The Finnish Way to SaaS Scaling:
A Qualitative Study

Esa Engblom, Andrey Saltan[0000-0002-7921-986X] 51
Sami Hyrynsalmil0000—0002—5073-3750]

LUT University, Lahti, Finland
esa.engblom@gmail.com, {andrey.saltan, sami.hyrynsalmi}@lut.fi

Abstract. Scaling is a critical yet fragile phase for software startups;
many fail to transition from early traction to durable growth. Existing
research largely examines large, capital-rich ecosystems, leaving com-
paratively less known about scaling in smaller but digitally advanced
economies. We report an inductive, qualitative multiple-case study of
six Finnish software-as-a-service (SaaS) startups and develop an inte-
grated model spanning three aggregate dimensions: business, organiza-
tional, and engineering. We show how choices across these dimensions
interact to form a coherent scaling configuration suited to contexts with
limited domestic demand and strong engineering talent. The paper con-
tributes by: (i) offering a context-sensitive account of SaaS scaling in a
small open economy; (ii) integrating business, organizational, and engi-
neering choices into a unified framework, and (iii) specifying micro-level
guardrails that translate operational excellence into implementable prac-
tice. We discuss implications for policymakers, investors, and founders
seeking globally competitive ventures.
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1 Introduction

Software startups drive a large share of contemporary software innovation [11],
increasingly through software-as-a-service (SaaS) models [15]. Operating under
acute time, talent, and capital constraints, such ventures progress through dis-
tinct phases with evolving engineering and managerial goals [6]. Among these,
scaling — a time-bounded period of rapid growth requiring coordinated changes
in business model, technology architecture, and organization design — remains
especially failure-prone [2,3,8,16]. Driven by the high importance of scaling,
research has expanded substantially; yet most empirical knowledge still reflects
practices in large, capital-rich ecosystems.

Three gaps motivate our study. First, a context gap: although there are well-
known success cases, we know comparatively little about how SaaS ventures
scale in small but digitally mature markets with strong engineering talent, such
as Finland within the Nordic region [1]. Second, an integration gap: existing
research often isolates (i) business and go-to-market (GTM) choices, (ii) organi-
zational structures, policies, and processes, and (iii) technology and engineering
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decisions, rather than explaining how choices within these pillars interact during
scaling [7, 10, 6]. Third, a micro-practice gap: concrete product and architecture
guardrails that preserve scalability (e.g., single-product discipline, bottleneck-
first execution, instrumentation-led roadmaps) are under-specified relative to
high-level prescriptions [5, 12].

The aim of this paper is to build an empirical understanding of how Finnish
SaaS startups approach scaling, focusing on the interplay of business, organiza-
tional, and technological choices within these dimensions. Our research is guided
by one primary research question (RQ): How do Finnish SaaS startups approach
scaling? We probe two sub-questions: (SQ1) How do Finnish SaaS startups de-
velop and apply internal strategies during scaling? and (SQ2) How do external
conditions shape the scaling approaches of Finnish SaaS startups?

We conducted a qualitative, inductive multiple-case study of six active Finnish
SaaS startups. Founders and senior leaders participated in semi-structured inter-
views. Following the Gioia methodology [4], we developed first-order concepts,
second-order themes, and aggregate dimensions to provide an auditable link from
informant accounts to emergent theory.

In preview, our findings depict a coherent configuration suited to a small,
digitally mature economy: early international orientation with lightweight local
hubs; product-led growth (PLG) and inbound foundations augmented by partner
“lighthouse” wins and staged outbound motions; lean planning with persistent ex-
perimentation; distributed, trust-based teams; and a single, unified product line
with pragmatic, bottleneck-first remediation of technical debt. Product—market
fit (PMF) is treated as dynamic and instrumented end-to-end, and external cap-
ital is used selectively to accelerate — rather than initiate — scaling.

This paper contributes by offering: (i) an integrated, context-sensitive model
of SaaS scaling in a small open economy; (ii) micro-level guardrails that translate
“operational excellence” into implementable practice; and (iii) practical insights
for policymakers, investors, and founders seeking to build globally competitive
software ventures.

The remainder of the paper reviews related work (Section 2), details the
methodology (Section 3), presents findings (Section 4), discusses implications
(Section 5), and concludes (Section 6).

2 Background

We organize the background around three core dimensions — business, organi-
zational, and engineering. We adapt SaaS scholarship that foregrounds business
and engineering concerns [14] to a scaling lens, treating scaling as an organiza-
tional process that hinges on the interplay of internal transformation, techni-
cal architecture, and evolving business models [2, 3]. Because dedicated, SaaS-
specific studies of scaling are scarce, we draw selectively on adjacent literatures
on software startups, digital ventures, and organizational scaling to ground our
empirical analysis.
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2.1 SaaS Startups and Business Model

Software startups are new, growth-oriented ventures that create and market
software-intensive products under acute resource and knowledge constraints [11].
They progress through distinct life-cycle phases with evolving engineering and
managerial goals, moving from inception and stabilization to growth and matu-
rity [6]. Software-as-a-service (SaaS) has become a dominant delivery and mone-
tization model: software is operated by the provider, accessed over the internet,
and monetized via recurring subscriptions, which shifts emphasis to acquisition,
retention, and unit economics [15].

These conditions create characteristic tensions. Limited time, skills, and cap-
ital foster short iterations and experimentation; the associated speed—quality
trade-offs can accumulate technical debt that later constrains growth [5, 6]. Com-
mercially, SaaS growth depends on compounding revenue from cohorts rather
than one-off licenses, placing a premium on retention, expansion, and cost-
efficient GTM (e.g., self-serve and inbound motions, with enterprise sales in-
troduced where appropriate). Product instrumentation and data-driven decision
making are central, both for improving user journeys and for managing pricing
and packaging choices [15]. In small open economies (e.g., the Nordics), limited
home-market scale often implies early international orientation and an emphasis
on operational efficiency — themes we return to in our findings [1].

2.2 Startup Scaling

We adopt recent clarifications that distinguish scalability (the latent ability to
grow outputs with sublinear input growth), scaling (the time-bounded process
of rapid growth), and scale-up (the resulting organizational state) [2, 3|. In this
view, scaling is an organizational transformation that leverages digital resources
so that performance grows faster than size. Timing and prerequisites are critical.
Evidence suggests that premature scaling — before validating the business model
through rigorous experimentation — raises failure risk; on average, ventures de-
lay scaling several years post founding, and earlier scaling is associated with less
pre-scaling experimentation and higher failure likelihood [8]. Complementary
work emphasizes ongoing experimentation beyond initial market validation [16]
and highlights that profitable scaling requires moving from product-market fit to
profit—-market fit, i.e., growing revenue while keeping marginal costs and complex-
ity in check [12]. Process studies of digital ventures point to bundles of activities
that prepare and sustain scaling — opportunity scanning, business-model refine-
ment, operational excellence, and data capabilities [7, 10]. For software startups,
these logics interact with life-cycle transitions (e.g., maturing engineering and
project practices) [6].

Business aspects of SaaS scaling On the commercial side, ventures build re-
peatable go-to-market (GTM) systems while safeguarding unit economics. Re-
search on rapid digital scaling highlights three recurring patterns: (i) system-
atic opportunity identification and portfolio management of growth bets; (ii)
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experimentation-driven refinement of value propositions, pricing, and channels;
and (iii) instrumented funnels with key performance indicators (KPIs) that gov-
ern resource allocation [7,10,16]. In SaaS, self-serve or product-led acquisition
with inbound motions is often supplemented by higher-touch sales in enterprise
segments; in all cases, telemetry is used to move customers from activation to
retention and expansion [15]. Pricing and packaging choices are governed by
value parameters (e.g., seats, usage, capacity) and are commonly communi-
cated through subscription tiers rather than purely metered billing; in prac-
tice, fixed-price tiering frequently prevails over usage-only models for budgeting
simplicity and vendor operations. Strategic pricing integrates five layers—value
creation, price structure (metrics, fences, controls), value communication, pric-
ing policy, and price level—providing a governance stack for aligning price with
value [13].

Sustained scaling typically requires substantial resources for market entry,
customer success, and brand building, yet capital intensity and pacing vary by
strategy [7,12]. Bootstrapped paths emphasize cash efficiency and controlled
growth, whereas externally funded paths may prioritize speed to capture net-
work or timing advantages; both place pressure on operational discipline and
measurement. For startups in small open economies, internationalization is often
not optional: companies expand beyond the domestic market early, establishing
local presence where necessary to build trust while keeping core operations lean
[1]. Across these choices, a recurring theme is the need to identify and remove
the most binding growth constraints — commercial, operational, or architectural
— through explicit goals, diagnostics, and targeted investments [12].

Organizational aspects of SaaS scaling Scaling reconfigures the organization. Ev-
idence from massive and rapid digital scaling shows investments in leadership
capacity, role specialization, and lightweight structure to preserve speed as coor-
dination demands grow [7]. Firms formalize only as necessary—clarifying goals,
responsibilities, and interfaces—while protecting autonomy in small, account-
able teams [12]. As founders transition into CEO roles, they face delegation,
culture-building, and cross-functional alignment challenges typical of the scaling
pivot [10]. A rapidly adopted pattern is to formalize these routines as Prod-
uct Ops: a function that centralizes product telemetry and data management,
standardizes tooling and process hygiene, serves as an operational complement
to product management, and orchestrates cross-team collaboration, thereby re-
ducing scaling friction through optimization and alignment across these four
dimensions [9].

Operational excellence underwrites these changes: organizations adopt data-
driven management systems with clear KPIs; integrate analytics and automation
into core processes; and institutionalize fast feedback from customers and opera-
tions into roadmapping [7, 10]. Experimentation persists after initial validation:
companies continue controlled tests to refine segmentation, channels, and value
delivery mechanisms at scale [16]. For internationally oriented SaaS startups,
distributed teams combine access to talent with customer proximity but raise
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new coordination demands that must be counterbalanced by clear interfaces,
documentation, and platform practices — topics our study surfaces empirically.

Engineering aspects of SaaS scaling From an engineering standpoint, scaling usu-
ally coincides with a transition from improvisation to disciplined, instrumented
delivery. Prior work on software startups identifies pre-scaling prerequisites: tight
customer feedback loops and requirements discipline; more formal project man-
agement with explicit planning, metrics, and budgets; and alignment between
engineering and business priorities [6]. Startups commonly accrue technical debt
during early, fast cycles; unmanaged debt correlates with declining productiv-
ity and quality and can become a binding constraint during growth [5,6]. A
pragmatic, ROI-aware approach to debt management — identifying major debt
items, estimating impact, and sequencing remediation against growth objectives
— helps preserve speed while improving resilience [6].

At scale, engineering capabilities shift toward: (i) automation of build—test—
deploy through continuous integration and delivery; (ii) observability and prod-
uct analytics to detect bottlenecks and inform roadmaps; and (iii) architectural
and operational choices that keep a single, unified product line viable as usage
and heterogeneity increase [7,10]. While many technologies (e.g., cloud-native
deployment, modular architectures, data pipelines) are available, the salient prin-
ciple from a scaling perspective is constraint removal: teams prioritize work that
unlocks growth capacity — performance, reliability, onboarding, or extensibility
— over diffuse feature expansion [12]. This engineering posture aligns with our
empirical pattern of concentrating development on the highest-leverage growth
bottlenecks and avoiding customer-specific forks that erode scalability.

2.3 Synthesis and Research Gaps

The literature establishes that software startups face distinctive product-centric
constraints and life-cycle transitions [6]; that scaling is an organizational trans-
formation distinct from generic growth [2,3]; that premature scaling elevates
failure risk and experimentation remains vital beyond initial validation [8, 16];
and that rapid digital scaling is supported by data-driven commercial processes
and operational excellence [7,10, 12]. However, three gaps persist that motivate
our study and align with our research questions:

1. Context gap (small open economies). Most empirical accounts of scal-
ing analyze ventures in large, capital-rich ecosystems. We lack fine-grained
evidence on how SaaS startups in small, digitally mature markets — such as
Finland within the Nordic region — configure scaling choices when domestic
demand is limited and internationalization is early [1]. This gap underpins
our primary research question (RQ) and our sub-question on external con-
ditions (SQ2).

2. Integration gap (business — organization — engineering). Existing
studies often foreground one dimension at a time (e.g., commercial play-
books, organizational design, or technology/process). We need an integra-
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Fig. 1. Research process

tive, empirically grounded view that links GTM strategies, organizational ar-
rangements, and engineering/architecture decisions during the scaling phase
for SaaS startups [7, 10, 6]. This gap motivates our focus on the three aggre-
gate dimensions.

3. Micro-practice gap (product and architecture guardrails). For SaaS
specifically, the literature offers limited evidence on the concrete product
and architectural guardrails that preserve scalability at growth (e.g., unified
product vs. customer-specific forks; prioritizing removal of growth bottle-
necks; instrumentation driving roadmaps) and on how these interact with
distributed teams and early internationalization. This gap motivates our
sub-question on internal strategies and practices (SQ1) [5, 6, 12].

In summary, SaaS scaling hinges on coordinated decisions across business,
organizational, and engineering dimensions. Yet how these decisions are con-
figured in small, digitally advanced economies remains under-documented. Our
qualitative multiple-case study of Finnish SaaS startups addresses this gap.

3 Methodology

This study employs a qualitative, inductive, multiple-case design to explain how
Finnish SaaS startups approach scaling in a small, digitally advanced econ-
omy. An interpretivist stance informs the work: founder and senior managers
are treated as theory-relevant constructions of organizational reality. Consistent
with the paper’s framing, we analyze the interplay of business, organizational,
and engineering choices. The inquiry is guided by one primary research ques-
tion RQ: How do Finnish SaaS startups approach scaling? and two
sub-questions:

— SQ1: How do Finnish SaaS startups develop and apply internal strategies
during scaling?

— SQ2: How do external conditions shape the scaling approaches of Finnish
SaaS startups?

Fig. 1 depicts the end-to-end process from interview-guide development
through Gioia-style coding to the three aggregate dimensions reported in the
next section.
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Table 1. Study participants

ID Company size Product category Role

Int 1 501-1000 Marketing & Demand Generation Tools Founder
Int 2 101-250 Sales Enablement & Intelligence Tools Founder
Int 3 11-50 Customer Feedback & Engagement Tools  Founder
Int 4 251-500 Marketing & Demand Generation Tools Founder
Int 5 11-50 Sales Enablement & Intelligence Tools Sr. Executive

Int 6 501-1000 Developer-Oriented Software Management  Founder

Cases, participants, and sampling. The unit of analysis is the company’s scal-
ing approach; the unit of observation is the founder or senior leader responsible
for scaling and associated choices. We used purposive sampling, complemented
by snowballing, to recruit knowledgeable informants who met three criteria: (1)
founding member or senior executive centrally involved in scaling; (2) currently
active Finnish SaaS company; and (3) company founded between 2012-2016.
Seven informants were interviewed; one was excluded because the business model
leaned toward consulting, yielding a final sample of six. The six interviewed com-
panies are B2B SaaS providers, specializing in areas like marketing, sales opti-
mization, and data or software management solutions and span headcount bands
from 11-50 to 501-1000 employees. To preserve confidentiality while offering con-
text, Table 1 reports aggregated metadata. The sampling logic seeks cross-case
variation in scaling approaches while holding national context constant.

Data collection. We conducted semi-structured interviews via Microsoft Teams.
Each session lasted 4560 minutes, followed a guide aligned to the three focal
dimensions (business, organizational, engineering), and was audio-recorded with
consent. The guide probed (i) growth triggers and readiness (e.g., PMF sig-
nals, funding), (ii) GTM evolution (e.g., PLG/inbound vs. sales-led motions),
(iil) organization design (e.g., talent, structure, decision rights), (iv) engineering
and architecture practices (e.g., technical-debt management, instrumentation,
product-line strategy), and (v) external conditions (e.g., domestic market size,
talent and capital availability, customer geographies, partner/channel ecosys-
tems). The guide was iteratively refined as new themes surfaced. Interviews
were conducted in Finnish per participant preference; participants could clarify
statements at the end of each session.

Data preparation and use of AI. Recordings were transcribed automatically and
verified line-by-line; identifiers were removed and pseudonyms assigned (e.g.,
Int 3). Finnish interviews were translated with a large-language model (LLM);
translations were checked against the originals with spot back-translation of
sensitive passages. An LLM assisted with (i) transcription, (ii) translation, (iii)
retrieval of representative excerpts already identified by the researcher, and (iv)
final grammar/spelling checks of this manuscript. Raw data remained anony-
mous; processing sessions were private and temporary; all outputs were human-
reviewed by the author, who retains full responsibility for Al-assisted steps.
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Anonymized transcripts were stored in secure cloud storage; recordings were
deleted after verification. ATLAS.ti! was used to manage data and codes.

Analysis. We followed Gioia et al. guidelines [4] to construct an auditable link
from informant accounts to emergent theoretical structure. The workflow com-
bined immersion, coding, constant comparison, and progressive aggregation, with
analytic memos throughout:

— First-order (informant-centric) coding. Transcripts were read line-by-line
and manually coded; 95 first-order codes were initially identified across cases.

— Second-order (researcher-centric) themes. Through iterative clustering, com-
parison, and consolidation of overlapping labels, first-order codes were grouped
into conceptually distinct categories. Weak or idiosyncratic categories were
discarded, yielding 10 robust second-order themes.

— Aggregate structure. For sense-making, the 10 themes were first organized
into four intermediate clusters; for reporting coherence and alignment with
the paper’s framing, these were synthesized into three aggregate dimensions
— business, organizational, and engineering — which structure our findings
and interpretation. To convey traceability, representative excerpts (mapped
to their originating codes) are used in the data-structure display and findings
narrative.

To strengthen analytic rigor within a concise design, we prepared within-case
write-ups prior to cross-case comparison; used constant comparison to test emer-
gent themes against rival explanations and negative cases; monitored codebook
stabilization as an indicator of saturation (final interviews added nuance but no
substantively new first-order concepts); and maintained an audit trail of code
definitions, merges/splits, and memoed decisions. A light peer debrief reviewed
the codebook, anonymized excerpts, and data structure for coherence and parsi-
mony (no raw identifying data were shared). The researcher maintained reflexive
memos to surface assumptions and mitigate single-coder bias.

Alignment with research questions and artifacts. The final data structure directly
addresses the RQ and SQs. Business-level themes (early internationalization;
PLG/inbound with selective high-touch; capital strategy and unit economics
discipline) and organizational themes (distributed teams; lightweight structure;
role specialization; data-driven management) speak to how internal strategies
are developed and applied during scaling (SQL). Engineering themes (remov-
ing growth bottlenecks; instrumentation guiding roadmaps; maintaining a single
unified product line to avoid customer-specific forks and manage debt) inform
how product and architecture choices enable or constrain scaling (part of SQ1).
Context and external-condition codes (domestic market size, talent and capi-
tal availability, customer geographies, partner/channel ecosystems) explain how
external factors shape scaling approaches (SQ2).

! https://atlasti.com
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Fig. 2. Scaling prerequisites

4 Results

This section reports cross-case patterns from interviews with six Finnish SaaS
startups. Mirroring the literature review, we present (i) scaling prerequisites and
three aggregate dimensions: (ii) business, (iii) organizational, and (iv) engineer-
ing. We integrate short, illustrative quotations directly into the text (attributed
as Int #) and use cautious prevalence descriptors (e.g., “most,” “some”) to indi-
cate scope.

4.1 Scaling Prerequisites

Fig. 2 overviews three recurring SaaS scaling prerequisites: Global ambition,
PMF & metrics, and Funding posture.

Global ambition. Founders commonly treated Finland as a validation ground
rather than the primary market. One described moving quickly from domestic
traction to a similarity market “to confirm it was global PMF” (Int 1), while an-
other emphasized a born-global stance (“our first customer was from Mexico. ..
Finland has always been less than 1% of our sales,” Int 6). Several respondents
framed market choice as data-driven, with English-first productization and min-
imal early localization to keep options open.

PMF & metrics. Participants uniformly stressed that “you need product—market
fit before even thinking about scaling” (Int 1) and that PMF is continuously
re-validated. Decision making was explicitly metrics-driven: “find the real num-
bers. .. verify the feeling with math” (Int 3). PLG funnels were instrumented
end-to-end — “Visitors — Signup — Activation — Upgrade — Retention/NRR?

2 NRR, or Net Revenue Retention, is a metric used to measure how well company
retain and grow revenue from existing customer base.
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— LTV:CAC?” (Int 3) — and favorable LTV:CAC ratios were treated as in-
vestability signals (Int 3). Given finite resources, teams focused on the largest
bottlenecks: “you can’t solve everything at once... we focused on the biggest
pains” (Int 6).

Funding posture. A pragmatic, capital-efficient stance was salient. Some compa-
nies aimed to be “cash-flow positive” on modest external capital (e.g., “€600k
to become cash-flow positive,” Int 1) and “scaled purely with cash flow” (Int 2);
others raised later rounds to accelerate only after strong margins and traction
(“grew 3—4x a year purely organically, before raising Series B for intentional scal-
ing,” Int 6). Cost discipline — “kept costs very low. .. didn’t do anything stupid”
(Int 1) — was a common thread.

4.2 Business Aspects

Internationalization. Most cases established lightweight local hubs or subsidiaries
in priority markets to build trust, manage time zones, and access customer con-
text. One founder noted the credibility boost when “a customer called, they
heard an American accent” (Int 6). Entry paths followed either adjacency (e.g.,
“Finland, then Sweden, then Germany. .. each step ensured it wasn’t just a local
phenomenon,” Int 1) or a data-driven pull (“recruit first salespeople into regions
with best self-serve traction,” Int 3). Market selection combined Ideal Customer
Profile (ICP) density (“Berlin, London,” Int 1) with evidence from organic de-
mand and search engine optimization (SEO) (Int 3).

Marketing € sales strategies. PLG and inbound formed the commercial back-
bone. Some operated “pure inbound” for years — “customer comes having al-
most decided to buy” (Int 6) — and several emphasized start-to-finish self-serve

3 LTV:CAC ratio, or Lifetime Value to Customer Acquisition Cost ratio, is a metric
that compares the total revenue a customer is expected to generate throughout their
relationship with a company (LTV) to the cost of acquiring that customer (CAC)
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(“product-led. .. self-serve onboarding, pay... no contact needed,” Int 4). Cost-
efficient tactics included narrow digital targeting (“dug up followers of competi-
tors [on Twitter]... very targeted marketing,” Int 6) and partner-led lighthouse
references (“helped our partner’s most demanding customers. .. started to get
intros,” Int 1). Outbound was layered only when justified by Annual Contract
Value (ACV)/complexity (“tested outbound during B round... not a goldmine
then. .. later building a larger outbound machine,” Int 6).

4.3 Organizational Aspects

Lean planning. Planning was intentionally lightweight and execution-oriented.
One company advanced on “one A4 page for entering Germany... go get cus-
tomers, reach this point, then see what’s next” (Int 1); another favored back-
casting as “superior compared to the incremental approach” (Int 6). Founders
highlighted decisive commits (“decide and go for it. .. everyone commits,” Int 2)
and short feedback cycles.

Ezxperimentation. All cases described persistent, structured experimentation.
Founders recalled two-week sprints where “adding onboarding steps hurt activa-
tion, [so we] quickly removed [them]” (Int 3). Several validated with prototypes
— “don’t bother the developer until we’re 100% sure. .. validate with Figma,
test with customers. .. prioritize features with most revenue potential” (Int 3)
— and used frequent customer exposure (“meet 100 potential customers and
see what happens. .. exposing software via sales was the best market research,”
Int 2). Teams also differentiated exploration from exploitation work — “different
people for Explore vs. Exploit” (Int 1) — to avoid role conflict.

People practices. Distributed and remote-first engineering extended talent access
and supported customer proximity. One founder noted being an “early adopter
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of remote work. .. first developer from Poland” (Int 4); another described norms
to keep remote contributors included: “no decisions made that aren’t visible to
everyone. .. Slack, daily video calls, everything documented. .. the cornerstone
is trust” (Int 4). Culture was seeded deliberately in new hubs — “always had
someone from the company [early]... culture came via osmosis... more prob-
lems in places purely remote” (Int 6). As complexity increased, teams clarified
topology (e.g., “Maintenance/DevOps plus ‘Attack’ [feature] team,” Int 6) to
balance reliability and change velocity.

4.4 Engineering Aspects

Single-product focus. All cases protected a single, unified product line: “every-
one’s on the same codebase, no custom forks even for big clients. .. it’s simpler”
(Int 4). Feature pilots occurred with individual customers but were “rolled out
for everyone” once validated (Int 6). English-first productization supported early
global reach, with additional languages/localization added later.

Technical-debt management & prioritization. Two early archetypes appeared.
Some engineer-led teams over-invested pre-PMF — “spent about a year coding. . .
de-risked future scalability issues” (Int 6) — while others accepted early debt
to reach PMF fast (“incurred technical debt early, optimizing for speed,” Int 1),
acknowledging slowdowns (“tech debt slowed us,” Int 2). Regardless of path,
prioritization converged on business impact: “where are the biggest obstacles to
growth right now?” (Int 1). Teams used quality proxies to guide investment (e.g.,
“problems per 1000 nodes... decrease via automation,” Int 6) and sequenced
engineering work to remove bottlenecks that constrained activation, reliability,
or extensibility.

Synthesis

Across cases, a coherent configuration emerges for scaling from a small, dig-
itally mature economy: early international orientation with lightweight hubs;
PLG /inbound foundations augmented by partner referrals and staged outbound;
lean planning with persistent experimentation; distributed, trust-based teams;
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and a single product line with pragmatic, bottleneck-first debt remediation.
Variations in funding (cash-flow vs. VC-accelerated) and early build posture
(engineer-heavy vs. speed-first MVP) represent pathway differences that con-
verge on the same guardrails. Collectively, these patterns answer the RQ and
show how business, organizational, and engineering decisions intertwine to pro-
duce scaling in practice.

5 Discussion

5.1 Answer to the Research Question

Finnish SaaS startups approach scaling as a context-fit operating system that
tightly links GTM, organization, and architecture. Confronted with a small do-
mestic base, teams internationalize early via lightweight, customer-facing hubs
and sequence market entry by ICP density and self-serve pull; PLG /inbound
functions as the default acquisition-and-learning engine, with partner “light-
house” wins and staged outbound layered when ACV and deal complexity justify
it. Execution is governed by end-to-end instrumentation (visitor — activation
— retention/NRR), unit economics gates (e.g., LTV:CAC, margin), and a re-
curring practice of naming and removing the binding growth constraint each
cycle. Organizationally, distributed, trust-based teams operate within minimal-
ist structure, clear interfaces, and role specialization, sustaining speed through
data-driven cadences and continuous experimentation. Architecturally, a single
product line (one codebase, no customer-specific forks) is protected by Continu-
ous Integration/Continuous Delivery (CI/CD) and observability, while technical
debt is remediated when — and because — it becomes a growth bottleneck.
Together, these mutually reinforcing choices keep coordination costs sublinear
and enable durable international expansion from a small, digitally mature base.

How internal strategies drive scaling (SQ1). The cases depict a repeatable se-
quencing logic. Commercially, PLG /inbound creates a measurable flow from ac-
tivation to expansion while preserving cash efficiency; sales-assist and enterprise
motions are added selectively as ACV rises. Teams run constraint-focused ca-
dences: each cycle surfaces the most binding obstacle (onboarding friction, relia-
bility incidents, sales capacity) and concentrates resources there, echoing process
models of digital scaling that stress opportunity scanning, operational excellence,
and data-driven decision making [7,10,16]. Organizationally, lightweight plan-
ning (brief, outcome-oriented plans and backcasting) coexists with persistent
experimentation and explicit separation of exploration and exploitation work,
which mitigates role conflict and preserves delivery tempo. A disciplined single-
product posture ties these choices together by ensuring that learning and im-
provements accrue to one codebase rather than fragment across forks.

How external conditions shape approaches (SQ2). Operating from a small open
economy modifies both pacing and posture. Limited home-market scale shifts
internationalization earlier; English-tolerant customer segments reduce initial
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localization needs and allow English-first productization; and talent dispersion
makes distributed teams a default rather than an exception. Local capital mar-
kets and a strong engineering ethos encourage capital efficiency, with external
finance used predominantly to accelerate validated plays rather than to initiate
them. Lightweight hubs in ICP-dense regions solve trust, responsiveness, and
time-zone frictions without proliferating product variants — an organizational
device that fits the combination of small domestic demand and high digital ma-
turity [1]. Read alongside work that frames scaling as an organizational process
where outputs grow faster than inputs [2, 3], these boundary conditions help
explain why Finnish ventures emphasize instrumentation, hub-based proximity,
and architectural discipline over breadth of local build-outs.

Cross-domain integration: mechanisms, not checklists. A central insight is that
commercial, organizational, and engineering choices cohere as a mechanism rather
than a set of independent practices. PLG/inbound yields high-frequency behav-
ioral data; that telemetry powers constraint-focused governance; governance, in
turn, prioritizes engineering work that unlocks growth capacity (performance, re-
liability, onboarding, extensibility); and single-product discipline ensures those
improvements scale to all tenants. The mechanism thereby converts measurement
into momentum: analytics — constraint identification — targeted investments
— codebase-wide gains. This integrated view complements research streams that
often analyze one pillar at a time [7, 10, 6] and specifies how they interact during
scale-up.

Micro-level guardrails for SaaS scaling. Across cases, we observe a compact set
of guardrails that turn general prescriptions about “operational excellence” into
implementable practice:

1. Single product line. One codebase; no customer-specific forks; pilots are
rolled to all tenants once validated.

2. Instrumentation-first. Uniform telemetry across the PLG funnel and prod-
uct usage; KPI reviews drive resource allocation.

3. Bottleneck-first execution. Each cycle names a single binding constraint
and concentrates cross-functional effort there.

4. Debt as a growth variable. Service technical debt when it blocks activa-
tion, reliability, or extensibility; make ROI explicit.

5. Lightweight hubs. Customer-facing presence in priority markets for trust
and responsiveness without duplicating product/engineering.

6. Minimalist structure with clear interfaces. Small, accountable teams;
explicit boundaries between explore/exploit work.

7. Progressive localization. English-first productization; add language /region
features when validated by demand and support cost.

These guardrails are not context-free rules but design principles whose payoff
depends on the small open economy conditions described above.
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5.2 Positioning within and Extending Prior Research

The configuration we document is consistent with the idea of scaling as an or-
ganizational transformation in which performance grows faster than size [2, 3],
but it clarifies how such returns are achieved in a small, digitally mature con-
text: early internationalization through lightweight hubs, PLG/inbound as the
learning-and-acquisition engine, and architecture that resists divergence. It com-
plements process accounts of massive and rapid digital scaling by detailing the
cross-domain mechanism that links measurement to investment and by show-
ing why capital efficiency and hub discipline are locally rational choices [7,10].
Finally, it extends work on startup life-cycle transitions and technical debt [5,
6] by specifying an actionable debt policy subordinated to bottleneck removal
during scale-up, operationalized through CI/CD and observability.
To enable further research, we suggest the following testable propositions:

— P1 (Internationalization efficiency). In small open economies, early es-
tablishment of lightweight local hubs in ICP-dense markets is positively as-
sociated with NRR growth during scale-up, controlling for company age and
ACV.

— P2 (Architecture discipline). Maintaining a single product line (no cus-
tomer forks) is positively associated with release frequency and negatively
associated with incident density at constant team size.

— P3 (Instrumentation governance). The breadth of PLG-funnel instru-
mentation and product-analytics use is positively associated with the speed
of resolving activation/retention bottlenecks.

— P4 (Capital efficiency). Conditional on PMF, cash-efficient paths exhibit
similar medium-term growth in ARR per FTE as capital-accelerated paths,
mediated by PLG/inbound intensity.

5.3 Implications for Practice and Policy

For founders and operators. (1) Treat PMF as dynamic: re-validate in each
new segment/market; tie roadmap changes to observed activation and retention
gaps. (2) Protect architecture: resist forks; invest in CI/CD and observability; roll
features to all tenants. (3) Run constraint-focused cadences: explicitly name the
binding growth bottleneck each quarter and concentrate resources accordingly.
(4) Exploit PLG/inbound early for capital efficiency; add sales-assist /enterprise
selectively where ACV and complexity warrant. (5) Use lightweight hubs to build
trust and proximity while preserving a centralized product/engineering core. (6)
If capital is scarce, emphasize cash discipline and metric-driven hiring; if capital
is abundant, avoid over-expansion that erodes architectural and organizational
simplicity.

For investors and board members. Evaluate scaling readiness on the inte-
gration of commercial, organizational, and architectural guardrails: evidence of
PMF and single-product discipline, funnel instrumentation, and a bottleneck-
removal operating system. Encourage “profit—market fit” checkpoints [12] before
ramping spend.
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For policymakers and ecosystem builders. Soft-landing support (regula-
tory guidance, local partner networks, and talent visas) in ICP-dense markets
can substitute for expensive duplicative build-outs. Programs that strengthen
analytics capability and product instrumentation may yield higher returns than
generic subsidies, given their centrality to data-driven scaling.

6 Conclusion

Finnish SaaS startups approach scaling as a coordinated organizational transfor-
mation tailored to the constraints and opportunities of a small, digitally mature
economy. The configuration we document — early international orientation with
lightweight hubs, PLG/inbound foundations, lean planning with persistent ex-
perimentation, distributed trust-based teams, and single-product architectural
discipline with bottleneck-first execution — provides a pragmatic route to the
type of scaling emphasized in organizational theory [2,3]. It also reframes the
role of finance: in this context, substantial external capital accelerates rather
than initiates scaling, because PMF validation, unit economics discipline, and
architectural guardrails do much of the heavy lifting.

The study contributes theoretically by (i) adding a context-sensitive account
from a small open economy [1]; (ii) integrating commercial, organizational, and
architectural domains into a coherent scaling configuration [7,10,6]; and (iii)
specifying micro-level guardrails that convert general prescriptions into imple-
mentable practices for SaaS [12,5]. Practically, it offers founders and boards a
compact blueprint for sequencing investments and protecting scalability while
expanding globally.

This work has limitations typical of qualitative multiple-case designs. The
sample privileges depth over breadth (six companies) and is situated in a single
national context; translation and retrospective sense-making introduce the pos-
sibility of subtle meaning loss and recall bias despite verification steps. Future
research can address these constraints by examining stalled or unsuccessful scale-
ups to surface failure modes; extending to other small open economies to probe
boundary conditions; linking interviews with product analytics, repository, and
incident data to test propositions quantitatively; and following companies longi-
tudinally to observe how PMF maintenance and architectural guardrails evolve
across funding rounds and market entries [§].

In summary, scaling in the Finnish SaaS context is not simply rapid growth;
it is disciplined growth. Ventures combine capital-efficient commercial systems,
lightweight yet explicit organization, and product architectures designed to resist
divergence. Working in concert, these elements help keep coordination costs sub-
linear and enable sustained international expansion from a small domestic base.
By articulating this configuration and the mechanisms that animate it, the study
offers a context-aware contribution to the scaling literature and a practical guide
for founders operating under similar boundary conditions.
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