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A B S T R A C T

The hypergrowth of technological scale-ups is receiving growing research attention from TIM (Technology and 
Innovation Management) scholars. While much is researched and written about hypergrowth’s strategic topics, 
scaling of technology, and physical assets, less attention is given to the internal challenges faced by rapidly and 
massively scaling firms. In this paper, we argue that if TIM scholars focusing on product development and new 
market entrance are to advance knowledge concerned with hypergrowth of scale-ups, they need to join the 
conversation with the general management scholars who focus on how to manage people in a rapidly developing 
context. We build our arguments by drawing on Penrose’s theory of firm growth, which emphasizes that growth 
is a function of management capacity and possession of resources, and which suggests that massive scaling in one 
type of resource will lead to imbalances of other types of resources. We also draw on the cognitive theory of the 
firm, which suggests that a firm’s priorities are the outcome of its top managers’ mental models. Consequently, 
we put forward that technology-based firms, successful in technology scaling, will create issues and challenges on 
the human side of organizations. These challenges include HR issues, like hiring and turnover, leadership 
challenges, and organizational culture, which are often the focus of management research. To inspire new 
research, we review research evidence from technology and management literature integrating available evi
dence concerned with the “growing pains” of hyperscaling firms. We identify at least three important drivers of 
hypergrowth in technology scale-ups that affect the firm’s internal processes: i) time pressure, ii) constant 
change, and iii) scarcity of resources. These context drivers put the workforce in a stressful situation due to a) 
expanding job demands, b) massive hiring, c) changing leadership requirements, and d) evolving organizational 
culture. We integrate our findings into an organizing framework that dynamically relates hypergrowth to effects 
in organizations. We conclude this paper with suggestions for how the growing pains can be addressed by future 
research on hypergrowth firms.

The number of scale-ups in the tech industry experiencing hyper
growth continues to rise (World Economic Forum, 2016). Rapid growth 
is often seen as an indication of technological scaling capacity (Gans and 
Quiggin, 2003; Mitra, 2005), market acceptance, and firm success 
(Feeser and Willard, 1990; Gjerløv-Juel and Guenther, 2012). For many 
technology-based firms, growth is not a goal in itself but a consequence 
of success, leading to scaling. However, for hypergrowth firms, massive 
and rapid scaling becomes the objective to increase their viability in the 
marketplace, stay ahead of competitors, and achieve sustainable market 
leadership (Chanut-Guieu et al., 2012; Headley et al., 2014; Lange et al., 
2023; Picken, 2017). Failure to scale often means failure to survive 
(Sanasi et al., 2023).

Research in the technology and innovation management (TIM) 
domain has tended to focus on enablers of hypergrowth, like strategy, 
innovation, technology choices, manufacturing capacity, supply chain 
management, and other capabilities allowing for rapid and massive 
scaling (Chorev and Anderson, 2006; Guckenbiehl et al., 2021; Islam 
et al., 2020; Kakati, 2003; Lange et al., 2023; Maresch et al., 2023; 
Stanley et al., 1996; Venâncio et al., 2023; Vik et al., 2021; Walsh, 2004; 
Walsh et al., 2005). However, in Penrose’s (1959) seminal work, she 
proposed that a firm’s growth is a function of managerial capacity and 
the resources possessed by the firm. Those resources can be categorized 
as financial, human, and other productive resources (material and 
immaterial), including technology. For technology-based firms, 
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technology is a key asset alongside the organization’s infrastructure 
(Stanley et al., 1996). We also presume that a firm’s strategy, priorities 
of actions, and management attention are the outcome of the mental 
models of its top managers (Gavetti, 2012). However, this necessary 
attention focus, driven by bounded rationality (Ocasio, 1999), can lead 
to attention myopia concerning other and maybe more relevant issues 
(Lechner et al., 2020). Consequently, it is reasonable to assume that in 
technology-based firms, the top managers tend to be more focused on 
technology scaling, as well as technological, market, and organizational 
preparation for technological implementation (Vik et al., 2021).

Considering Penrose’s theory of firm growth and taking a systematic 
perspective of hypergrowth enablers reveals that the system’s bottle
necks, such as leadership, culture, and employee turnover, limit an or
ganization’s potential growth, especially in technology-based firms. We 
understand bottlenecks as the weakest elements within a system that 
determine the capacity limits of the entire system, in this case, the or
ganization (Adner and Kapoor, 2010; Baldwin, 2015). While the lack of 
technological scaling would certainly limit an organization’s growth 
(Gans and Quiggin, 2003; Vik et al., 2021), we argue that human-related 
issues within the organization of hypergrowth firms are the primary 
bottleneck during hypergrowth for technology-based firms. Enablers are 
not sufficient for understanding firms’ hypergrowth if we do not un
derstand potential barriers.

Specifically, we put forward that hypergrowth puts an organization 
and its employees under stress. Stress can be understood as a misfit 
between people and organizations related to competencies and new 
organizational and job requirements (French et al., 1974). Being part of 
a hypergrowth scale-up means engaging with high-paced talent acqui
sition, product development, market development, and internal 
restructuring (Chanut-Guieu et al., 2012; Kotter and Sathe, 1978; Pias
kowska et al., 2021). It also means having an internal organization that 
is in a continuous state of chronic instability and stress as it needs to deal 
with turmoil, chaos, and significant inefficiencies while growing 
(Chanut-Guieu et al., 2012; Kotter and Sathe, 1978; Piaskowska et al., 
2021). However, very few of these topics get published in the TIM 
journals.

In this paper, we argue that if scholars are to advance knowledge 
concerned with the hypergrowth of scale-ups in the TIM domain, they 
must be in dialogue with the general management researchers and focus 
on the study of not only, for instance, product development and new 
market entrance, but also how to manage people in a rapidly developing 
context. Considering our aim to serve technology and innovation man
agement scholars and that we found little research concerned with the 
human side of hypergrowth in the TIM journals, this paper reviews what 
is known about the hypergrowth internal organization challenges faced 
by hypergrowth firms, referred to as ‘growing pains’, within the general 
management literature. We organize the findings into a framework that 
can serve as a starting point for new research and guide future 
investigations.

The hypergrowth growing pains can be characterized as challenges 
emerging due to insufficient organizational development at a particular 
growth stage, given the size and complexity of the business. Ironically, 
these challenges arise due to organizational success rather than failure. 
Going back to Penrose’s (1959) notion, successfully scaling one type of 
resource, such as technology, would lead to issues for other types of 
resources and affect management capacity. In other words, growth in 
one phase leads to new bottlenecks in the next. The challenges to resolve 
new bottlenecks serve as indicators of organizational stress and signify 
the necessity for change if the organization aims to sustain its success 
(Flamholtz and Randle, 2016; Yeo and Park, 2018). In fact, the extent of 
growing pains experienced by an organization is associated with its 
future financial performance (Flamholtz and Randle, 2016).

The fundamental issue underlying growing pains is the insufficient 
development of the organization’s infrastructure, encompassing its re
sources, systems, processes, structure, and culture. This inadequacy 
hampers the organization’s ability to effectively support its size, 

complexity, and growth of business, resulting in the occurrence of 
growing pains (Flamholtz and Randle, 2016; Stanley et al., 1996). When 
an organization experiences a doubling in size across various di
mensions, such as revenue, employee count, budget, production, or 
annual targets, it demands a different infrastructure. The faster the or
ganization grows, the more challenging it becomes to align the infra
structure at the level required to support its growth. Failing to adjust the 
infrastructure accordingly will lead to an increased number and in
tensity of organizational growing pains (Flamholtz and Randle, 2016).

Consequently, in aiming to inspire new research, this paper in
tegrates available evidence concerned with the “growing pains” of the 
firms’ hypergrowth scaling and makes several valuable contributions. 
First, this paper is unique in offering a review of literature specifically 
focused on hypergrowth scale-ups. Unlike previous studies that pre
dominantly examine antecedents, our research explores the conse
quences of hypergrowth and, more specifically, those related to the 
human side. By doing so, we shed light on the unique challenges of 
organizational development under time compression and uncertainty, 
contributing to developing a robust future research agenda in this 
domain. Second, by placing the growing pains within an organizing 
framework, we illuminate the sometimes complex interplay among 
these challenges and how resolving one growing pain can potentially 
trigger the emergence of subsequent ones. Third, by clarifying the 
consequences of hypergrowth, this review shows what specific growing 
pains companies are likely to experience and how these challenges can 
influence their (financial) performance. This contributes to a better 
understanding of the relationships between hypergrowth, organiza
tional dynamics, and performance outcomes. Fourth, comprehending 
the existing findings allows us to understand whether and what entre
preneurial firms can learn from exceptional cases, such as hypergrowth 
firms (Aldrich and Ruef, 2018). It shows how entrepreneurial firms can 
leverage lessons from hypergrowth firms to inform their own growth 
strategies and practices.

We begin this paper with a brief introduction to hypergrowth firms. 
Next, we present the methodology used to derive the sample of the 
reviewed articles. We review studies and show that the literature can be 
organized into three indicators of firms’ hypergrowth: time pressure, 
continuous change, and scarcity of (mainly human) resources. In turn, 
these hypergrowth characteristics trigger several growing pains, divided 
into four themes: changing job demands, extensive hiring, shifting 
leadership requirements, and development of organizational culture. 
We organize our findings into a theoretical framework of hypergrowth 
growing pains. This theoretical framework is the outcome of the con
clusions of the literature review. Finally, we conclude this paper by of
fering a research agenda that connects the key constructs highlighted in 
our review and framework.

1. Hypergrowth scale-up firms: definition and conceptual 
boundaries

We begin this paper by clarifying the definition and conceptual 
boundaries of hypergrowth scale-ups, which comprise two sub-concepts: 
scale-up firms and hypergrowth. Scale-up firms occupy an intermediate 
stage of organizational development between the start-up and mature 
firm stages within the organizational life cycle. These firms pursue a 
high-growth strategy to achieve economies of scale (Piaskowska et al., 
2021). A scale-up can be characterized as a relatively young and fast- 
growing firm that achieves accelerated growth and wealth creation 
based on the scalability of its business model (Williamson, 1991). Note 
that while every scale-up is a high-growth firm, not every high-growth 
firm can be classified as a scale-up (Monteiro, 2019). A high-growth 
firm undergoes an accelerated cycle of growth and wealth creation 
owing to factors such as market dominance and the realization of 
economies of scale. Conversely, a scale-up is a high-growth firm whose 
accelerated cycle of growth and wealth creation is fundamentally based 
on the scalability intrinsic to its business model (Williamson, 1991). In 
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some contexts, scale-ups or high-growth companies are also referred to 
as ‘gazelles’ or ‘unicorns’ (Aldrich and Ruef, 2018; Autio et al., 2000; 
Harnish, 2014; Moreno and Casillas, 2000; Senderovitz et al., 2016; St- 
Jean et al., 2008).

Despite existing research confirming the unique challenges faced by 
hypergrowth firms and their distinctive characteristics (Cassia and 
Minola, 2012; Markman and Gartner, 2002; Paleari et al., 2015; Send
erovitz et al., 2016; Stanley et al., 1996), there is a lack of consensus 
regarding the definition and differentiation of hypergrowth from related 
concepts, such as high growth and rapid growth firms. For instance, 
Markman and Gartner (2002) define hypergrowth as organizations 
experiencing extraordinary growth patterns ranging from 500 to 30,000 
% over five years. Other studies identify hypergrowth based on criteria 
such as sustained annual growth of 20 % for at least four consecutive 
years (Cassia et al., 2009; Cassia and Minola, 2012) or a minimum of 
150 % growth in employment over four years (Halabisky et al., 2006). 
Flamholtz and Randle (2016) consider growth rates of 50 to 100 % per 
year as indicative of hypergrowth. Hambrick and Crozier (1985) refer to 
an accelerated growth phase, characterized by rapid progression 
through this phase typically driven by factors like technological break
throughs, aggressive marketing, high market demand, limited compe
tition, or a combination. Moreover, scholars and practitioners use the 
term ‘blitzscaling’ or ‘massive rapid business scaling’ to describe rapid, 
global growth with a focus on attaining a first-mover advantage and 
prioritizing speed over efficiency in an uncertain environment (Hoffman 
and Yeh, 2018; Lange et al., 2023; Sullivan, 2016).

The measurement of growth remains a topic of ongoing debate in 
numerous studies. Growth manifests in diverse forms and sizes, with 
indicators and formulas that consider different aspects. These aspects 
include inputs such as the number of employees, outputs such as sales, 
revenues, profits, and performance, and valuation measures like assets, 
book value, and market capitalization. Alternatively, a combination of 
these indicators can also be used to assess growth (Achtenhagen et al., 
2010; Garnsey and Heffernan, 2005; Janssen, 2009; Josefy et al., 2015; 
Weinzimmer et al., 1998).

Additionally, some scholars have unconsciously investigated hyper
growth while using definitions that encompass rapid or high growth, 
often ranging from several hundred to thousands of percent (Cassia 
et al., 2009; Paleari et al., 2015). This can be observed in the works of 
Barringer and Jones (2004), Barringer et al. (2005), Feeser and Willard 
(1990), Fombrun and Wally (1989), Hambrick and Crozier (1985), and 
Markman and Gartner (2002).

In summary, previous literature has employed the term ‘hyper
growth’ somewhat freely within various theoretical debates, research 
domains, and empirical contexts. We can extract three defining elements 
from the literature. First, an intermediate organizational state; second, 
fast growth of resources; and third, time compression. Thus, in this 
paper, we define hypergrowth as a phase in the organizational life cycle 
characterized by a rapid and massive scaling of organizational resources in 
an exceptionally short period of time. In what follows, we present a liter
ature review synthesizing evidence on the consequences of hypergrowth 
for the internal organization experienced by the firms as growing pains 
and can hinder organizational growth.

2. Review methodology

To ensure rigorous standards concerning quality, validity, and 
credibility, we conducted this review in an organized, transparent, and 
methodical fashion (Kunisch et al., 2023; Siddaway et al., 2019). 
Moreover, to execute and present the review of the existing literature 
with the utmost rigor, we followed a three-step protocol: data search, 
data analysis, and report (Siddaway et al., 2019; Tranfield et al., 2003).

The data search encompassed three steps. First, we used the Web of 
Science database to find articles related to firms’ hypergrowth in TIM- 
related journals. We focused on the top ten TIM journals suggested by 
Linton and Thongpapanl (2004), such as Journal of Product Innovation 

Management, Research Policy, Research-Technology Management, 
R&D Management, IEEE Transactions on Engineering Management, 
Technological Forecasting and Social Change, International Journal of 
Technology Management, Technovation, Technology Analysis & Stra
tegic Management, and Journal of Engineering and Technology Man
agement. We searched these journals using a number of related search 
terms, such as high-growth firms, SMEs, rapid growth firms, scale-ups, 
firms scaling, massive rapid business scaling, gazelles, unicorns, 
blitzscaling, and new ventures.

We quickly made two observations. First, there are not many papers 
that focus specifically on hypergrowth. Instead, a frequent focus of the 
scale-up research is on high growth. Next, we observed that most of the 
research in high-growth scaling mainly focuses on enablers, like product 
development, strategy, technology scaling, and new market entry. Very 
few papers address internal organizational topics related to the hyper
growth of technology firms.

Consequently, we followed our plan to focus on learning about in
ternal organizational topics related to the hypergrowth of technology 
firms from the management journals. Linton and Thongpapanl (2004)
note that many management journals also publish research on tech
nology and innovation management topics. Considering that manage
ment journals are more likely to publish papers on people and internal 
organizational issues, we continued our search through the Web of 
Science database by making word combinations. For example, we 
searched for articles that combined one of the above-mentioned search 
terms with terms like growing pains, challenges, problems, and tensions. 
In addition, we looked for the specific growing pains we address in this 
review, namely, those related to team composition, hiring, leadership, 
and organizational culture.

Finally, we decided to employ a backward snowballing approach (C. 
Parker et al., 2020) to retrieve relevant references used by other authors 
that could guide the knowledge creation on the topic of growing pains of 
hypergrowth firms. To do so, we checked references in the found articles 
to find more relevant papers. Additional articles were added to our 
sample when they matched one of the above-mentioned search terms. 
Some books were added when referred to by other scholars. Abstracts of 
the additional publications that were identified were also scanned, 
following the same selection criteria described above, to determine 
whether the publications were relevant for inclusion into the sample. 
The same snowballing procedure was applied to the added publications 
and was continued until no further relevant publications were identi
fied. In total, 114 articles and 15 books were identified through snow
balling and added to the sample.

To review papers, we established a review framework designed to 
capture the distinct attributes of each manuscript. These attributes 
included the article’s aim or research question, title, abstract, year of 
publication, applied theoretical perspective, methodology (quantitative 
or qualitative), and levels or units of analysis, as well as the main 
findings. This framework served as a systematic repository, enabling us 
to store methodically, screen, analyze, and evaluate the documented 
literature throughout the subsequent stages. Additionally, it facilitated 
how we arrived at specific findings and conclusions (Siddaway et al., 
2019).

In the final stage of our review, we synthesized the literature, pre
sented our findings, and identified potential avenues for future research. 
A thorough analysis of the relevant articles allowed us to grasp the scope 
of the field and identify gaps in the existing literature. From this anal
ysis, several overarching research themes related to the internal orga
nizational challenges associated with firms’ hypergrowth have emerged, 
which we present below.

3. Findings

If we acknowledge the existence of enablers of growth, such as 
technology scaling and infrastructure development, and take hyper
growth as a cause, the question arises, What issues are caused that 
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potentially could inhibit further growth? We identified three key char
acteristics of hypergrowth scale-ups frequently addressed by the litera
ture: time pressure, continuous change, and scarcity of (mainly human) 
resources.

3.1. Indicators of firms’ hypergrowth

3.1.1. Time pressure
The reviewed articles revealed two roles of time in the context of 

firms’ hypergrowth: hypergrowth creates time pressure, and due to time 
pressure, hypergrowth must take place. Whereas for many firms growth 
is not a goal in itself but a consequence of success, hypergrowth firms 
make growth their primary objective to enhance their market viability, 
outpace competitors, and achieve sustainable market leadership 
(Chanut-Guieu et al., 2012; Headley et al., 2014; Kotter and Sathe, 1978; 
Lange et al., 2023; Picken, 2017). Failure to scale often means failure to 
survive (Sanasi et al., 2023). A significant portion of hypergrowth firms 
experience rapid growth for only a short period (Delmar et al., 2003), 
and critical tasks such as hiring and decision-making must be executed 
within this significantly compressed time frame. Unlike companies with 
more gradual growth, hypergrowth firms must rapidly mobilize and 
leverage various resources (e.g., financial, human, information, rela
tional) in a very short period (Chanut-Guieu et al., 2012; Halabisky 
et al., 2006; Kotter and Sathe, 1978; Markman and Gartner, 2002). 
Furthermore, the rapid pace of transformation and the pace at which 
decisions must be made in fast-growing companies creates significant 
strain on the organization. This may overwhelm many individuals un
accustomed to such intensity (Chanut-Guieu et al., 2012; Hambrick and 
Crozier, 1985; Kotter and Sathe, 1978), leading to organizational stress. 
Organizational stress can be defined as a misfit between the resources 
available within an organization, including its workforce, and the de
mands necessary for optimal functioning (French et al., 1974). This 
stress arises from external factors, in this case, hypergrowth, and com
pels both the organization as a whole and individuals within it to adapt 
and deviate from their usual behaviors (Beehr and Newman, 1978). In 
their research, Kotter and Sathe (1978) highlight a CEO of a rapid- 
growth firm who had to make more critical business decisions in a 
month than a CEO of a steadily growing company would make in a year.

3.1.2. Continuous change
Research shows that hypergrowth acts as a stress factor that induces 

constant changes in employees, job demands, functions, structures, 
systems, products, and markets (Chanut-Guieu et al., 2012; Gjerløv-Juel 
and Guenther, 2012; Kotter and Sathe, 1978; Lange et al., 2023). 
Consequently, in this dynamic environment, activities like career plan
ning become increasingly challenging. Establishing clear rules and 
policies to guide people also becomes more difficult, as does the 
development and implementation of stable organizational routines. 
Hypergrowth necessitates employees to continuously let go of the 
familiar routines and adapt to new situations, which can create stress 
and uncertainty. Additionally, the constant changes make it difficult to 
establish operational efficiency, as can be achieved in more stabilized 
companies (Chanut-Guieu et al., 2012; Gjerløv-Juel and Guenther, 2012; 
Kotter and Sathe, 1978). Furthermore, the process of change triggers the 
need for even more change to maintain organizational balance. An in
crease in revenues often necessitates hiring more employees, leading to 
intensified recruitment and training efforts. Subsequently, new em
ployees or customers prompt the need for more sophisticated systems 
and processes, calling for recruiting specialized functions. All these ac
tivities must be done under significant time constraints and require 
additional resources (DeSantola and Gulati, 2017; Kotter and Sathe, 
1978).

3.1.3. Scarcity of resources
Finally, the reviewed studies revealed that a third characteristic of 

hypergrowth is the scarcity of resources. This scarcity is twofold, 

involving both financial resources and the workforce. It arises due to the 
mismatch between existing resources and the fast-changing needs of the 
organization. Consequently, a hypergrowth firm often overstretches its 
current resources and must be cautious not to overextend itself (Bantel, 
1998; Chanut-Guieu et al., 2012; Kotter and Sathe, 1978; Mohr et al., 
2014). The staffing shortage results from the firm’s rapid expansion, 
which often outpaces its ability to attract enough skilled employees and 
set up adequate day-to-day systems to support employees. Thus, firms 
grow faster than they can hire or effectively integrate new hires. As such, 
the people become a bottleneck: the existing workforce becomes over
loaded and stressed by the increasing pace, while not enough appro
priate people can be hired in time. Similarly, financial resource 
limitations are frequently encountered because hypergrowth demands 
envisioning on a larger scale than the current organizational size allows 
(Chanut-Guieu et al., 2012; DeSantola and Gulati, 2017; Kotter and 
Sathe, 1978). Therefore, growth requires firms to think, plan, and act for 
an expansion of hiring, systems, markets, and other resources beyond 
what their current financial resources can comfortably support and what 
the present organizational size would typically demand. Indeed, antic
ipating technology scaling leads to scarce human and financial re
sources. Hypergrowth firms are often cash-starved, and acquiring the 
necessary resources becomes crucial, requiring tapping into financial 
systems, such as banks or investors, even if it means incurring significant 
debt. This places them in a precarious position, as the pressure to grow 
may shift their focus more towards seeking and exploiting growth op
portunities than efficiently managing their acquired financial resources 
(Baum et al., 2001; Stevenson and Jarillo, 1990).

3.2. Growing pains

Hypergrowth creates continuous, radical change under time pressure 
and uncertainty. It can give rise to dynamic issues and challenges that, in 
turn, restrain further growth, commonly known as the ‘Penrose effects’ 
(Lee, 2014; Penrose, 1959). Interestingly, these challenges tend to 
intensify the faster a firm grows, highlighting the fragility of high 
growth (S. C. Parker et al., 2010). As a result, it poses challenges for 
leadership and human resource practices (Church and McMahan, 1996) 
as well as organizational development and culture (Zellers and Wooley, 
2022). However, our systematic analysis of the extant evidence showed 
that the emerging literature on the firms scaling has made limited efforts 
to integrate findings on the consequences of firms’ hypergrowth for the 
internal organization, particularly regarding the organizational stress 
manifested as ‘growing pains’.

Through the literature review, we identified four key themes, each 
associated with underlying growing pains caused by organizational 
stress: (a) the changing job demands, (b) extensive hiring, (c) the 
shifting leadership requirements, and (d) the development of the orga
nizational culture as it evolves during this process. Table 1 provides an 
overview of the organizational hypergrowth indicators and with which 
growing pains they are associated.

3.3. Continuously expanding job demands

The first significant challenge identified in the hypergrowth context 
is the continuous evolution of job demands. This challenge encompasses 
the recruitment, selection, and onboarding of a large number of people 
within a short period of time, as well as the impact of these changes on 
team composition. Team composition refers to the background and ex
periences of the people occupying various roles within the organization 
(Beckman and Burton, 2008; Nadler and Tushman, 1980). Managing 
these dynamic job demands and ensuring a cohesive and effective team 
composition is a crucial area of focus during hypergrowth.

A growing body of research has examined how the experience and 
qualities of organizational members impact its growth and development 
(Florin et al., 2003). Simultaneously, team stability allows team mem
bers to gain a better understanding of each other’s capabilities, having a 
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positive effect on task allocation, collaboration, and firms’ ability to 
maintain their competitive advantage (Agrawal and Ljungqvist, 2014; 
Berk et al., 2014; Kogut and Zander, 1996; Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 
1998). However, achieving and maintaining team stability becomes 
complex during hypergrowth due to the rapid changes and demands 
faced by the organization.

In situations of high growth, the first complexity is that the expan
sion of job roles often outpaces the individual’s personal growth and 
development. Those recruited during the start-up phase have not grown 
at the same pace as the organization and lack the necessary skills and 
expertise required for the next phase (DeSantola and Gulati, 2017; 
Galbraith, 1982; Gulati and DeSantola, 2016; Hoffman and Yeh, 2018; 
Kotter and Sathe, 1978). Job titles assigned to early employees often 
exceed their experience, resulting in a rapid increase in the technical 
demands of their roles without sufficient time for skill acquisition 
(Galbraith, 1982). Most people have skills and experiences that optimize 
them for a particular stage, and not every person can effectively grow 
with each stage of the company (Hoffman and Yeh, 2018). Those who 
were instrumental in the organization’s early stages may be severely 
unsuited to its later stages (Sofer, 1961). Consequently, hypergrowth 
can lead to a situation where the organization soon reaches the limits of 
its team members’ capabilities.

Secondly, during rapid growth, organizations quickly undergo a shift 
in the skill set they require, favoring specialists over generalists. In the 
start-up phase, the organization needs versatile people and (technical) 

Table 1 
Key growing pains during scale-up hypergrowth.

Hypergrowth 
indicators

Description Related growing 
pains

Example 
references

Time pressure, 
continuous 
change, and 
scarcity of 
resources

Hypergrowth 
occurs under 
high time 
pressure and is 
accompanied by 
constant changes 
in employees, job 
demands, 
structures, 
systems, 
products, and 
markets, along 
with a scarcity of 
financial 
resources and 
employees.

• Work pressure, 
uncertainty, and 
stress due to a lack 
of (right) people 
and an ever- 
changing 
environment.

• Short-term focus, 
lower morale, 
dissatisfaction, 
physical problems, 
absenteeism, 
decreased 
productivity, 
increased turnover, 
high turnover, and 
replacement costs.

• Chanut-Guieu 
et al., 2012

• Kotter and 
Sathe, 1978

• Flamholtz and 
Randle, 2016

• French et al., 
1974

Expanding job 
demands

During 
hypergrowth, 
jobs grow faster 
than people can 
keep up, and the 
organization 
requires different 
skills and 
experiences in 
each stage.

• Early hires unable 
to keep up with the 
organizational 
growth.

• Need for more 
specialists instead 
of generalists.

• Hiring 
experienced, 
functional 
specialists creates 
frustration among 
existing 
colleagues.

• Boeker and 
Wiltbank, 
2005

• DeSantola and 
Gulati, 2017

• Gulati and 
DeSantola, 
2016

• Hellmann and 
Puri, 2002

• Hofer and 
Charan, 1984

• Hoffman and 
Yeh, 2018

• Sofer, 1961
Massive hiring Hypergrowth 

requires the 
recruitment, 
selection, and 
onboarding of a 
large number of 
people in a short 
period to fuel 
further growth.

• Difficulties in 
synchronized team 
building due to 
unexpected 
situations and the 
constant 
emergence of new 
positions.

• Teams do not have 
time to wait for an 
ideal candidate.

• Managers have 
insufficient time to 
assess candidate 
suitability.

• Lack of seasoned 
employees for 
onboarding new 
hires leads to more 
mistakes and 
people feeling lost.

• People do not 
know what others 
in the company are 
doing.

• Lack of visibility 
into others’ roles 
and 
responsibilities, 
leading to 
difficulties in 
getting things 
done.

• Teams work in 
isolation.

• Brush et al., 
2009

• Galbraith, 
1982

• Lee, 2014
• Penrose, 1959
• Rich, 1999

Changing 
leadership 
requirements

Managing a team 
in hypergrowth 
requires a 
continually 
evolving set of 

• Disagreements 
between top 
management and 
middle 
management 
regarding the 

• Barringer and 
Jones, 2004

• Church and 
McMahan, 
1996

Table 1 (continued )

Hypergrowth 
indicators

Description Related growing 
pains

Example 
references

leadership 
competencies

suitability of the 
middle manager.

• Managers feel they 
lack time to 
manage their team.

• Difficulty in having 
management 
suitable for the 
right growth stage.

• Rapidly changing 
required 
substantive 
expertise for 
managers.

• Frustration among 
current managers 
when experience is 
brought in from 
outside.

• Founders struggle 
to identify the right 
management 
talent.

• Gulati and 
Sawhney, 
2019

• Hambrick and 
Crozier, 1985

• Tansky and 
Heneman, 
2003

Evolving 
organizational 
culture

Hypergrowth 
will lead to 
instability in the 
company’s 
culture.

• Founders 
relinquish control 
over culture 
evolution.

• Founders cannot 
be involved in 
selecting new 
employees and 
conveying culture.

• Large number of 
new employees 
distort the original 
culture.

• Clash between old 
and new culture.

• Perceived 
differences 
between real and 
nominal culture.

• Baron and 
Hannan, 2002

• Donate and 
Guadamillas, 
2010

• Gregory, 1983
• Harrison and 

Carroll, 1991
• Kuratko et al., 

2020
• Peters and 

Waterman, 
1982

• Lawrence and 
Lorsch, 1967

• Picken, 2017
• Schein, 1983, 

2017
• Sutton and 

Rao, 2014

K. Moedt et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  Technological Forecasting & Social Change 209 (2024) 123779 

5 



generalists who can get many different things done in an uncertain and 
rapidly changing environment (Galbraith, 1982; Hoffman and Yeh, 
2018). However, the scale-up phase demands functional specialists who 
possess expertise in areas crucial for further scaling the organization 
(Galbraith, 1982; Hofer and Charan, 1984; Hoffman and Yeh, 2018). 
This hiring and turnover process leads to a transformation from an old 
guard consisting of founders and early adopters to a new guard of 
seasoned professionals (Boeker and Wiltbank, 2005; Galbraith, 1982; 
Hellmann and Puri, 2002), often resulting in a different working style 
within the organization.

The third complexity is that in the start-up phase, people are often 
attracted to join a company due to the non-bureaucratic climate, the 
potential for equity, the ability to make a significant impact, the op
portunity to acquire valuable experience rapidly, and the potential for 
leveraging the start-up experience as a springboard to enhance their 
labor market position (Coad et al., 2014; Galbraith, 1982). During this 
stage, there is still a high level of interaction among team members and 
little need for formal structures (Galbraith, 1982). Success is believed to 
be driven by the collective energy, commitment, confidence, and unity 
within the organization, facilitated by the absence of rigid structures. 
However, as the organization grows and transitions into the next phase, 
the need for increased structures becomes evident. New hires possess 
more specialized skills, and new functions are quickly introduced. 
Consequently, both managers and employees are required to hand over 
tasks they previously handled themselves, resulting in a narrowing of 
their roles, which can often be perceived as a loss of autonomy and a 
source of discontentment (Galbraith, 1982; Hoffman and Yeh, 2018).

Finally, the hiring of experienced, functional specialists often creates 
frustration and tension among existing colleagues, even when they 
themselves prefer to maintain a generalist role rather than a specialist 
position and find the scale-up process itself nerve-wracking (Gulati and 
Sawhney, 2019; Hoffman and Yeh, 2018; Kotter and Sathe, 1978). They 
may see the newcomers as intruders and opportunists because they did 
not contribute during the challenging initial period. Additionally, there 
may be a sense that the newcomers were hired under time pressure 
(Hambrick and Crozier, 1985) and may feel frustrated about the loss of 
authority (Gulati and Sawhney, 2019). The hiring of these new func
tional specialists is often accompanied by efforts to implement systems 
and create more structure within the organization. However, this can 
encounter significant resistance from the early joiners, who were 
attracted to the company because of its non-bureaucratic atmosphere 
(Galbraith, 1982; Hoffman and Yeh, 2018). The clash between the need 
for structure and the preference for a dynamic, entrepreneurial envi
ronment can create internal conflicts. As a result, this friction may result 
in employee turnover, with departing employees taking with them the 
critical tacit knowledge of the company, the culture, and potentially 
strong customer relationships established since the organization’s 
inception (Gulati and Sawhney, 2019).

3.4. Massive hiring

During hypergrowth, team composition does not occur in a vacuum. 
It is a critical aspect highly influenced by the recruitment and assimi
lation of new team members. Rapid growth requires the recruitment, 
selection, and onboarding of a large number of people in a short period 
of time to sustain and propel further expansion (Hambrick and Crozier, 
1985; Kotter and Sathe, 1978; Lee, 2014; Penrose, 1959), thereby 
creating a self-reinforcing cycle of growth (Garnsey et al., 2006). 
Moreover, it is argued that higher employment growth can enhance a 
firm’s chances of survival (Almus, 2004; Phillips and Kirchhoff, 1989). 
However, this process poses significant challenges for high-growth 
companies, leading to complexities and considerations that need to be 
addressed (Hellmann and Puri, 2002; Tansky and Heneman, 2003).

First, it can be argued that contrary to the earlier statement, an initial 
phase of rapid employment growth eventually decreases the likelihood 
of survival and results in lower employment growth and higher 

employee turnover. Despite high-growth firms outperforming other 
companies in the short term, their rapid expansion of employment cre
ates initial instability, which ultimately hampers their long-term effi
ciency (Gjerløv-Juel and Guenther, 2012).

Secondly, synchronized team building is often necessary for teams 
like Engineering, Sales, and Support. However, the reality is that it 
rarely unfolds as intended. In practice, one team may struggle to match 
the pace of growth and next the sales team’s performance unexpectedly 
falls behind. Additionally, the constant creation of new functions within 
the organization further exacerbates the challenge, leading to a 
continuous shifting of the problem from one team to another (Galbraith, 
1982). As a result, strategic workforce planning becomes nearly 
impossible as the dynamic nature of the organization makes it hard to 
predict and align team capabilities effectively.

Moreover, in gradually growing companies, there is often the luxury 
of waiting for the ideal candidate to step forward for a position. Expe
rienced colleagues who have been with the organization for a while can 
then train this new hire. However, high-growth firms do not have this 
luxury. They must be able to recruit new employees very quickly, 
otherwise, the teams will collapse under the work pressure (Kotter and 
Sathe, 1978). One of the most prevalent organizational growing pains is 
the work overload and the excessive stress perceived by employees, 
especially when there is a shortage of people or the right people to get 
the job done (Flamholtz and Randle, 2016; Kotter and Sathe, 1978). 
Both employees and teams feel like they are constantly playing catch-up 
but never succeed in doing so (Flamholtz and Randle, 2016), resulting in 
a lack of attention to important long-term issues while focusing solely on 
short-term urgencies (Flamholtz and Randle, 2016; Kotter and Sathe, 
1978). Consequently, morale may decline, dissatisfaction may increase, 
and physical health problems may arise due to heightened stress levels 
(Flamholtz and Randle, 2016; Schuler, 1980). This can lead to increased 
absenteeism and, therefore, decreased productivity or increased 
employee turnover, which, in turn, leads to significant turnover and 
replacement costs (Flamholtz and Randle, 2016).

Consequently, recruiting the right people for this scale-up phase 
becomes a critical, major management activity (Galbraith, 1982). 
However, the faster a firm grows, the less time managers have to thor
oughly assess the suitability of candidates (Barringer and Jones, 2004; 
Flamholtz and Randle, 2016). When a company is able to attract and 
retain skilled and capable employees, it increases the likelihood that the 
company can effectively implement and maintain its growth-oriented 
strategy (Rich, 1999). Insufficient investments in recruiting the right 
people and making poor hiring choices can lead to misalignment be
tween new employees and the organizational needs, resulting in 
increased organizational stress and a negative impact on overall morale 
(Faith et al., 1988).

The next significant hurdle hypergrowth firms need to take is the 
onboarding and effective training of new colleagues (Brush et al., 2009; 
Kotter and Sathe, 1978). When only a small percentage of the team 
consists of new members, it is not a major issue if they are not fully 
assimilated within a short period. However, when 20 to 50 % of the team 
is new, the speed of their onboarding becomes crucial. In many cases, 
these newcomers join a team without seasoned employees who can 
teach them the ropes and familiarize them with the culture, structure, 
and processes gradually. It is not unusual for the existing team members 
to have only recently joined. Additionally, due to limited time and the 
need to address only pressing issues, the onboarding process for new 
team members is often deprioritized. As a result, new colleagues may 
feel lost, and the risk of mistakes increases as they lack full training or 
close supervision (Kotter and Sathe, 1978).

Subsequently, amid tremendous team growth, a typical other 
growing pain arises: many colleagues are unaware of what others in the 
company are doing, and roles and responsibilities are not clearly 
defined. People struggle to grasp the exact nature of their own jobs and 
how their work relates to their colleagues’ work. Moreover, the orga
nizational structure, including both the implicit and explicit line of 
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authority, often becomes unclear (Flamholtz and Randle, 2016; Gjerløv- 
Juel and Guenther, 2012). This lack of clarity can lead to frustration, as 
individuals find it difficult to navigate the organization and may feel 
compelled to take matters into their own hands to get things done. 
Furthermore, it results in teams independently interpreting and delin
eating responsibilities, fostering team isolation and discussions within 
the organization (Flamholtz and Randle, 2016), and it hampers the 
development of efficient organizational routines (Gjerløv-Juel and 
Guenther, 2012). Also, Penrose (1959) argued that if a firm expands at a 
pace faster than individuals within the organization can build the 
necessary experience and familiarity with each other and the firm, it will 
result in reduced efficiency and hinder the firm’s ability to compete 
effectively in the market, leading to a period of stagnation.

In conclusion, the organization must dedicate significant time to the 
recruitment, selection, training, and integration of new colleagues to 
cope with changing organizational requirements caused by hyper
growth. However, these efforts to mitigate organizational stress can 
inadvertently lead to organizational stress, which may impede further 
growth, a phenomenon known as the ‘Penrose effect’ (Penrose, 1959).

3.5. Changing leadership requirements

Previous research indicates the crucial role of founders in high- 
growth organizations (Barringer et al., 2005; Beckman and Burton, 
2008; Hellmann and Puri, 2002). However, managing a rapidly growing 
firm requires a different set of leadership competencies, experience, and 
knowledge compared to starting and managing a new venture (Boeker 
and Karichalil, 2002; Boeker and Wiltbank, 2005; Green and Ashton, 
1992; Hellmann and Puri, 2002; Lange et al., 2023; Shepherd and Pat
zelt, 2022). These competencies play a significant role in a firm’s growth 
potential, as they put strong limits on the level of expansion a firm can 
handle when external growth barriers are absent (Penrose, 1959). Given 
the turbulence associated with rapid growth, it is vital for executives and 
managers, not just the founders, to be equipped to respond effectively to 
the external environment and the resulting internal changes (Church 
and McMahan, 1996; Gartner and Moro, 2024; Lange et al., 2023; Siepel 
et al., 2017; Zhu, 2020). It is a constant balancing act between fulfilling 
immediate needs and capitalizing on opportunities, within the con
straints of limited resources (Ferguson et al., 2016) further compound
ing organizational stress.

The first complexity in this situation revolved around the divergent 
viewpoints among leaders. Top management and middle management 
often have differing perspectives on the suitability of the middle man
ager (Kotter and Sathe, 1978). Top management hesitates to delegate 
responsibilities, believing that middle management is not ready yet. On 
the other hand, middle managers often perceive a lack of delegation, 
where they are given responsibilities without sufficient authority, as top 
management still retains decision-making authority, reminiscent of 
when the company was smaller (Flamholtz and Randle, 2016; Kotter and 
Sathe, 1978). This dynamic is particularly prevalent during the transi
tion to professional management and traces back to the days when the 
founder made all the decisions. However, the perception that only top 
management is authorized to make decisions reduces the effectiveness 
of lower-level managers (Flamholtz and Randle, 2016). Moreover, 
managers often struggle to find time to focus on team management as 
they are still engrossed in technical work. This issue arises due to either a 
lack of clearly defined manager’s roles or insufficient training to equip 
managers with the necessary skills for their positions. Although high- 
growth firms recognize these challenges, they often lack the time and 
resources to invest in training and upskilling their managers (Tansky 
and Heneman, 2003). As a consequence, managers may feel uncertain 
about the expectations and ultimately prioritize their previous work 
tasks over managerial responsibilities (Flamholtz and Randle, 2016).

Secondly, finding suitable management for the right growth stage 
becomes challenging as job requirements rapidly change during 
hypergrowth. The same management position in companies of vastly 

different sizes imposes entirely different demands on the persons occu
pying those roles (Kotter and Sathe, 1978). Hambrick and Crozier 
(1985) highlight that the management skills required in a 1000-person 
company greatly differ from those needed in a 100-person company. 
Therefore, strong managerial skills tend to be scarce when the company 
has reached that size quickly. In addition, when companies experience 
rapid growth, the required substantive expertise for managers rapidly 
evolves. “The financial vice-president who was adept at establishing 
controls and reports may not be well-suited to the new tasks of culti
vating the financial community, managing currency fluctuations, or 
dealing with complex tax problems” (Hambrick and Crozier, 1985, p. 
36). Leaders tend promote loyal employees who came on board in the 
early stages as managers. While this may initially seem effective in 
shifting from individual contributors to managers, rapid growth quickly 
reveals their inadequacy for the position (Hambrick and Crozier, 1985; 
Kotter and Sathe, 1978). Scaling an organization soon requires estab
lishing an executive layer to facilitate effective functioning. In the start- 
up phase, the manager and executive roles are often fulfilled by the same 
person, but these are distinct positions. The transition from manager to 
executive is considerably more challenging than the transition from 
individual contributor to manager, and organizations often require 
experienced executives from outside (Hoffman and Yeh, 2018). 
Addressing the challenge of a manager no longer right for the job is 
something many founders find very painful (Hambrick and Crozier, 
1985), but it is essential to address for organizational growth, as exec
utives themselves must be capable of driving further expansion 
(Hoffman and Yeh, 2018). Therefore, successful companies tend to hire 
new officers or directors with experience in larger organizations pro
actively, as “preparation for the next phase of growth” and recognizing 
that it is easier to prevent chaos than to correct it (Hambrick and Crozier, 
1985; Siepel et al., 2017). Nonetheless, this transition poses its own set 
of challenges.

Existing managers, often promised career advancement, may feel 
discontented when experienced leaders are brought in from outside 
(Galbraith, 1982; Hoffman and Yeh, 2018). The new executives and 
managers often gain considerable influence, potentially leading to an 
adversarial relationship with the original managers who are used to 
collegial, personalized problem-solving among members of the ‘family’ 
(Hambrick and Crozier, 1985). Additionally, bringing in experienced 
leaders can sometimes result in the layoff of current managers. It can 
cause great uncertainty among employees who may not understand the 
underlying reasons. This can negatively impact morale and increase 
turnover (Flamholtz and Randle, 2016). Moreover, while these new 
leaders are hired for their experience, there is a risk that they will 
introduce their own corporate ideas, personnel philosophies, and ways 
of doing things, which may significantly differ from the organization’s 
established practices, requiring some unlearning for the new leaders 
(Kotter and Sathe, 1978). Even highly experienced individuals need time 
to integrate into the organization’s culture (Barringer and Jones, 2004). 
An open mindset is crucial, according to Hoffman and Yeh (2018), as 
current managers must be receptive to ideas from the new executives, 
while newcomers must be willing to learn from what happened before 
they arrived.

In this regard, founders also grapple with whether to hire individuals 
who have previously scaled a company or those who possess the capa
bilities to. Identifying the right talent can be challenging due to their 
limited experience (Gulati and Sawhney, 2019). Companies tend to hire 
experienced managers from larger organizations under the assumption 
that these individuals know how things should be done and that their 
experience will prove beneficial in later stages (Hoffman and Yeh, 
2018). However, there is some indication that individuals in leadership 
positions enter with a specific level of competencies that hardly develops 
(Gaddis, 2018). Besides, hiring someone who has managed on a much 
larger scale can actually be counterproductive, as the skills needed at 
each growth phase differ significantly. Therefore, it is crucial to hire 
individuals who are well-suited to the current growth stage and possess 
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relevant experience for that specific phase (Hoffman and Yeh, 2018), 
otherwise, even leadership might become an organizational bottleneck.

3.6. Evolving organizational culture

The fourth theme revolves around the dynamic nature of organiza
tional culture during hypergrowth. While many scholars view organi
zational culture as a sustainable concept (Baron and Hannan, 2002; 
Dobrev and Barnett, 2005; Peters and Waterman, 1982; Quinn and 
Cameron, 1983; Schein, 1983, 2017), others refer to the evolving nature 
of organizational culture in the context of rapid growth (DeSantola and 
Gulati, 2017; Gulati and DeSantola, 2016; Gulati and Sawhney, 2019; 
Hoffman and Yeh, 2018).

Organizational culture can be defined as “a set of rules, values, and 
beliefs that are shared by a firm’s members and which conditions their 
behaviors, along with the configuration of the firm’s image and identity 
in relation to its environment” (Donate and Guadamillas, 2010). While 
scholars acknowledge that culture can be a major strategic asset - as it is 
difficult to replicate - and a significant predictor of organizational suc
cess or problems (Flamholtz and Randle, 2016), not many studies 
examine organizational culture within hypergrowth organizations. 
Culture is typically critical in this context, as it impacts how individuals 
behave in the absence of explicit policies and rules or when existing ones 
reach their breaking point (Hoffman and Yeh, 2018), which constantly 
occurs during rapid growth. Culture can even serve as a substitute for 
rules. According to Hoffman and Yeh (2018), as a culture becomes 
stronger, the need for stringent rules to manage behavior diminishes.

It is evident from research on organizational culture that founders 
and early executives play a decisive role in shaping the culture of an 
organization (Baron and Hannan, 2002; Dobrev and Barnett, 2005; Pe
ters and Waterman, 1982; Quinn and Cameron, 1983; Schein, 1983, 
2017). Founders, in particular, have the unique opportunity to shape a 
culture that reflects the values, beliefs, and norms to support and rein
force the organization’s purpose and strategy (Schein, 1983). Failing to 
pay attention to this aspect can result in the development of a 
dysfunctional culture that undermines the success of the organization 
(Picken, 2017). Scholars widely believe that once a culture is estab
lished, it is sustained through the selection of new employees, socializ
ation and role modeling, organizational rituals, and the way people are 
promoted and rewarded (Deal and Kennedy, 1982; Donaldson and 
Lorsch, 1983; Geertz and Darnton, 2017; Kotter and Sathe, 1978; 
Smircich, 1983). Critical determinants in shaping culture include the 
areas where founders direct their attention, how they respond to critical 
organizational incidents, their role modeling and coaching behaviors, 
what they reward and recognize, and their decisions regarding hiring, 
selection, promotion, and dismissal. While visible aspects of organiza
tional culture, such as rituals and symbols, and formal statements, like 
written values, are important, they must be aligned with the founders’ 
behavior to avoid cultural conflicts (Schein, 1983, 2017). Schein (1983, 
2017) underlines that organizational culture is adaptive and dynamic 
but also emphasizes that certain aspects of culture endure over time if 
they are deeply embedded into the organization.

In contrast to the belief that organizational culture is self-sustaining, 
scaling fast poses exceptional challenges to maintaining a stable culture 
(Hoffman and Yeh, 2018), often resulting in cultural instability within 
the company. One of the reasons is that founders may let culture evolve 
on its own, rather than being deliberate about its development (Gulati 
and Sawhney, 2019). When a firm begins to scale, founders are often 
preoccupied with more immediate and pressing issues, causing culture 
to take a back seat (Gulati and Sawhney, 2019). Companies experiencing 
rapid growth are sometimes compelled to compromise on cultural and 
ethical considerations to meet their ambitious growth plans (Kuratko 
et al., 2020). Once the culture moves in an undesirable direction, it can 
lead to major strategic and employee-related issues that are difficult to 
reverse (Gulati and Sawhney, 2019). Examples of companies that have 
faced such challenges include Uber (Isaac, 2017; Partington and Pratty, 

2021; Witteman, 2019).
Second, the organic transfer of culture requires time and personal 

interaction with the founders (Hoffman and Yeh, 2018). However, as the 
pressure to rapidly double in size mounts, founders and early leaders can 
no longer be directly involved in selecting all new hires (Harrison and 
Carroll, 1991). When the firm reaches a particular size, founders also 
become less able to play a central role in conveying the organizational 
culture (DeSantola and Gulati, 2017; Hoffman and Yeh, 2018; Sutton 
and Rao, 2014). Some leaders may also be limited in their ability to use 
cultural management tools, which further dilutes the culture (DeSantola 
and Gulati, 2017). Moreover, during rapid expansion, there are often 
insufficient settled employees available to effectively transfer cultural 
meanings to the large influx of new colleagues (Kotter and Sathe, 1978).

Third, there is a risk that the influx of many newcomers can distort 
the original organizational culture. While founders play a critical role in 
defining the culture, it evolves over time through the presence and ac
tions of many people. Individuals tend to interpret the culture in ways 
that meet their own needs and preferences. Additionally, new coworkers 
bring their own expectations shaped by their professional training and 
previous work experiences, which may cause further differentiation of 
cultural meanings inside the organization (Baker and Aldrich, 1994). As 
a result, cultural meanings may no longer be uniformly applied, and the 
emergence of subgroups resulting from growth can, therefore, interpret 
organizational culture, including attitudes and behaviors, in different 
ways (DeSantola and Gulati, 2017; Gregory, 1983; Lawrence and Lorsch, 
1967).

The aforementioned three challenges may contribute to the 
discrepancy between the real culture and the nominal culture in growing 
firms. The real culture refers to the actual behaviors and norms that 
employees observe and experience within the organization, while the 
nominal culture represents the culture that the organization has 
formally defined on paper. Employees may express discontent when 
leaders attempt to formally codify and manage the culture because they 
perceive inconsistencies between their actual experiences and the stated 
company culture (Turco, 2016). When culture is not managed effec
tively, a clash may arise between the old and the new culture, which, in 
turn, can hinder the successful implementation of strategies and affect 
the overall success of the entire company (Hoffman and Yeh, 2018).

Prior research understands that culture should evolve over time to 
support organizational growth. However, this should be managed rather 
than uncontrolled change, and firms must transition from organic cul
tural transmissions to deliberate cultural shaping (Hoffman and Yeh, 
2018). As the Dutch historian Johan Huizinga said: “If we are to preserve 
culture, we must continue to create it.”

4. Synthesis and an organizing framework

To synthesize our literature review findings, we developed Fig. 1. 
The figure shows that positioned between the start-up and mature stages 
of the organizational life cycle, scale-ups are characterized by their high- 
growth strategy aimed at achieving economies of scale (Piaskowska 
et al., 2021). This high growth can turn into hypergrowth, presenting 
numerous challenges. Despite limited research on hypergrowth firms, 
theoretical streams agree that hypergrowth is accompanied by time 
constraints. Firstly, hypergrowth is needed to rapidly achieve market 
leadership (Chanut-Guieu et al., 2012; Headley et al., 2014; Picken, 
2017). Secondly, hypergrowth places intensive time pressure on many 
tasks and decision-making processes (Chanut-Guieu et al., 2012; Ham
brick and Crozier, 1985; Kotter and Sathe, 1978). Consequently, orga
nizations operating in a stage of hypergrowth experience continuous 
stress as their resources are stretched thin and they face a permanent 
lack of resources (Chanut-Guieu et al., 2012; Kotter and Sathe, 1978). To 
overcome the resource misfit, firms must actively realign their resources 
to meet organizational needs, which leads to continuous change at both 
individual and organizational levels. This continuous change further 
amplifies organizational stress and presents challenges in effectively 
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managing and adapting to it.
The framework highlights the cyclical nature of hypergrowth, 

wherein the pursuit of rapid growth creates stress and the need for 
change, which, in turn, generates additional stress. This iterative process 
emphasizes the dynamic and demanding nature of hypergrowth and 
underscores the criticality of effectively managing change and organi
zational stress to navigate the challenges associated with hypergrowth. 
An unbalanced scaling of resources will lead to bottlenecks due to 
scarcity of other resources. Especially, technology scaling up (as input) 
will lead to an unbalance of the workforce as hiring can hardly keep up 
with the pace of growth.

To help make sense of the various themes, organizational stress, 
growing pains, and their relationships, we developed a second, coherent 
framework depicted in Fig. 2, which both summarizes and generalizes 
the main findings. As human resources appear to be the bottleneck, 
scarcity of qualified staff leads to a series of effects. This organizing 
framework illustrates our view that the various growing pains are not 
sequential but interconnected and that the resolution of one growing 
pain leads to the emergence of the next. Each growing pain represents a 
significant challenge on its own, and if unaware of their interrelation, 
they may interact and create a downward spiral.

The continuous changes and resource constraints lead to stress at the 
individual and organizational levels. Employees often feel overwhelmed 
by the lack of time and find themselves focusing solely on the most 
pressing, short-term issues (Kotter and Sathe, 1978). This intense work 
environment can also lead to various mental health complaints, 
including stress, uncertainty, frustration, dissatisfaction, lower morale, 
and burnout, as well as physical health issues (Galbraith, 1982; Gulati 
and Sawhney, 2019; Hambrick and Crozier, 1985; Hoffman and Yeh, 
2018; Kotter and Sathe, 1978). From the organization’s perspective, 
these stress-related challenges can result in increased absenteeism, 
decreased productivity, and a higher employee turnover, exacerbating 
the existing resource shortage and ultimately affecting overall firm 
performance (Gulati and Sawhney, 2019).

The continuous changes due to the hypergrowth result in shifting job 
demands for both employees and leaders. Early hires cannot keep up 
with the organization’s growth and often lack the necessary skills and 
expertise for the next phase of expansion (DeSantola and Gulati, 2017; 

Galbraith, 1982; Gulati and DeSantola, 2016; Hoffman and Yeh, 2018; 
Kotter and Sathe, 1978). The organization begins to need more func
tional specialists than generalists to support further scalability 
(Galbraith, 1982; Hofer and Charan, 1984; Hoffman and Yeh, 2018). 
The demands placed on managers and their required expertise also 
evolve, and discussions emerge between top management and middle 
management regarding leadership approaches (Hambrick and Crozier, 
1985; Kotter and Sathe, 1978; Tansky and Heneman, 2003). Founders 
face challenges in hiring people who are the right fit for the specific 
growth phase, particularly considering their own lack of experience 
(Gulati and Sawhney, 2019; Hoffman and Yeh, 2018). These changing 
job demands for employees and leaders contribute to physical and 
mental complaints, including the harmful effects on the entire 
organization.

To cope with the changing job demands and alleviate individual and 
organizational stress, hypergrowth firms often resort to recruiting large 
numbers of new employees. It is already a challenge in itself to syn
chronize the recruitment process across all teams (Galbraith, 1982) and 
prioritize the quality of hires over quantity (Barringer and Jones, 2004; 
Faith et al., 1988; Galbraith, 1982; Kotter and Sathe, 1978). At the same 
time, however, this also creates a new wave of growing pains. Recruit
ment becomes one of the major activities for management (Galbraith, 
1982), further adding to their time constraints and work pressures 
(Tansky and Heneman, 2003). Furthermore, the onboarding process for 
the large influx of new employees becomes challenging in an environ
ment characterized by constant change, resource scarcity, and time 
constraints. This creates a weak onboarding process (Brush et al., 2009; 
Kotter and Sathe, 1978) and a lack of clarity regarding role divisions and 
responsibilities among teams and employees, causing siloed working 
practices (Flamholtz and Randle, 2016). When recruitment, selection, 
and onboarding processes are not properly executed, it directly impacts 
firm performance (Kuratko et al., 2020; Penrose, 1959).

Rapid growth creates instability in the organizational culture of 
hypergrowth firms (Kuratko et al., 2020). The combined factors of 
organizational and individual stress, as well as the influx of new em
ployees, contribute to this instability. Founders have limited time and 
attention to devote to culture as they focus on more pressing issues 
related to rapid growth (Gulati and Sawhney, 2019). Additionally, 

Fig. 1. Interplay of hypergrowth and its direct consequences.

Fig. 2. An organizing framework of growing pains focused on human resources.
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founders are no longer able to be involved in the selection process for all 
new employees and conveying organizational culture to them 
(DeSantola and Gulati, 2017; Hoffman and Yeh, 2018; Sutton and Rao, 
2014). As a result, there is a risk of culture dilution (DeSantola and 
Gulati, 2017) and a potential clash between the old and new cultures 
within the organization (DeSantola and Gulati, 2017; Gregory, 1983; 
Hoffman and Yeh, 2018; Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967). This can lead to 
discrepancies between the real, perceived, and intended cultures as 
defined by the organization (Turco, 2016), which can affect the success 
of the entire company.

Going through hypergrowth is accompanied by a range of growing 
pains that can significantly impact the future financial performance of 
the organization. Coping with growing pains is complicated because 
they are interconnected, and addressing one can lead to the emergence 
of the next growing pain. Where, for example, recruitment of a large 
number of people may be seen as a solution to combat other symptoms, 
it creates a new flood of challenges. It is, therefore, crucial to pay 
attention to the organization’s infrastructure, i.e., the organization’s 
resources, systems, processes, structure, and culture, to support the size, 
complexity, and growth of the organization. Neglecting or insufficiently 
addressing this can exacerbate growing pains and lead to a downward 
spiral for the organization.

5. Discussion and implications for future research

Hypergrowth is a function of a firm’s management capacity and the 
resources possessed by the firm at a given point in time (Penrose, 1959). 
A firm’s strategic focus and attention because of bounded rationality is 
then driven by the mental models of its top managers (Bueters, 2023; 
Gavetti, 2012; Ocasio, 1999). In technology-based firms, issues of 
technology scaling, manufacturing capacity, and market readiness (Nick 
et al., 2021) might drive a firm’s attention and the resulting growth. This 
realized growth could be threatened by the resulting bottleneck, namely 
the lack of qualified staff. This paper aimed to address firms’ growing 
pains associated with hypergrowth, leading to rapid and massive 
scaling. If we take technology scaling as a given, what happens to a fast- 
growing technology-based organization? Considering the limited avail
ability of studies addressing the consequences on the human side of 
hypergrowth, this paper relied on the review of a broader pool of 
research on firms’ hypergrowth in TIM and management journals. We 
identified at least three important characteristics of the technological 
firms’ hypergrowth that affect the firm’s internal processes: i) time 
pressure, ii) constant change, and iii) scarcity of resources. The conse
quence of hypergrowth in one stage is the generation of bottlenecks in 
the subsequent stage, commonly understood as growing pains. We 
identified four key themes, each with related growing pains, for the 
firms’ internal organizational processes that need to be addressed by the 
hypergrowth firms’ literature: a) expanding job demands and massive 
hiring, b) changing leadership requirements, and c) evolving organiza
tional culture. We integrated our findings into an organizing framework. 
Below, we discuss the opportunities our findings offer for future research 
on hypergrowth firms.

5.1. Hypergrowth

The first opportunity concerns future research on the technological 
firms’ hypergrowth. There has been a notable increase in scholarly 
attention on high-growth firms and, to a lesser extent, on hypergrowth 
firms. However, this attention has primarily focused on understanding 
the drivers of rapid growth. We argue that there is a significant need for 
more research that connects hypergrowth to its consequences. Hyper
growth not only creates organizational stress but also necessitates rapid 
and substantial organizational change. To delve deeper into the effects 
of hypergrowth and how they evolve, it would be valuable to gain a 
better understanding of how and why hypergrowth influences organi
zations. Longitudinal data and case study research can offer valuable 

insights in this domain. Furthermore, it is essential to explore effective 
strategies for managing these effects to ensure that hypergrowth orga
nizations are not disadvantaged by their own growth. Current theories 
are unlikely to apply directly, requiring, instead, theory extension or the 
development of new theories.

There is also an opportunity to differentiate between high-growth 
and hypergrowth firms, particularly their internal dynamics. Often, 
high-growth and hypergrowth are merged, or their differences are 
overlooked, obstructing knowledge creation. As a result, it has been 
challenging to draw a comprehensive distinction in this review. There
fore, there is considerable opportunity for exploring how the internal 
organization is impacted during periods of high growth and hyper
growth. Although some consequences may remain consistent irre
spective of the exact rate of growth, hypergrowth firms are likely to 
experience them with greater intensity, and there may be distinct dif
ferences that require unique management approaches for hypergrowth. 
Differentiating between high-growth and hypergrowth can contribute 
significantly to the TIM and entrepreneurship literature and provide an 
important bridge to the management literature.

5.2. Technological interplay

The next opportunity concerns the impact of hypergrowth on tech
nology. This review primarily focuses on human-related issues in 
hypergrowth firms, which might be caused by anticipated technology 
scaling. However, it is important to acknowledge that hypergrowth can 
present many other challenges deserving attention. For instance, there 
may arise issues related to product development and supply chain 
management as a consequence of hypergrowth, such as VanMoof, a 
Dutch bicycle manufacturer, which encountered technology and service 
problems during hypergrowth, leading them to file for bankruptcy (Nick 
et al., 2021). For certain human-related problems, technology can serve 
as a facilitator or provide solutions, such as automating some service 
functions, highlighting the interplay between technology and human 
issues during hypergrowth. The framework derived from the literature 
review would also allow for a reverse relationship. If one considers a 
people-intensive and not technology-driven industry, such as services, 
we see that workforce growth leads to technology bottlenecks and that, 
subsequently, technology scaling is necessary. However, for technology- 
based firms, this direction appears less likely. To gain a comprehensive 
understanding of hypergrowth, it would be valuable to explore the role 
of technology in driving rapid growth and the influence on technology- 
related and human-related topics as a consequence of hypergrowth.

Furthermore, exploring the interplay between technology and 
human-related aspects is crucial in understanding how firms scale dur
ing hypergrowth. The assumption is that industries with high levels of 
technological development and automation are less likely to experience 
rapid employment growth for firms operating within them (Belitski 
et al., 2022). Hence, conducting research on the interconnectedness of 
hypergrowth firms that focus on different technologies, and their 
employment acceleration can provide valuable insights into the dy
namics of these rapidly growing organizations.

Lastly, we have argued that technology scaling leads to a bottleneck 
on the human side. Historically, technology has partially replaced 
human labor in production through the advent of machines and robots. 
There are indications that AI may similarly reduce the need for human 
involvement in administrative and managerial tasks in fast-scaling 
ventures, potentially alleviating stress on the human side. Future 
research could explore the interaction between AI and rapid scaling.

5.3. Team composition

While we are gaining a deeper understanding of changing job de
mands and team composition during hypergrowth, current research has 
only scratched the surface of this research topic. While research has 
broadened our understanding of founders and top management of new 
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ventures (Beckman and Burton, 2008; Boeker and Karichalil, 2002; 
Boeker and Wiltbank, 2005; Ferguson et al., 2016; Gartner and Moro, 
2024), much remains unknown about employees’ experiences in the rest 
of the organization. Future research should explore whether employees 
can sustainably work in hypergrowth scale-ups for extended periods or if 
they are more likely to succumb to individual stress factors or the lack of 
knowledge and experience needed for subsequent growth phases. Un
derstanding how hypergrowth scale-ups can influence the development 
of early joiners is crucial, as the experience and qualities of organiza
tional members directly correlate with the firm’s growth and develop
ment (Florin et al., 2003). It may prove valuable to commit them to the 
organization for a longer period of time and not let them leave prema
turely with all the knowledge, cultural understanding, and strong 
customer relationships they have.

Moreover, there is more to learn about the ideal balance between 
early-hired generalists and later-joined specialists within hypergrowth 
scale-ups. Given the wide range of challenges in such organizations, 
finding ways to optimize collaboration between generalists and spe
cialists becomes crucial. Although selecting specialists has been shown 
to be important for high growth, research suggests that retaining and 
leveraging the expertise of generalists is equally valuable for sustaining 
growth, due, in particular, to their valuable culture and organizational 
knowledge, as well as their adaptability in tackling new and pressing 
challenges (Coad et al., 2014; Hoffman and Yeh, 2018).

5.4. Hiring

In addition to research on changing job demands and team compo
sition, there is ample room to explore the topic of talent acquisition and 
onboarding during hypergrowth. It is not merely about hiring quickly; it 
is also about hiring right. Understanding how hypergrowth scale-ups can 
effectively attract, assimilate, and retain high-quality employees, even 
under significant time constraints, will be critical to ensuring the orga
nization’s long-term success.

One key area of exploration is identifying the specific qualities, 
competencies, and mindset that individuals need in order to not only 
survive but thrive in a hypergrowth environment. This goes beyond the 
standard job descriptions and qualifications. What character traits, such 
as adaptability, resilience, and a growth-oriented mindset, are essential 
for employees to weather the rapid changes and high-pressure situations 
accompanying hypergrowth?

Furthermore, exploring innovative and efficient hiring processes that 
balance speed with quality is essential. It is crucial to set up hiring 
processes that enable organizations to rapidly onboard new talent while 
ensuring the right fit for the roles. Striking this balance is vital to prevent 
hasty hiring decisions driven solely by the immediate need for staff, 
which could potentially lead to mismatches and increased work pressure 
on existing teams. Again, there is some evidence of a wave of new 
startups (Sifted, 2022) focused on partially automating the hiring pro
cess, indicating how the technology and human sides can interact.

Additionally, strategies for onboarding and integrating new em
ployees quickly and effectively into the existing team and company 
culture warrant in-depth examination. By extending research to the 
employee level of the organization and examining these multifaceted 
aspects of talent acquisition, we can shed light on key issues related to 
managing teams during scale-up hypergrowth and contribute to the 
development of best practices in attracting, selecting, and nurturing the 
right talent for sustainable success.

5.5. Leadership

Considerable scholarly attention has been paid to the role of the 
founder and top management teams in new ventures (Beckman and 
Burton, 2008; Boeker and Karichalil, 2002; Boeker and Wiltbank, 2005; 
Ferguson et al., 2016; Gartner and Moro, 2024). However, there is a 
need for research to go beyond the upper echelons of the organization 

and understand the role of middle managers during hypergrowth. Early 
employees transitioning into managerial roles often face new challenges 
and expectations as the organization rapidly expands. The pressure to 
perform and adapt to their new responsibilities can lead to difficulties in 
meeting job expectations. Subsequently, more experienced individuals 
may be hired to oversee these early managers, potentially causing 
negative emotions and prompting some to leave the organization. 
Exploring how we can effectively train, mentor, and upskill first-time 
managers during hypergrowth is crucial to ensure their success in 
evolving roles. Additionally, understanding how to maintain them when 
they eventually have to cede their positions or job titles to new hires is 
important in retaining valuable talent and organizational knowledge. It 
is essential to examine leadership at all levels of the organization during 
hypergrowth. As Hambrick and Crozier (1985) pointed out, high-growth 
companies are strong enough to survive many challenges except one: 
mismanagement.

5.6. Organizational culture

Although we are beginning to understand how organizational culture 
is influenced during high growth and hypergrowth, there is still much to 
uncover regarding the impact of hypergrowth on organizational culture 
and to which extent culture survives during this period of explosive 
growth. Current research has highlighted the challenges of sustaining 
organizational culture as many new people join scale-ups, the lack of 
personal interaction with founders to transfer culture, and the potential 
disruptions caused by newcomers, policies, and processes or simply a 
lack of attention to culture. However, it seems we are only starting to 
gain an understanding of organizational culture in this context and how 
it evolves. The field has made some important steps along this path by 
exploring the stability of cultural systems over time versus the potential 
dilution because of growth in entrepreneurial ventures (DeSantola and 
Gulati, 2017). Although hypergrowth scale-ups are entrepreneurial 
ventures, extending this research to other hypergrowth scale-ups and 
considering factors like the high influx of new colleagues and intense 
time pressure under which hypergrowth scale-ups operate will be 
meaningful to determine whether important aspects are different and 
consequential.

Consequently, it would be beneficial to gather a deeper under
standing of what the right organizational culture looks like during 
hypergrowth. A potential angle to further explore this may be through 
the lens of individual and organizational resilience to cope with stress. 
Resilience refers to “the process by which an actor (i.e., individual, or
ganization, or community) builds and uses its capability endowments to 
interact with the environment in a way that positively adjusts and 
maintains functioning prior to, during, and following adversity” 
(Williams et al., 2017). Resilient entrepreneurs, able to quickly adapt to 
the ever-changing business needs and who can deal with uncertainties, 
have been shown to be better equipped to succeed (Ayala and Manzano, 
2014). This concept could equally apply to individuals, teams, and or
ganizations as a whole during hypergrowth.

To conclude, the present review exposes many unanswered questions 
related to how founders and leaders of hypergrowth scale-ups can 
spread, reinforce, and evolve the culture. Longitudinal studies and case 
studies can significantly contribute to understanding cultural de
velopments during hypergrowth and could increase our understanding 
of the underlying processes that either support or undermine the orga
nizational culture.

5.7. People practices

There are research opportunities to extend and develop new theories 
on the relationship between hypergrowth and people (“HRM”) practices. 
Such research can build on management research on HRM practices to 
explore how hypergrowth scale-ups can weather disruptive growth with 
the support of robust people, policies, and practices.
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The nature of entrepreneurial firms is distinct from that of estab
lished companies, and traditional theories, methods, and frameworks 
cannot be transferred to the former (Barber et al., 1999; Cardon and 
Stevens, 2004; Heneman et al., 2000; Zott and Amit, 2007). Drawing on 
this research, we expect that people practices should be deployed 
differently in hypergrowth scale-ups. This raises questions about which 
policies and practices are most effective at the organizational level, how 
they can support the founder and leadership team, and what benefits 
they bring to employees during hypergrowth. Existing research has 
already indicated a positive correlation between HR practices and high 
growth in organizations (Lopez-Garcia and Puente, 2012). Future 
research can explore both the direct and indirect impact of people 
practices in a hypergrowth context. There might be instances when 
people practices have a positive or negative relationship with hyper
growth. Therefore, it is crucial to understand how these practices in
fluence growth and how these impact the organization, including all 
employees.

6. Limitations

While conducting this literature review, it is important to acknowl
edge several limitations that may have influenced the outcomes of our 
research. First, a notable limitation arises from the lack of articles 
addressing the concept of hypergrowth. This scarcity led us to broaden 
our inclusion criteria to encompass articles related to high-growth firms, 
which may not entirely align with the unique characteristics and chal
lenges associated with hypergrowth. Consequently, including high- 
growth literature may have introduced some variability in the find
ings, potentially affecting the specificity of our conclusions. Second, our 
review primarily focused on four key themes: team composition, hiring 
practices, leadership dynamics, and organizational culture. While these 
themes represent essential internal aspects of hypergrowth, we recog
nize that there are additional dimensions and consequences of hyper
growth, internal as well as external, that we have not extensively 
explored. For example, building upon research centered around the role 
of network communities in hypergrowth firms (Iurkov et al., 2023). 
Limiting our focus to these four themes may have resulted in an 
incomplete representation of the full spectrum of challenges and im
plications associated with hypergrowth. Third, we took technology 
scaling as an enabler of growth, leading to a bottleneck in staffing. This 
does not mean that technology, market, and manufacturing readiness 
are not critical, but their inclusion would be beyond the scope of this 
literature review, which is more focused on the consequences of 
hypergrowth in technology-based firms. Moreover, a systematic litera
ture review does not allow for theory testing or development of theory, 
but its conclusions can show future avenues for research. In conclusion, 
the limitations mentioned above underscore the need for future research 
to look deeper into the unique aspects of hypergrowth and explore a 
more comprehensive range of its consequences.

7. Conclusion

Hypergrowth scale-ups inevitably encounter growing pains that arise 
from time constraints, organizational changes, and the scarcity and 
misfit of resources. While growth is often perceived as a sign of success, 
it also comes with downsides. Exploring the phenomenon of growing 
pains as stress symptoms resulting from hypergrowth can provide 
valuable insights for researchers and practitioners seeking to understand 
the underlying processes crucial for a firm’s long-term survival.

The increasing number of high-growth firms has turned this area into 
a vibrant field of study in recent years. While previous research has 
made valuable contributions to our understanding of factors driving 
high growth, our review highlights the need for further conceptual work 
to fully grasp the impact of hypergrowth. Specifically, we invite future 
research to focus on examining the growing pains of firms’ hypergrowth. 
Through the review of extant research, we identified four areas that 

require more research: a) expanding job demands, b) massive hiring, c) 
changing leadership requirements, and d) evolving organizational cul
ture. We believe that continued research on hypergrowth will contribute 
to an even richer, more complete, and, ultimately, more accurate un
derstanding of how hypergrowth firms can align their internal organi
zation to ensure long-term prosperity.
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