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SUMMARY REPORT 

Background information  

High-growth firms (HGFs) have drawn the attention of policy makers thanks to their impact on job 

creation. Evidence shows that net job creation is not dispersed across a score of small enterprises, but is 

concentrated in a few successful firms able to grow fast and generate employment. A survey of the 

research on the topic brings out that HGFs tend to be young and small, with age being a stronger 

determinant than size. Moreover, high-growth firms are not necessarily technology-based and operate in 

heterogeneous economic sectors, albeit prevalently in services (OECD, 2013b; Henrekson and Johansson, 

2010) 

The OECD Local Economic and Employment Development (LEED) Programme started in 2011 

analytical work on growth-oriented entrepreneurship with a view to identifying the geographical 

distribution of HGFs at local level, understanding the market-specific, firm-specific and local-specific 

drivers of HGFs, and analysing policies and programmes suited for development of this segment of the 

business population.  

In the frame of this programme of work, OECD/LEED and the Polish Ministry of Economy organised 

on 6 May 2013 an international workshop on the theme of “Management and leadership skills in high-

growth enterprises”. The workshop intended to answer two main questions:  

• What are the management and leadership skills that drive the development of HGFs?  
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• What programmes can support leadership and management skills in HGFs?  

An understanding of business management principles is certainly crucial to business growth, but not 

all entrepreneurs with such understanding achieve high growth. There must exist other more fundamental 

factors associated with fast-growth, including the strategic skills of management teams (e.g. relational 

skills, market awareness, opportunity recognition, etc.) and the growth intentions of business owners.  

In response to this, governments have started to design programmes that nurture strategic skills and 

growth orientations in entrepreneurs with the ambition and potential to grow. An example is the business 

accelerator programmes that have mushroomed in different countries and that aim to promote high-growth 

entrepreneurship through a mix of training, coaching, and peer-learning activities (OECD, 2013a).  

Preliminary remarks  

The workshop started with preliminary remarks by Ms Beata Lubos, Head of the Innovation Policy 

Unit at the Polish Ministry of Economy, and Dr Jonathan Potter, Senior Economist at the OECD LEED 

Programme.   

Ms Beata Lubos opened the workshop by welcoming all participants and bringing out the main 

objective of the workshop from the point of view of the Polish Ministry. The support of business high-

growth is a very new issue in Poland, so that the national government wants to know how policy support of 

HGFs differs from the one targeted at averagely-performing firms, and how to select enterprises with 

growth potential. Afterwards, Dr Jonathan Potter introduced the OECD/LEED work on high-growth 

firms, pointing out how this event was inspired by a previous seminar in Copenhagen that had looked at 

local determinants and local policies for high-growth firms and during which the importance of 

management skills for business high-growth had strongly emerged. Dr Potter also recalled to the 

participants some of the key questions the seminar intended to address: i) What are the management and 

leadership skills and practices that fuel business high-growth? ii) Is business high-growth associated with 

any specific educational or professional background? iii) What programmes can support the development 

of leadership and management skills in ambitious entrepreneurs and enterprises with the potential to grow? 

iv) What are the strengths and weaknesses of these policy initiatives?  

Presentations by the organisers (OECD and Polish Ministry of Economy)   

The first presentation in the workshop was by Mr Marco Marchese (OECD/LEED), who presented 

the main findings of the OECD/LEED work on high-growth firms.  

The first part of the presentation highlighted the main determinants of high-growth firms
1
, i.e. those 

variables that are more likely to unleash business high-growth, based on an empirical analysis by 

OECD/LEED in collaboration with Aston University in the United Kingdom.  The analysis looked at firm-

specific (firm age, firm size, technology-intensity, non-technological innovation, ownership and access to 

debt finance) and local variables (population density, tertiary education, unemployment, GDP), finding the 

following results:  

 Young enterprises are more likely than old enterprises to become a HGF, although the 

relationship is not linear and changes direction after an age threshold.  

                                                      
1. The definition of high-growth firms (HGFs) used for this study has been the OECD official one: “an 

enterprise with average annualised growth in employees greater than 20% a year, over a three-year period, 

and with 10 or more employees at the beginning of the observation period”.   
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 High-growth firms are disproportionally represented in high-tech sectors; this is in line with 

general evidence on the impact of technological innovation on business growth, but not with 

other empirical evidence on high-growth firms suggesting that they are not overly represented in 

technology-intensive sectors.  

 Investment in intangible assets (copyrights, trademarks, etc.) pays off, increasing the chances of a 

company to achieve fast growth (i.e. companies investing in knowledge-based assets are more 

likely to achieve high-growth).   

 The incidence of high-growth firms is higher among foreign-owned firms than among domestic-

owned enterprises, possibly because of the positive spillover effects of being part of a large 

business group.  

 Access to debt finance positively influences the chances of a firm to achieve high-growth, but 

only up to a certain threshold after which indebtedness prevents high-growth.  

 Local population density positively affects the likelihood of an enterprise to become a high-

growth firm, due to the role of market size and agglomeration economies.  

 Local rates of tertiary education also positively affect the likelihood of an enterprise to achieve 

high-growth at local level by impacting on skilled labour and quality entrepreneurship. 

 Neither the local unemployment rate nor the local GDP growth rate affects the chances of an 

enterprise to achieve high-growth.  

The second part of the OECD/LEED presentation introduced the results of an international 

benchmarking analysis of business accelerators seeking to improve the management and strategic skills of 

entrepreneurs. The main features of business accelerators were presented as follows:  

 Reflecting the fact that high-growth firms can be found in many industries, business accelerators 

tend not to have a sector focus. Some of them may privilege technology-based companies, but the 

most common case is when accelerators keep a wide business population target from a sectoral 

point of view.  

 The selection of participants is based on a mix of qualitative and quantitative criteria, where 

qualitative criteria play a very important role due to some hard-to-measure factors that are 

associated with business high-growth (e.g. growth ambition of the entrepreneur and targeted 

market of the company).  

 Business accelerators are often the outcome of public private partnerships in which the public 

sector relies on private intermediaries (e.g. consulting companies, business development service 

providers) to implement the scheme, given that business coaching skills are not available in the 

public administration.  

 Peer learning is the most appreciated activity by entrepreneurs enrolled in business accelerators, 

often more than executive education courses, coaching and even introduction to investment 

opportunities (e.g. business pitches).  

 While there is no rigorous evaluation of business accelerator programmes, there seems to be a 

tentative positive relationship between the intensity of programme support and its impact on the 

sales growth of participant companies.  



  

 

 4 

After the introductory presentation by the OECD LEED secretariat, Ms Beata Lubos from the Polish 

Ministry of Economy took the floor again to outline the Polish approach to innovation policy in which the 

support of HGFs has to be framed. Ms Lubos mentioned that the Polish government is currently preparing 

for the new round of EU Cohesion Policy (2013-2020), and that she hopes that the workshop can help 

Polish policy makers design programmes targeted at high-growth firms. Based on the quite strict OECD 

definition of high-growth firm, a government-sponsored research found a significant proportion of HGFs 

in Poland (approx. 5%). In spite of this presence, however, there is not yet any specific policy intervention 

aimed at HGFs in the country.  

Specific support of innovation and internationalisation comes third in the ranking of the Polish 

government’s priorities for business development, after setting a business-friendly environment and 

enhancing access to finance. The innovation policy approach is focused on the whole innovation cycle, 

inclusive of R&D direct support, equity finance, technology absorption, workforce training, and advisory 

and coaching services. Particularly relevant are the EU-funded smart specialisation strategies, which intend 

to match the main competences of the national university system with the technology needs of the business 

sector.  

Keynote presentations 

Two background papers were commissioned and presented at the workshop.  

Prof Karl Wennberg (Stockholm School of Economics) carried out a literature review of academic 

research on the skills, experiences and strategies of managers and top management teams (TMT) in high-

growth firms. The review came up with the following main findings:  

 Strategic management theory has emphasised the importance of core competence development 

for business high growth, where core competences are the resources and knowledge most vital to 

the production of goods and services in the firm, including leadership skills, organisational 

structure, skilled and motivated employees, etc. The development of these competences requires 

human resource management (HRM) tools that are adapted to the industrial context in which the 

firm operates.  

 Empirical evidence has confirmed that leadership capabilities are key to achieving rapid business 

growth, especially for young and small HGFs managed by one single entrepreneur. However, for 

larger and older HGFs, the presence of a large management team with specific competences and 

responsibilities becomes more important. 

 Managerial competences are also equally important to achieve high growth, especially the past 

business and industry experience of the founder and of the top management team.  

 Recruitment of skilled labour spurs the development of HGFs; labour legislation and labour 

taxation are therefore likely to affect the chances of an entrepreneur to achieve high-growth.  

 Different types of innovation are differently related to the chances of a firm to experience rapid 

growth; it is not just R&D that matters, but also process and marketing innovations.  

 There is finally a tension in the literature between some studies arguing that HGFs need to 

establish formal management structures and others pointing to adaptability and flexibility as more 

important factors than structured management.  
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The following policy recommendations were advanced by the author, based on the findings of his 

literature review:  

 Policy makers would increase the odds of boosting HGFs by either mentoring managers or 

introducing external experienced managers in growing firms.  

 Technology promotion measures are unlikely to target the wholeness of HGFs, since many of 

them are found in non-high-tech sectors. An approach to innovation that goes beyond R&D is 

necessary to cater for a group of HGFs as large as possible.  

 Network measures are important, from those that promote peer learning to those that link 

entrepreneurs with investors. However, in similar programmes (e.g. incubators and accelerators), 

entrepreneurs need to be encouraged to rapidly get to the market rather than protected from the 

market. 

 At a more macro level, institutional conditions for recruitment are important. In particular, tight 

labour market regulations and high labour cost may deprive fast-growing firms of the needed 

flexibility to expand when the business cycle is positive and contract when it turns negative.  

The second background paper of the workshop was prepared by Prof Erkko Autio on “promoting 

leadership development in high-growth firms”. Based on the twofold distinction between instrumental (i.e. 

task-oriented) vs. strategic (i.e. visionary) activities and capability transfer (i.e. execution) vs. capability 

development (i.e. learning), Prof Autio formulated four distinct areas for leadership development in HGFs:  

 Support of learning and development of strategic leadership capabilities; examples include board 

mentoring and initiatives for the development of future vision (e.g. market and technology 

foresight). 

 Support of learning and development of instrumental and task-oriented capabilities; examples 

include networking activities designed to enhance learning from peers and industry leaders. 

 Support of transfer of strategic planning and monitoring capabilities; examples include the 

transfer of non-executive directors to high-growth new ventures under mentoring schemes. 

 Support of transfer of instrumental and task-execution capabilities; examples are transfer of 

seasoned managers to the new venture and hands-on management consulting activities. 

The above areas of leadership development often occur together. For example, programmes designed 

to transfer seasoned managers and non-executive directors to HGFs may involve networking and peer 

learning activities in addition to capability transfer. Similarly, board mentoring activities may also involve 

direct participation into task-oriented management activities. In particular, funding-driven initiatives such 

as new venture accelerator initiatives can involve leadership development activities in all four areas 

highlighted above.   
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Figure 1. Model of leadership development initiatives in high-growth firms 

 

 

Based on this model of leadership development support, the author profiled six different examples of 

programmes for high-growth firms: a) Finland’s Vigo business accelerator; b) Finland’s Young Innovative 

Firms (NIY) programme; c) Finland’s Targeted Technology Programme Initiative; d) the Danish ‘Growth 

House’ Initiative; e) the Dutch Growth Accelerator Programme; and f) general mentoring programmes for 

new firms.  

It followed a discussion where the author contended that it is difficult to identify which of these policy 

models is more conducive to leadership development in HGFs, since most programmes combine different 

aspects and their impact often depends on factors and conditions that transcend the contents of the 

programme.  

Policy presentations 

The rest of the workshop was organised around presentations of international good practice 

programmes by national policy makers.  

Ms Linda Hanna, senior director at Scottish Enterprise, presented on the work of its development 

agency for high-growth firms. There are 800 HGFs in Scotland which account for 20% of jobs in the 

economy. Scottish HGFs are relatively small (80% have less than 50 employees), well-established (50% 

are older than 10 years) and not necessarily high-tech (only 15% of them are in high-tech sectors). Unlike 

the most prevalent finding in the literature, in Scotland young firms are not more likely than older firms to 

achieve high-growth. Research from Scotland also highlights that high-growth entrepreneurs have typically 

high levels of human capital, industry-relevant experience, entrepreneurial ambition and export orientation. 

The key policy implication is that leadership competences are crucial to the achievement of business high 

growth. 

Scottish Enterprise supports the development of these competences through a combination of 

activities inclusive of training, executive education programmes, business advice and coaching, peer 

learning, etc. The Regional Development Agency works with the best 2 000 companies of Scotland 

through an account management system. Some of the most promising firms in the system are then selected 

into “Companies of Scale”, a highly selective and intensive programme whose services offer is closely 
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adapted to the needs of participants. Only firms with a turnover above GBP 10 million and who have the 

ambition to become GBP-100 million plus businesses are eligible to enter into the programme. A common 

objective of the programme is then to help participant firms to go international or to strengthen their 

presence in international markets.  The way HGFs are selected is also highly qualitative and revolves 

around the concept of “trigger point”. Trigger points are those moments in the lifecycle of a business 

which are more likely than others to generate turnover and employment growth. They encompass 

ownership changes (e.g. management buyouts), new product development or entry into a new market. 

Potential participants are therefore approached by Scottish Enterprise when there is evidence that they will 

shortly navigate key growth triggers raising specific challenges that may require assistance.  

Following the presentation, participants asked about the key services that HGFs should receive from 

government; how policy can influence leadership skills; and whether there is any strong pattern about how 

firms react to growth triggers. In response to the first question, Ms Linda Hanna listed the following three 

components that any HGF programme hinged on business advice and coaching should have: i) structured 

leadership development for the entire management team and not simply for the main business owner; ii) 

strategy management, especially with respect to business internationalisation; iii) and peer learning based 

on the share of experiences by entrepreneurs from different sectors. In response to the second question (i.e. 

the influence of policy on leadership), the representative of Scottish Enterprise mentioned the case of 

business internationalisation and how policy makers can help fast-growing entrepreneurs enter into new 

markets that they had not thought about in ways that they had not thought about (e.g. joint ventures, 

partnerships and even merges rather than more traditional export). Finally, in response to the third 

question, Ms Hanna reported that there have not been strong patterns about how companies react to similar 

transformational points, and that such reaction is often determined by the level of leadership and 

management skills in the management team of the company.  

The second policy presentation came from Dr Iris Arbel, Director of the Israeli Knowledge Centre for 

Innovation (Technion). She identified the two main challenges for HGFs in: i) learning to cooperate also 

with competitors to become internationally competitive; ii) learning to manage the innovation process. To 

address these two challenges, the Israeli government has set up two specific programmes: “Magnet” and 

“Moving up”. The first is a programme that promotes cooperation among competitors and closer 

relationships between industry and university at the same time. The key principle of the scheme is that 

participant companies use the same intellectual property to develop different prototype products in 

collaboration with university departments. The second is a small-scale initiative that helps fast-growing 

firms manage the process of innovation through a series of monthly meetings. The meetings can take the 

form of front lectures, case studies, business advice from mentors or still action learning. The subject may 

involve setting a business innovation strategy, change in management and leadership, building teamwork, 

strategic human resources management, innovation in a global world, etc. Dr Arbel concluded her 

presentation listing the three main bottom-up tools to strengthen leadership and management skills in 

HGFs: i) training and education programmes for innovation management; ii) mentoring by leading 

entrepreneurs and CEOs; iii) inter-firm cooperation, especially in the field of R&D and technological 

innovation.  

The third case-study presentation was by Ms Madelon Knop and concerned the Dutch Growth 

Accelerator programme. The scheme is a case in point of public private partnership in which the 

government designs the broad lines of the programme, entrusting its implementation to a consortium of 

consulting companies acting as intermediary organisations. The Dutch Ministry of Economic Affairs 

launched a call for tender in 2009 to deliver a programme for high-growth firms. This was won by a 

consortium of four private companies: Pwc, de Baak, AKD and Philips Innovation Services. The objective 

of the Dutch Growth Accelerator is to help ambitious entrepreneurs raise the turnover of their business 

from approx. EUR 1.5 million to EUR 20 million. Selection criteria of participants include the ambition of 

the entrepreneur to grow and his/her commitment to engage for 5 years in the programme; the existence of 
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growth potential; the location of the business in the Netherlands; and the independence of the enterprise 

(i.e. not owned by another company). The Dutch scheme is an intensive 5-year programme where 

participants are asked to meet between twice and four times a month to participate in learning sessions. 

The philosophy of the programme is that the best source of advice for entrepreneurs is other entrepreneurs, 

which means a big emphasis is placed on peer learning. The first year in the scheme is the most important, 

since participants and programme managers build together the vision of where they would like the 

company to be in a 5-year time and the growth strategy to make this vision happen. From the second to the 

fourth year different learning activities are delivered, from executive education to business coaching to 

peer learning.  In the last year, meetings with investors are organised and additional hours of bespoke 

advice are provided to help entrepreneurs gradually phase out of the programme.  

A question from the audience involved how the Consortium succeeds in making its services offer 

demand-driven, especially in light of the long and structured nature of the scheme. Ms Knop replied that, 

in fact, some companies have been reluctant to join the programme because of its length in the past. As a 

result, they will start offering the option of a leaner scheme of only 2 years.   

The fourth case-study presentation was by Mr Magnus Lundin, CEO of Swedish incubators and 

science parks. There are 43 local business incubators, 33 science parks and 12 regional seed capital funds 

in Sweden, which work with 5 000 companies employing over 72 000 workers. The business incubation 

system of Sweden is sizeable and largely funded by local, regional and national public bodies, although 

some private co-funding and sponsorship is also available. On an average annual basis, each incubator 

receive 4 500 applications, with an admission rate of roughly 10%. One-third of the incubated companies 

attract venture capital funding every year. With respect to leadership and management skills, Mr Lundin 

stressed the following skills as the most relevant ones: market knowledge, innovation, internationalisation, 

visionary leadership, financing management, and business administration. In incubators and science parks 

these skills are transferred through training, business coaching, team-building support, recruitment 

services, and matchmaking between investors and entrepreneurs. The main difference between incubators 

and science parks lies in the targeted companies – new firms for incubators and existing companies in the 

case of science parks – and in the organisational arrangements, with incubators acting as “closed” 

environments where services are primarily meant for the tenant start-ups and science parks resembling to 

open platforms from which local firms can source knowledge and technical assistance.   

A number of questions came from the audience, including on key success factors in the Swedish 

experience, the role of virtual incubators in the Nordic country, and the degree of involvement of the 

private sector in the management of business incubators. Mr Lundin answered that it is important to reward 

business incubators not so much on what they do (i.e. outputs) but on how much they impact on the 

business development of tenant firms (i.e. outcomes); that virtual incubators represent an important new 

trends, but that a physical place where entrepreneurs can meet and exchange is very important, since peer-

to-peer exchanges are the most valued source of information and competence development by 

entrepreneurs; and that, at least for Sweden, the early involvement of large corporations in the incubation 

process was instrumental in getting policy makers involved as well.  

Finally, Ms Paulina Mucha, from the Department of European Social Fund (ESF) Management at the 

Polish Ministry of Regional Development, provided an overview of the extent to which ESF can support 

leadership and management skills in HGFs. Statistics on business dynamics show that the crisis has also hit 

Poland; since 2008 the number of high-growth companies has decreased, while that of declining companies 

has increased. Nonetheless, between 2003 and 2011, there has been a net increase of companies in Poland. 

Ms Mucha then presented a study on SME competitiveness in Poland, which shows how the level of 

education of the management team is one of the key drivers of SME competitiveness. The study also found 

how 12% of Polish SMEs can be considered Intelligent Organisations (IOs) which adopt knowledge 

management techniques (KMTs) as part of the company’s strategy. KMTs include, for example, 
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motivating employees to be creative and to take the initiative and assigning workers to projects in line with 

the set of skills and competences.  

Although ESF is generally targeted at social inclusion, the European Commission has more recently 

encouraged EU governments to use these funds also for entrepreneurship support. Nonetheless, in the 

period 2007-2013, only 1.2% of ESF-backed firms used funding for the upgrading of management skills. 

In the next EU programming period ESF should better target HGFs through dedicated projects that have a 

more tailored approach to leadership and management skills development. This should be made possible 

by policy areas in the ESF structure that cover business training, business counselling, diagnosis of training 

needs, and implementation of strategic plans. 

Concluding remarks 

Dr Jonathan Potter (OECD/LEED) drew the conclusions of the workshop by teasing out the main 

messages of the presentations of the day. He first stated that programmes for high-growth firms, which are 

generally small-scale, should definitely include a component dedicated to the development of leadership 

and management skills. Leadership skills and ambition are, in fact, important determinants of business 

high-growth. He also remarked that peer-to-peer learning is often more appreciated than executive 

education and business training/coaching by high-growth entrepreneurs participating in public 

programmes, the Dutch and Swedish schemes being two notable examples. Two other elements common 

to many programmes for HGFs have been support in the recruitment of skilled labour force and integration 

of the management team by experienced external managers, both of which aim to facilitate the 

management of the phase of growth of the business.  

Dr Potter also highlighted some important aspects about the delivery of HGF programmes. First, the 

involvement of the private sector into the design and implementation of programmes is crucial to attracting 

fast-growing entrepreneurs into the scheme. Second, it is essential that programmes for HGFs cover not 

only the expansion phase but also the consolidation phase. Third, the training of trainers charged with 

coaching and mentoring entrepreneurs is also of utmost importance to ensure that programmes have an 

impact on business performance. Fourth, restrictive selection criteria help set up a group of beneficiary 

firms that is homogenous from the viewpoint of development stage, which in turn strengthens peer 

learning. Fifth, entrepreneurs are willing to pay when they perceive future dividends from participating in 

the programme. Finally, some flexibility in policy delivery can help programmes to cater for a larger 

number of HGFs without distorting the inherent selective nature of these programmes; for example, HGF 

schemes can be broken down into modules which can be opened to growth-oriented firms that are not part 

of the full programme.  
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