, 2010; Su&Rao, 2010). Go-to-market
strategies serve as such signals.

2.2. Go-to-market strategies and e-innovations

The decisions related to the go-to-market strategy determine the
how of the launch (Hultink, Griffin, Hart, & Robben, 1997). Specifically,
a go-to-market strategy defines how firms should compose bundles of
go-to-market strategy elements as information signals to encourage
adoption (Schuhmacher, Kuester, & Hultink, 2017). Schuhmacher et al.
(2017) define these decisions as related to the four marketing mix
components of product, price, place, and promotion. Accordingly, a go-
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to-market strategy represents the set of these integrated marketing mix
components, that is, the go-to-market strategy elements, and their
specific designs. For instance, product is a marketing mix component
that includes the go-to-market strategy element assortment breadth,
which can be designed either broadly or narrowly.

Els are conceptualized as service innovations that provide new and
unique value propositions enabled by the Internet (Dotzel et al., 2013)
and have first emerged on the Internet. As such, Els are distinct from
offline service innovations (Dotzel et al., 2013), as well as from e-ser-
vices with value propositions that first emerged offline
(Featherman & Pavlou, 2003), such as online classifieds, agencies (e.g.,
placement services), channels (e.g., online travel booking services,
online banking), networks (e.g., social networks), and online retailers,
tools, or databases. Digital innovation, defined as “new combinations of
digital and physical components to produce new products (and ser-
vices) by combining digital data from heterogeneous sources” (Barrett,
Davidson, Prabhu, & Vargo, 2015, p. 145; Yoo, Henfridsson, & Lyytinen,
2010), facilitates Els.

The extant literature provides few insights about go-to-market stra-
tegies for Els. Research on how start-ups should design their go-to-
market strategies to encourage EI adoption is practically nonexistent.
Instead, prior research on go-to-market strategies mainly focuses on
product innovations (Ordanini, Parasuraman, & Rubera, 2014). How-
ever, insights garnered from this strand of research do not straightfor-
wardly apply to EIs. First, EIs bear service characteristics. They differ
from products in terms of intangibility, heterogeneity, inseparability of
production and consumption, and perishability (Lovelock & Gummesson,
2004). Thus, EIs' go-to-market strategies need to account for the ex-
tended 7P-framework, which includes the additional marketing mix
components participants, physical evidence, and process (Booms & Bitner,
1981). The adequate design of go-to-market strategy elements for these
additional components may help companies render their EIs more tan-
gible, reducing consumer uncertainties.

Second, because of their digital nature, Els constitute a special form
of services (Featherman & Pavlou, 2003). The use of the Internet may
cause Els to become even more intangible (Huang & Rust, 2013) and
impersonal (Dimoka, 2010) and, therefore, even more service-like.
Companies have to respond to these challenges that are associated with
the EIs' digital nature with the corresponding design of go-to-market
strategy elements for specific marketing mix components, potentially
participants, physical evidence, or new unknown components.

Third, existing research mainly takes on the perspective of estab-
lished companies. The start-ups that launch Els are typically smaller,
mostly unknown companies. The design of the go-to-market strategy
should consider the fact that a company is unknown, possibly by in-
cluding new go-to-market strategy elements unique to such Els.

Start-ups have to render their go-to-market strategies to help over-
come consumers' uncertainties caused by the EIs' service characteristics
(Huang & Rust, 2013), their digital nature (Featherman & Pavlou,
2003), and the lack of information on the companies standing behind
them (McKnight et al., 2002). Taking the unique characteristics of Els
into account, start-ups that design go-to-market strategies for EIs have
to consider all seven Ps of the services marketing mix and likely must
also consider additional aspects to account for the digital nature of Els
and the fact that an unknown company has launched them. Under-
standing the applicability of go-to-market strategies for product in-
novations in the context of Els launched by start-ups requires first un-
derstanding current knowledge about the effective design of a go-to-
market strategy for any innovation.

3. Methods
3.1. Systematic review of launch literature

To determine the go-to-market strategy elements identified in the
extant literature (RQ1), the systematic literature review follows
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Table 1
8 steps of the systematic literature review.
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Step Specification

1 Define topic
2 Formulate research questions
3 Identify keywords

® Go-to-market strategy for Els by start-ups

® Which go-to-market strategy elements for innovations did prior research identify?
® Identification via manual search, reading through articles, and relying on a general understanding of the topic

® Identification of general keywords related to the topic (e.g., innovation, new product, new service, launch, commercialization)
® Crosswise combination of individual keywords with more specific keywords (e.g., price, brand, adoption, staff)

Identify and search databases

5 Read and assess publications Inclusion criteria for articles in the final dataset:

® Use of EBSCO and JSTOR databases to search for articles based on studies' titles, keywords, and abstracts, using the identified keywords

® Article had to be published in an academic, peer-reviewed journal classified as an A* or A journal in accordance with the Australian
Business Deans Council Ranking (ABDC-Ranking)

® Article had to be published up to and including 2015

® Article had to investigate at least one marketing mix component

® Investigated aspects had to be directed at customers, either directly or indirectly (e.g., through salespeople; hence, articles investigating
aspects such as supply chain management or slotting allowances were excluded)

® Inclusion of articles investigating consumer goods, industrial goods, or both

® Conduct of additional cross-checks by assessing the articles' reference lists, using a snowballing technique: the review of the references of
10% of the selected articles led to the inclusion of four additional studies

6 Create database Information captured in the review database:

Dependent variable(s)
Control variable(s)

Descriptive, numerical, or marked by the absence or presence of a specific characteristic
Sector investigated (B2B, B2C, B2B, and B2C, or unspecified),

Type of product (product, service, both, or unspecified)

Research design (qualitative versus quantitative)

Marketing mix components, comprising the seven Ps and others

Each marketing mix category was broken down into four subcategories:

® Marketing mix component (e.g., product, price)

® Go-to-market strategy element (e.g., branding for product)
® Their specific design (e.g., brand extension vs. new brand)
® Relevance for launch success (e.g., no significant effect)

7 Test and revise categories
8 Evaluate key results

An assessment of the categories after entering 10% of literature made it evident that no changes were necessary
After the database was completed, we summarized the articles to structure the evidence and to draw conclusions. Three researchers

conducted this step independently. Table 2 and the Appendix depict the results in a condensed manner.

Pickering and Byrne (2014). Because of the interdisciplinary nature of
this topic, several literature streams have published relevant research,
including innovation research, entrepreneurial research, and marketing
management research. Table 1 details the actions undertaken within an
eight-step procedure that results in a final dataset of 131 articles (for an
overview see the Appendix). Of these 131 studies, 74.8% investigate
product innovations, 13.7% investigate service innovations, and 11.5%
either investigate both product and service innovations or do not spe-
cify the type of innovations examined. Surprisingly, the literature re-
view fails to identify a single study that explores the marketing mix
components of Els or of innovations launched by start-ups.

The studies in the dataset either investigate several marketing mix
components simultaneously (26.0%) (e.g., Guiltinan, 1999; Hultink,
Hart, Robben, & Griffin, 2000; Kuester, Homburg, & Hess, 2012) or
focus on one specific component (74.0%) (e.g., Klink & Athaide, 2010;
Talke & O'Connor, 2011). None of the identified studies covers all seven
marketing mix components simultaneously. Of the specific marketing
mix components, promotion is explored most (58.0% of all studies; e.g.,
Talke & Snelders, 2013), followed by pricing (35.1%; e.g., Kuester,
Feurer, Schuhmacher, & Reinartz, 2015), product (29.0%; e.g.,
Wooder & Baker, 2012), and place (17.6%; e.g., Chiesa & Frattini,
2011). The additional three Ps for services are explored less often, as
13.7% of the studies investigate participants (e.g., Hultink & Atuahene-
Gima, 2000), 3.1% investigate process (e.g., Avlonitis et al., 2001), and
only 2.3% investigate physical evidence (e.g., De Brentani, 2001).

Table 2 provides a detailed overview of the 131 studies in-
vestigating go-to-market strategy elements based on the marketing mix
component, go-to-market strategy elements, specific design, and em-
pirical relevance to launch. For example, product is one marketing mix
component. Studies focus on seven different elements of the product
marketing mix component: configuration of the product/service,
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assortment breadth, product bundling, brand architecture, brand name,
brand image strength, and degree of customization. Of these, studies
most frequently examine the brand architecture element (see Table 2).
Specific designs of this element include, for instance, brand extension
(Prins & Verhoef, 2007) and new brand (Klink & Athaide, 2010). Several
studies in Table 2 show differing effects of the specific designs of go-to-
market strategy elements, depending on the different dependent vari-
ables employed. For example, Hultink and Robben (1999) find a posi-
tive impact of penetration pricing on market performance, but a ne-
gative impact of penetration pricing on product performance.
Moreover, because of the impact of moderators, the effects of the
marketing mix elements on customer adoption reported in specific
studies can vary. For instance, Chakravarti and Xie (2006) find a po-
sitive impact on the adoption of both comparative and non-comparative
message foci, depending on the moderator variable that they call
“competition for standards in the market.”

3.2. Historical method

To assess the go-to-market strategy elements identified by prior
research that start-ups actually employ for launching ElIs (RQ2), this
study follows the case study approach proposed by Eisenhardt (1989),
which enables theory building from case studies and is especially sui-
table for under-researched areas (Eisenhardt, 1989). Ravenswood
(2011) highlights the validity of Eisenhardt's (1989) approach and the
significant impact of this approach on business research. The historical
method is appropriate for a systematic analysis of the cases (Golder,
2000). This qualitative analysis intends to investigate real-world busi-
ness examples in five steps: (1) topic specification and collection of
evidence, (2) source evaluation, (3) evidence content evaluation, (4)
content analysis and interpretation, and (5) presentation and
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Table 2 (continued)

Relevance for launch

Specific design

Go-to-market strategy

element

Marketing mix
component

Service innovation

articles

Product, service and product, and unspecified

innovation articles

Quality of equipment/tangible products [23]%, [2917, [115] "

Physical evidence

[291™; [2917, [40]1™

Configuration Complexity

Process

inverted U-shaped.

negative; " =

positive;

not-significant/not relevant; © =

descriptive, ™ =

Note: ¢
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conclusion (Golder, 2000).

Step 1 involved searching for service innovations launched between
2006 and 2012 from three databases: the Google search engine and
LexisNexis, both using various search terms, such as web start-ups,
launch service innovations, and newly launched services, and CrunchBase,
a free database of technology companies, using the advanced search
option for the consumer web category with the keyword service. For this
study, three academic innovation experts followed strict guidelines to
narrow down the identified innovations to the specific context of EIs by
start-ups. The conceptualization of EIs presented in Section 2.2 forms
the explicit basis for these instructions. A standardized guideline in-
structed the experts to identify Els by conceptualization and to exclude
service innovations that do not fit within the EI conceptualization.
Further, the experts identified EIs launched by start-ups and principally
suited to the B2C market. An additional requirement was that start-ups
had to have been unknown to the public at the time of market launch.

Next, since the aim of this study is to extend the extant theory on go-
to-market strategies and build new theory for EI go-to-market strategies
by start-ups, theoretical sampling served to identify EIs for further in-
vestigation. Theoretical sampling is a non-random sampling approach
that enables researchers to select the cases best suited for in-depth in-
sights related to the research objectives based on theoretical reasons,
such as the replication or extension of theory (Eisenhardt, 1989;
Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Ultimately, further investigation was not
necessary after the in-depth analysis of 25 Els (see Table 3), as further
analysis did not reveal any additional insights, that is, after the analysis
reached theoretical saturation (Eisenhardt, 1989). For each selected EI,
the authors gathered secondary information from company websites,
blogs, and press commentaries, amounting to 496 transcript pages.

Step 2 involved critically evaluating the sources of the secondary
data, documenting and organizing the sources based on origin (i.e.,
company-specific data and data from other sources) and data type (e.g.,
blog entries or online articles). This verification process validated that
the data was diverse and relevant (Eisenhardt, 1989). Step 3 involved
critically evaluating the information provided on the EIs with a focus on
evaluating the sources' intentions and the veracity of statements. In
Step 4, two researchers independently performed a comprehensive
content analysis of the evidence using MAXQDA, a qualitative data
analysis software for the systematic analysis of unstructured textual
data, deductively identifying the EI go-to-market strategy elements and
their specific designs employed by start-ups. Subsequently, the com-
ponents of the 7P framework (Booms & Bitner, 1981) enabled a classi-
fication of these elements. To build new theory, the evidence should
allow for the evolution of additional categories not covered by the 7P
framework. Based on this inductive revision of deductive categories
following a diagnostic application approach (Perreault & Leigh, 1989),
this study improves the code structure throughout the coding process.
The intercoder reliability based on the codes of the two independent
coders (I, = 0.78) is satisfactory (Perreault & Leigh, 1989). Step 5 pre-
sents and discusses the findings (see Sections 4 Results and 5 Discus-
sion).

3.3. Expert interviews

Expert interviews with managers from start-ups involved in the in-
troduction of Els provide an understanding of why start-ups employ
specific go-to-market strategies for EIs (RQ3). Contacting all 25 start-
ups in the original sample by telephone and/or email over several
rounds allowed the identification of experts for each EI. In total, six
marketing managers, founders, CEOs, and vice presidents involved in
launching the Els participated in an interview, yielding a response rate
of 24% (see Table 3).

The interviewees shared details about their current position and (1)
the EI's launch date; (2) the EI's success in terms of customer adoption
based on website traffic, user numbers three and six months after the
launch, and subjective success evaluation; (3) decisions regarding the
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Table 3
Final sample of e-innovations for historical method analysis and expert interviews.

Journal of Business Research 83 (2018) 65-81

No. E-innovation Description Launch date Expert interview
1 2Big2Send Online service to store, organize, and transfer (large) files 04/2007

2 Oflats Online marketplace to list, discover, and book accommodations 02/2011

3 Airbnb Online marketplace to list, discover, and book accommodations 08/2008

4 Birchbox Online subscription service for beauty product samples 09/2010

5 Box Online file-hosting and file-sharing service 03/2006

6 Diskmiss Online file-hosting and file-sharing service 05/2012

7 Dropbox Online file-hosting and file-sharing service 09/2008

8 Dwolla Online service to transfer money through social networks 12/2009 X
9 EmergencyLink Online service for medical information and personal contacts to emergency responders 06/2012

10 Getaround Online peer-to-peer car sharing service 05/2011

11 iZettle Electronic service for credit card payments via smartphone or tablet 1172011

12 Jott Voice-to-text transcription online service 12/2006 X
13 Lenddo Online service using users' social connections for creditworthiness and local financing 03/2011 X
14 Lust Have It! Online subscription service for beauty product samples 07/2011

15 MediaFire Online file-hosting and file-sharing service 10/2006 X
16 Mendeley Online service for managing scientific references 01/2009

17 Mint Online service to manage (personal) cash flows, budgets, and bills 09/2007

18 Prezi Online presentation service with zoom function 04/2009 X
19 Rdio Online music streaming service 08/2010

20 Spotify Online music streaming service 10/2008

21 Square Electronic service for credit card payments via smartphone or tablet 05/2010

22 TransferWise Online currency exchange service 01/2011 X
23 Twitter Micro-blogging online service for news, content, and information 07/2006

24 WhatsApp Real time cross-platform mobile messaging service 07/2009

25 Wonga Financial online service providing small short-term credits fast 10/2007

go-to-market strategy elements, their specific designs, and their com-
position into a go-to-market strategy, as well as the reasoning for ap-
plying these specific go-to-market strategy elements; and (4) turning
points and adjustments within the first six months after launch. The
phone interviews lasted between 30 and 60 min each and yielded 82
transcript pages. Two researchers again analyzed the transcripts using
content analysis in MAXQDA. The intercoder reliability (I, = 0.82) is
satisfactory (Perreault & Leigh, 1989).

4. Results

The historical method and expert interview analysis reveals that the
7P framework (Booms & Bitner, 1981) is valid for designing go-to-
market strategy elements for Els launched by start-ups. Interestingly,
the analysis shows that start-ups apply additional go-to-market strategy
elements for these seven components, that the literature does not ac-
count for (see Table 2).

For product, start-ups by definition launch EIs under new brands, as
confirmed by the analysis (e.g., 9flats and Wonga). The majority of
start-ups intendedly chose simple and lean brand names, an aspect not
investigated in literature. Key aspects in innovation literature focused
on price elements such as price level (e.g., Easingwood,
Moxey, & Capleton, 2006), trials (e.g., Frambach, Barkema,
Nooteboom, & Wedel, 1998) and generic pricing strategies (e.g., Park,
MacLachlan, & Love, 2011). These aspects are also relevant for start-up
EI pricing. For instance, in line with previous research (Frambach et al.,
1998; Jain, Mahajan, & Muller, 1995), trials also play a role in EI launch
(e.g., Prezi and Rdio).

The analysis identifies additional pricing elements that need to be
considered in the EI context. Free service options are frequently used as
part of a broader service assortment offered under a freemium revenue
model with several variants, ranging from free basic services to fee-
based premium services. For example, Mediafire offers three service
variants of its online storage service: a free ad-based version, an ad-free
paid subscription, and a premium subscription with extra storage. In
addition to the freemium model, start-ups employ other revenue models
including subscription- (e.g., Birchbox) and commission-based revenue
models (e.g., Airbnb and Mint). Concerning place, by definition, all
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start-ups distribute their EIs online. Rangan, Menezes, and Maier
(1992) examine the importance of direct versus indirect distribution for
product innovations. Start-ups apply direct online selling, but they also
benefit from strategic partnerships (e.g., iZettle and Square), since start-
ups consider the accessibility of the EI to be important. For example,
WhatsApp's CEO stresses, “[I]t is our job to be available on every
platform.”

Contrary to the findings of prior studies on the promotion of service
innovations (Cooper, Easingwood, Edgett, Kleinschmidt, and Storey,
1994; Frattini, Dell'Era, & Rangone, 2013), start-ups do not typically
launch Els using a costly, formal external promotional program. In-
stead, small scale advertising campaigns (e.g., iZettle) are the norm. For
example, the Financial Times reports that WhatsApp “has become a top-
selling iPhone, Android, and BlackBerry app in dozens of markets
without a penny spent on promotion or advertising.” Although some
start-ups aim for promotions via partner websites (e.g., iZettle, Jott, and
Rdio), the information sources related to the launch of Els are mainly
non-commercial. For example, start-ups used promotional tools to in-
troduce Els that necessitate relatively low investments, such as press
commentaries on their websites (EmergencyLink, Prezi, and Transfer-
Wise), customer testimonials (e.g., Getaround and Square), merchan-
dizing (Airbnb and Rdio), videos (e.g., Dropbox and Mendeley), com-
pany blogs (e.g. Dwolla and Mendeley), and social media (e.g., Airbnb
and Dropbox). Especially on social media, start-ups often call for users
to provide customer referrals by engaging in positive word-of-mouth
(e.g., Lenddo and Mint). Although prior research shows some of these
tools to be relevant for product and/or service innovations, other tools
are specifically relevant for start-ups launching Els. Due to the digital
nature of Els as well as financial restrictions, start-ups apply a rather
social, customer-centric promotion approach.

Start-ups make use of feature-based, benefit-based, and financial
messages. Prior studies assess these three message content types for
product and service innovations (e.g., Lee et al, 2011;
Talke & O'Connor, 2011; Talke & Snelders, 2013). Feature-based mes-
sage content highlights aspects such as service attributes and customi-
zation, whereas benefit-based message content focuses on data safety,
the origin story of the EI, customer education, and process simplicity.
Financial messages mainly include information about prices, payment
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Usability Signal for EI
Price: Freemium revenue model
Place: Strategic partnerships
Promotion: Customer education
Process: Process simplicity
Ps: -
Perceived Uncertainty v
Regarding EI Pi: —
Trustworthiness Signal for EI 1
Product: Lean brand name Pi: - »> EI Adoption
Promotion: EI origin story
Data safety and payment security )
Strategic partnerships Pa: £ Perceived Trust P+
Customer testimonials Regarding EI
Customer referrals
Participants: High-quality and personal
customer support
Phys. evidence: High-quality website/app design

Fig. 1. Tentative Conceptual Model of the Relationship between E-Innovation Go-to-Market Strategy Elements and E-Innovation Adoption.

conditions, and payment security. Particularly, information regarding
data safety and payment security in the form of safe, certified, and/or
encrypted payment and data storage methods (e.g., EmergencyLink) are
frequently part of the message content.

New to the literature is the insight that customer education and
describing the EIs' origin are central for the go-to-market strategy of Els
launched by start-ups. Various means are used to educate customers,
such as step-by-step guides (e.g., EmergencyLink and Jott), videos (e.g.,
Airbnb), tutorials (Prezi), and webinars (e.g., Prezi). For example,
Dropbox's customer education initiative using a video partly explains
their success. As the co-founder of Dropbox highlights in an interview
with the Wall Street Journal, “When we posted a three-minute video
demo, we [...] went from 5,000 users on our beta waiting list to over
75,000 in 24 hours.” Furthermore, several EI websites recount the birth
of the initial idea for the EI. Airbnb's website, for instance, said: “Our
story begins in the living room of Joe and Brian's San Francisco loft in
2007.”

Another interesting insight is with regard to participants. Many of
the start-ups encourage and integrate customer feedback (e.g., Dwolla
and Mint) with the goal of improving the EI, a tool for service in-
novations (Avlonitis et al., 2001). Other start-ups allow the participa-
tion of potential users in corporate decisions (e.g., Dwolla) or invite
them to firm events (e.g., Prezi). Most start-ups emphasize their cus-
tomer support quality and use this support to engage in personal in-
teractions with their customers (e.g., Airbnb and WhatsApp). Further-
more, for physical evidence, a lean design structure and a high-quality
appearance of the EI on the website seem to be relevant (e.g., Square).
Although prior studies highlight the relevance of the quality of tangible
products for services (e.g., Storey & Easingwood, 1998), none addresses
these specific aspects with regard to design. Finally, regarding the
service process (e.g., Frambach et al., 1998), the simplicity of the pro-
cess delivery is crucial for Els (e.g., Diskmiss and Dropbox). For ex-
ample, Jott's website states, “overwhelmingly, it's about simplicity.”

5. Discussion

This study uses a multi-method approach to establish an under-
standing of the go-to-market strategies for Els by start-ups. First, a
systematic literature review aggregates the various go-to-market
strategy elements and their specific design discussed in the extant lit-
erature, which has mostly been devoted to product innovations.
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Subsequently, an analysis of 25 Els applying the historical method
(Golder, 2000) identifies the go-to-market strategy elements for EIs and
their specific design actually employed in practice. The 7P framework
(Booms & Bitner, 1981) is valid for grouping go-to-market strategy
elements for EIs, but the design of the framework needs to adapt to the
specific context of Els launched by start-ups. Specifically, the go-to-
market strategy elements investigated in the literature do not cover all
of the design aspects of go-to-market strategies for Els. Additional EI-
idiosyncratic aspects, such as displaying the origin story of the EI, need
consideration.

Finally, expert interviews with managers involved in the launch of
EIs offer valuable insights into the reasons for employing specific go-to-
market strategy elements. The historical method analysis and the expert
interviews uncover that the designs of go-to-market strategies for Els
serve specific signaling purposes. In line with prior signaling literature
(Besharat, 2010; Schuhmacher et al., 2017; Su & Rao, 2010), start-ups
appear to use signals to provide relevant information for potential
customers' adoption decisions. In the context of start-ups launching Els,
such signals mainly target two key constructs for consumer adoption:
trust and uncertainty.

5.1. Roles of trust and uncertainty in e-innovation adoption

The expert interviews reveal that start-ups expect that the increase
in potential customers' trust in a start-up's EI encourages EI adoption. In
fact, prior research finds evidence for a general positive influence of
trust on the use of electronic services (Beldad, de Jong, & Steehouder,
2010) and e-commerce (Ha & Stoel, 2009). Moorman, Zaltman, and
Deshpandé (1992, p. 315) define trust as the “willingness to rely on an
exchange partner in whom one has confidence.” Even in initial ex-
change relationships, first trust perceptions form (McKnight et al.,
2002), as in situations when potential customers are learning about a
start-up and that start-up's EI for the first time.

The adoption of Els by start-ups implies high levels of uncertainty
for potential customers because of several El-inherent characteristics,
such as their digital nature (Featherman & Pavlou, 2003), impersonality
(Dimoka, 2010), and the fact that they are launched by an unknown
company (McKnight et al., 2002). Prior research suggests that trust may
help to overcome perceptions of uncertainty (Ha & Stoel, 2009;
Morrison & Firmstone, 2000; Nienaber & Schewe, 2014; Pavlou, 2003).
Specifically, Ha and Stoel (2009, p. 566) emphasize that “trust is one of
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the most effective tools for reducing uncertainty and risks [...] and
generating a sense of safety.” Morrison and Firmstone (2000, p. 601)
even state that “the main function of trust is to reduce uncertainty.”

Pavlou (2003) defines perceived uncertainty as “the consumer's
subjective belief of suffering a loss in pursuit of a desired outcome” (p.
109), whereas he describes trust as “the belief that the other party will
behave in a socially responsible manner, and, by so doing, will fulfill
the trusting party's expectations without taking advantage of its vul-
nerabilities” (p. 106). Building upon the theory of reasoned action and
the technology acceptance model, Pavlou (2003) empirically corrobo-
rated the negative effect of trust on perceived uncertainty. Thus, the
expectation is that trust is also negatively related to uncertainty in this
context, so that trust helps overcome customers' uncertainty associated
with a start-up's EL

P;. Perceived trust in a start-up's EI (1) positively influences EI adoption
and (2) decreases perceived uncertainty associated with a start-up's EI,
which in turn negatively influences EI adoption.

5.2. Trustworthiness signal

The analysis reveals that start-ups intentionally design the mar-
keting mix components of product, promotion, participants, and physical
evidence to signal the trustworthiness of an EIL Specifically, trust-
worthiness can be signaled by using a lean brand name that conveys
integrity while sounding innovative (see quote Q1 in Table 4). Fur-
thermore, start-ups signal trustworthiness via the communication of the
start-up's and EIs' origin stories or the visions behind the EIs (Q7 in
Table 4). Additionally, information regarding data safety and payment
security in the form of safe, certified, and/or encrypted payment and
data storage methods are frequently part of promotional messages, re-
portedly to foster trust (Q8 and Q9 in Table 4). For the same purpose,
start-ups enter strategic partnerships (Q10 in Table 4) and engage
customers in testimonials (Q11 in Table 4).

Generally, start-ups often use social media as a mouthpiece to invite
users to recommend or ask bloggers to feature the EI. Start-ups see these
referrals as effective means to increase the EI's trustworthiness (Q12
and Q13 in Table 4). To further render the EI more trustworthy, start-
ups emphasize and try to personalize their high-quality customer sup-
port (Q14 and Q15 in Table 4). Finally, start-ups focus on a high-quality
design and appearance of their websites and apps to facilitate positive
judgments of trust by potential users (Q16 in Table 4).

P,. Start-ups use a lean brand name, employ customer-centric social
promotional programs, and implement personal customer support, as
well as a high-quality website/app design as trustworthiness signal to
increase potential customers' perceived trust in their EIL

5.3. Usability signal

The data shows that to mitigate the negative effect of uncertainty on
EI adoption, the design of a usability signal in the form of the marketing
mix components of price, place, promotion, and process seems to be ef-
fective. For the price component, start-ups actively use a freemium
model to signal EI usability. By facilitating the testing of the EIs'
functionality and showing that the EI is usable without financial risks,
start-ups can encourage potential customers to engage with an EI (Q2
and Q3 in Table 4). Thus, start-ups can actively reduce the negative
effects of potential customers' uncertainty on EI adoption. For place,
strategic partnerships that increase the accessibility of the EI accelerate
adoption (Q4 in Table 4). Further, start-ups focus on customer educa-
tion in promotional messages to provide customers with information
about the EI's functionalities. In doing so, start-ups facilitate EI adop-
tion indirectly (Q5 and Q6 in Table 4).

Finally, start-ups employ a simple process that allows for quick and
easy use of Els as another usability signal. Start-ups highlight the
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simplicity of the EI service process to signal that the EI is easy to use.
The interviewed experts emphasize that they focus on the simplicity of
the EI service process and provide customers with an easy usage ex-
perience to facilitate using the EIs (Q17 and Q18 in Table 4). By sig-
naling that the EI is accessible, easy to use, and testable without any
financial liabilities, start-ups may buffer the negative effect of potential
customers' uncertainty on EI adoption.

P3. Start-ups employ freemium revenue models, engage in customer
education, and implement strategic partnerships and process simplicity
as usability signal to mitigate the negative effect of potential customers'
perceived uncertainty on EI adoption.

5.4. Tentative conceptual model

The results illustrate that start-ups focus more on increasing po-
tential customers' trust in the start-ups' Els instead of directly trying to
reduce customer uncertainty. One of the interviewed experts stresses
that “trust is the dealbreaker or dealmaker.” In line with this statement,
the design of start-up go-to-market strategies mainly aims to signal
trustworthiness, as the primary aim of using a signal is to dissolve the
state of information asymmetry between two parties (Kirmani & Rao,
2000). Start-ups seem to deem a signal of trustworthiness to be suitable
to dissolve EI information asymmetry between themselves and potential
customers.

In addition to the trustworthiness signal, start-ups intentionally use
go-to-market strategy elements for Els that signal usability. One expert
points out that “people do not use anything that is even remotely
complicated.” Hence, by signaling that the EI is accessible and easy-to-
use, a start-up seeks to reduce the negative effect of uncertainty around
the EI on adoption. Fig. 1 shows a tentative conceptual model that in-
tegrates the derived propositions.

6. Managerial implications

The findings of this study can be incorporated into a framework for
start-ups involved in the launch of Els, namely, the CARE framework.
The CARE framework relies on four pillars: customers, authenticity,
representation, and education. Since start-ups generally have to design
their EI go-to-market strategies with limited resources, all re-
commendations consider the financial start-up reality. The CARE fra-
mework has the potential to serve as a helpful and intuitively appealing
guideline for start-ups to efficiently and effectively allocate their re-
sources within their EI go-to-market strategies for launch success.

6.1. Customers

Start-ups can establish a culture of customer orientation from the
beginning, even with limited financial resources. In particular, start-ups
should be aware that they do not just need technical skills to make their
Els successful. At the time of launch, start-ups should acquire marketing
skills via learning or recruiting personnel. In the launch phase, they
should then ask early users for feedback to improve their EIs. Company
blogs and social media enable start-ups to dialogue with their customers
in a cost-efficient manner. Personal interaction should be an integral
part of start-ups' business models. Start-ups can then offer personal
customer support actively carried out by their employees, as long as the
employees can handle the requests. This way, employees are very close
to their customers and can use this channel for additional customer
feedback to improve the EIL

6.2. Authenticity
Authenticity is particularly important for new, unknown start-ups.

To encourage potential customers to build favorable initial trust per-
ceptions, start-ups should convey their EIs' origins and visions. They can
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disclose their histories and missions without spending much money by
displaying the information on their websites or by using company
blogs. Personal customer support can further contribute to building an
authentic image. This way, the EI loses an impersonal image and gains
trustworthiness for potential customers.

6.3. Representation

Start-ups with limited financial resources can leverage their early
customer base and make them representatives for the EI. Without a
costly, formal external promotional program, start-ups can build a solid
customer base by creating social media buzz and incentivizing word-of-
mouth advertising. Strategic partnerships with established firms facil-
itate gaining a foothold in the market. The implementation of a cus-
tomer referral system, especially in combination with a freemium
business model, can help reach a critical mass of customers in the
launch phase. Additionally, customer testimonials convey trustworthi-
ness and make the intangible EI more tangible to potential customers.
Again, using channels such as the company website or blog, and social
media can lower expenditures.

6.4. Education

To enhance trust and signal that the EI is easy to understand and
use, start-ups should not fail to educate their customers. Companies can
implement customer education in several cost-efficient ways. A video
on the company website may explain the features and functionality of
the EI. Additionally, step-by-step guides can illustrate the simple usage
process on the company website or social media. Additionally, a lean
brand name can stress the simplicity of the EI. Generally, commu-
nication about the EI should highlight process simplicity, and empha-
size data protection and payment security.

7. Limitations and future research directions

This study does not come without some limitations. First, the sys-
tematic literature review focuses on a particular set of top journals. The
dataset of 131 articles provides an adequate perspective on the design
of go-to-market strategies. Future studies can extend this dataset to
lower ranking journals as well to seek additional insights on go-to-
market strategies relevant for Els. Second, the historical method ana-
lysis uses a theoretical sampling approach. Despite theoretical satura-
tion in the data set, setting different sampling foci might lead to further
insights. Third, despite a multi-method approach, including triangula-
tion to investigate the go-to-market strategies for Els by start-ups and to
develop a conceptual model, further econometric analyses could vali-
date the findings.

As a next step, future research should empirically analyze the ten-
tative conceptual model and implications outlined in this present study.
Specifically, future research should assess the illustrated causal relation
between trust and uncertainty, using empirical methods such as
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experiments that allow ruling out reverse causality. Fourth, although
the empirical analyses are idiosyncratic to Els launched by start-ups, the
findings might also bear potential implications for established compa-
nies and small and medium-sized enterprises, as well as for the launch
of other innovations. A fruitful avenue for future research would be to
investigate which of the go-to-market strategy elements outlined in the
conceptual model also pertain to established companies, small and
medium-sized enterprises, or other innovations.

8. Conclusion

This exploratory study uses deductive and inductive knowledge
generation approaches to identify go-to-market strategies and their
elements for Els launched by start-ups. Furthermore, this study analyzes
start-ups' underlying intentions for employing specific go-to-market
strategy elements and discloses the elements' signaling functions.

Data triangulation using multiple collection methods ensures the
greatest generalizability possible for the results garnered with the ap-
plied empirical approach. In doing so, the resulting insights contribute
to the innovation literature and to the understanding of the launch of
Els by start-ups.

First, this study extends the 7P framework (Booms & Bitner, 1981)
to the specific context of start-up Els. The results illustrate that the
design of the 7Ps has to adapt to the financial reality of start-ups and
the digital nature of Els. Second, this study theoretically contributes to
signaling theory by deriving an understanding of the signaling functions
of EI go-to-market strategy elements, extending signaling theory to the
context of start-ups and their Els, and discovering two particular types
of signals: trustworthiness and usability signals. Third, this study con-
tributes to the understanding of the adoption process of EIs by revealing
factors that drive EI adoption. Based on a historical method analysis
and expert interviews, this study proposes a mediating mechanism
between go-to-market strategies for Els and EI adoption, that is, in-
creasing trust in EIs through trustworthiness signals sent by start-ups.
Furthermore, this study proposes a moderating mechanism on the ne-
gative influence of the uncertainty associated with start-ups and their
Els on EI adoption, that is, reducing the negative impact of this un-
certainty on EI adoption via usability signals. Hence, the findings allow
us to derive several propositions regarding the influence of EI go-to-
market strategies and their signaling functions on potential customers'
trust and uncertainty and, ultimately, on EI adoption. These proposi-
tions identify several aspects that can spur further research on go-to-
market strategies for Els. Finally, this study contributes to the innova-
tion launch practice by presenting managerial implications for start-ups
launching Els.
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