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introduCtion
Early entrepreneurial ventures are cas-
es of real-life, real-time business mod-
eling processes. The value proposition 
may be diffuse. The different functions 
of the company have not yet been sort-
ed out and there is a lack of operating 
resources. The entrepreneurs try to 
do everything at once. Eventually the 
company finds its form, but that may 
take months at best, usually it takes 
years. 
Interns working in such situations have 
the opportunity to get a good grasp of 
all aspects of doing business. They also 
have a hard time making sense of and 
connecting the different inputs they 
get. Each task that the intern does is 

connected to other necessary tasks in 
very apparent ways, but the configura-
tion of tasks may change from week 
to week. The interns are in a learning 
situation, where much is open to con-
sideration and interpretation. Theories 
and models become meaningful, and 
even actually useful. The interns may 
serve as well tuned sounding boards 
for the entrepreneurs. However, en-
trepreneurs are busy doing things, and 
has little time to engage in systematic 
reflection with students who may not 
have grasped all that is at stake. 
This is why business modeling could 
serve to give order and direction to 
the explorations of both the intern and 
the entrepreneur. This again raises the 

question if other stakeholders could 
productively be included in the cre-
ative process of business modeling. 

Literature and theory
Business modeling refers to a diverse 
range of concepts and methods for 
systematizing processes of value cre-
ation or innovation in and between 
companies. A business model is a rep-
resentation of key features of the value 
creation process. Much effort in the 
business modeling literature is devoted 
to ensuring the best or correct content 
of the representation, which means at-
tention to the constituent elements of 
the model. The business model canvas 
merges related approaches to business 
modeling into a unified methodol-
ogy (Ostwerwalder & Pigneur 2010). 
Its main object is a blank template, or 
canvas, divided into nine columns that 
each concerns one part of a value cre-
ating process. The blanks may then be 
filled in as a means to assess the pres-
ent situation and also to identify other 
opportunities. The main emphasis of 
this methodology is to ensure a best 
possible content of the model and a 
representation that simulates key fea-
tures of the value creation components 
of an enterprise. A related approach is 
Disruptive innovation technology. This 
method to identify and analyze busi-
ness opportunities makes use of the 
features of competitor’s products and 
services to determine the unique sell-
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ing point of one’s own (Christensen 
2003). In this approach, products, ser-
vices and technologies are placed in 
the foreground. 
Designing a model and its actual real-
ization are two very different problems. 
The business model is only a represen-
tation. This representation can func-
tion both as a ‘model of ’ and a ‘model 
for’ (Geertz 1973:93) the value creation 
process. As a ‘model of ’ the process, the 
representation functions as a descrip-
tion of its existing, constituent parts. 
As a ‘model for’, it represents different 
configurations of opportunities. It may 
therefore serve as both a scenario and 
a plan. As a plan, it is a representation 
of action, but it is not the actual action. 
To design a business model is not the 
same as to execute one. 
The distance between the two types of 
tasks may be reduced if business mod-
eling is designed as a type of ‘situated 
action’ (Suchman 2007:70). Suchman 
demonstrated that practical effects of 
instructions and manuals is not de-
termined by wording of documents or 
features of objects, no matter how well 
designed they are. It is the action in 
situ that generates the practical results. 
Suchman’s study is of users who try to 
make sense of photocopier instruc-
tions. It reveals the difference between 
what planners plan for, and what users 
actually do (Suchman 2007:109-175). 
In case of the entrepreneurs it is the 
formalization of actual relationships 
that determines the shape of the busi-
ness. The model is not decided in ad-
vance, but emerges as the process un-
folds. This is why early entrepreneurial 
venturing may be thought of as real-
life, real-time business modeling. The 
entrepreneurs are both planners and 
users at the same time. 
The entrepreneur is only the first of 
several potential stakeholders in the 
business. These include amongst oth-
ers investors, partners, suppliers, cus-
tomers and employees. In order to real-
ize any business model, sooner or later 
actual users or stakeholders will have 
to be included in the process. The form 
of the process then is extremely criti-
cal: who, where, when and how of the 
process needs careful consideration. 
In addition, that is not something that 
should be decided beforehand. The 
questions on how and on what condi-
tions must itself be debated as part of 

a participatory process (Emery and 
Purser 1996).
The problem of user inclusion has been 
dealt with in the participatory innova-
tion literature. Inclusion of users in 
design processes has been shown to 
improve the fit between user need and 
product design (Buur and Matthews 
2008). That indicates the benefit of 
open processes and broad participa-
tion. However, studies of user inclu-
sion are mainly concerned with the 
product or technology design. When 
it comes to commercialization, other 
concerns become more pressing. The 
open innovation perspective states 
on the one hand that uses of external 
ideas and movements across institu-
tional boundaries should be part of 
companies’ innovation processes. On 
the other, there are considerable risks 
connected with innovation that in-
volve separate enterprises, not least the 
need to protect one’s own financial in-
vestments (Chesbrough 2005). Hence 
the premises on which the participants 
contribute must also be thematized.
In case of the interns, they are present 
to learn. In some respects that make 
them less risky collaborators than an 
investor or banker, or even a supplier 
or customer who has an actual vested, 
material interest in a company. The in-
ternship literature is mainly focused 
on the interns’ learning experience, 
both for practical learning and deep 
learning about ways of being in the 
world (Sweitzer and King 2009; Wilson 
1981). Some attention has also been 
devoted to the outcomes of the intern-
ships for the intern companies and for 
academic institutions when the intern-
ships are part of academic programs. 
The main lesson from this body of 
work is the importance of the human 
interaction. The intern needs guidance 
and someone to share experiences with 
in a type of truly interest-free dialogue 
setting. Hence, the internship literature 
does have some of the same practical 
quality as that the business modeling 
literature, but unlike it, emphasizes the 
form of individual, experiential learn-
ing necessary to generate new knowl-
edge. 
During an internship there must be a 
scope for both action and reflection. 
Without the action there will be no 
practical learning or outcomes, but 
without the reflection the intern will 

become a copycat repeating any old 
routine. An action-reflection-based 
process of inquiry will allow the par-
ticipants to explore not only the con-
tent of their knowledge, but also the 
process that brings it forth as well as 
the premises on which it rests – the 
interests or forces that are in motion 
(Coghlan and Brannick 2005). 
Drawing on these diverse sources, it 
seems that what needs to be carefully 
attended to and discussed in a partici-
patory business modeling process in 
an early entrepreneurial venture is:
•  The content of the business model 

itself. 
•  The form of the modeling process, 

including the participants, instruc-
tions, time frames, tools and equip-
ment, concepts, location, action and 
reflection cycles. 

•  The premises for the modeling, espe-
cially the working out of differences 
of interests. 

The case description below will illus-
trate is neither the content, nor the 
form or the premises of the process of 
real-life business modeling were sys-
tematically dealt with during the in-
ternships. This did affect the progress 
of the internship work and the interns’ 
opportunities to contribute. 

the Case
The Norwegian School of Management 
is a private business school, with 20 000 
students enrolled in undergraduate 
and graduate, executive, and doctoral 
programs. The main campus is located 
in Oslo, Norway. The Entrepreneurial 
Internship Program is an elective 12 
credit course offered to Master-stu-
dents at the Department of innovation 
and economic organization. 
The first pilot course was offered dur-
ing the summer of 2010 with 13 interns 
who worked full time in 9 start-up 
companies in incubators at Oslo In-
novation Centre. Preparations started 
in January, and the actual internship 
began in June and lasted until mid-
August. There were three types of 
stakeholders in this program, the su-
pervisors, the interns, and the entre-
preneurs. I will deal with each type of 
stakeholder and their expressed inter-
ests in the program in turn. This gives 
a broad and general outline of the pro-
gram and the scope for participation. 
The Norwegian School of Manage-
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ment’s interest in an internship pro-
gram sprang from a need to allow 
students to gain first-hand practical 
experience with innovation and en-
trepreneurship. The interns’ academic 
supervisor (the author of this paper) 
was responsible for the overall design 
of the course, as well as for following 
up of the progress of the interns dur-
ing the program. Hence, the supervi-
sor was not a stakeholder in the busi-
ness development for its own sake. 
The academic component of the in-
ternship work was a term paper. The 
students’ also participated at a weekly 
reflection-and-writing workshop. The 
idea was that this would enable the 
interns to return to the entrepreneurs 
with well founded recommendations 
for how their work could contribute to 
the growth of the company. In reality 
it proved to be more useful for sorting 
out problems and misunderstandings. 
It also gave the students a chance to re-
flect on their own work experience and 
that of the others. 
Oslo Innovation Centre is a limited 
company owned by a number of pub-
lic and private institutions. About 140 
research institutions, companies and 
organizations are located in the Centre 
and its three incubators. It also offers 
seed and venture capital for starts-ups. 
Most of the interns worked in start-up 
companies located in one of the incu-
bators. A few worked in companies 
that had come one step further and 
had moved out of the incubator. The 
Centre representative-cum-supervisor 
helped the interns with practical mat-
ters like phones and desks, communal 
affairs like pubs and lunches. The in-
cubator managers facilitated the ini-
tial contact with the companies, and 
also helped with specific problems for 
a few of the interns. The agreements 
between the Centre and the start-ups 
were based on contractual agreements 
between independent business parties. 
Therefore, any agreement about uses 
of techniques and tools for growth had 
to be made independently with each 
company. Each intern therefore had a 
unique learning situation in terms of 
tools and methods used in the com-
pany. 
Of the intern companies, two were in 
the software business, two in services, 
and five in high-tech or manufactur-
ing. The companies had from 1-3 full 

time employees, with an additional 2-3 
temporary employees or part-timers. 
Two of the companies had moved out 
of the incubators and were defined 
as past the “valley- of death”-stage of 
venture financing. Neither had actu-
ally gained a stable source of revenue, 
but managed to secure enough ad hoc 
business to not operate at a loss. All 
entrepreneurs were concerned with 
not losing control of their technology, 
product and company, so there was 
considerable secrecy relating to patents 
and brands, business strategies, and fi-
nancial information. There were also 
constant meetings and negotiations 
with potential partners and the config-
urations of relationships shifted rapid-
ly. This affected the interns’ workdays. 
In this, they were very much part of a 
real-life business modeling experience. 
The entrepreneurs all agreed that their 
main motivation for accepting interns 
was the gain of extra, unpaid hands. 
They also got highly motivated staff. 
Most of the entrepreneurs had had 
interns earlier. The extent to which 
they had prepared a set of well defined 
tasks and measurable outcomes dif-
fered considerably. The learning goals 
were already defined, but the specific 
learning objectives of the internship 
had to be agreed with the company. A 
blank confidentiality form and work 
task description form were sent out 
in advance to both entrepreneurs and 
interns, but only a few used the forms. 
The students’ motivations ranged from 
gaining a network in Norway, to learn-
ing how to start a company, in addi-
tion to gaining 12 credits. In general, 
the interns’ tasks were of two main 
kinds, market and customer analyses 
or web-related work. In addition was 
the “gruntwork” that interns custom-
arily do, like photocopying invoices or 
sorting documents. Only two students 
were initiated through a truly well pre-
pared process. Not surprisingly, their 
intern companies were the two safely 
past the “the valley of death”. 
During the first few weeks the interns 
were busy simply trying to understand 
their company, its markets, customers, 
products, finances, but most of all, the 
entrepreneur. After that, the interns got 
more and more absorbed with actually 
accomplishing the tasks they had been 
given or had assigned to themselves. 
They found it hard to be specific, and 

harder still to define measurable indi-
cators to follow their progress (and the 
occasional regress). The entrepreneurs 
were themselves very busy working 
out their own indicators, which they 
needed in order to convince investors, 
customers and suppliers to do busi-
ness with them. Even those interns 
who had specific learning objectives 
found their tasks changing along the 
way according to the company’s most 
pressing issues. The quality of their re-
lationship with the entrepreneur also 
played a role. The interns’ experiences 
illustrate the challenges of designing 
a participatory process in early entre-
preneurial ventures, which hardly exist 
and change rapidly. Below are descrip-
tions of four different situations that il-
lustrate the challenges. Details of each 
case have been adjusted in order to en-
sure anonymity. 
coMPany a – ManUfactUrer 
in tHe valley of DeatH, yet 
relUctant to enter Market
This company had developed a prod-
uct to aid in home and institutional 
care. The technology behind the prod-
uct was developed by an engineer and 
one of the founders of the company 
several years before they were accept-
ed in the incubator. As part of that 
deal the company also acquired the 
first round of financing in the form of 
seed capital. At that time a managing 
director and co-owner took over the 
daily operations and the launch of the 
product. At the time of the internship 
the company faced two critical issues: 
whether to operate in the home mar-
ket only or to go global directly, and 
how to get the much needed second 
round of financing. The intern in the 
company produced market analyses, 
both for Norway and other countries 
in other parts of the world, but these 
were not actually used for anything. 
The same happened with proposals on 
how to sell and develop a sales organi-
zation, areas where the intern, who had 
a background in sales and marketing, 
had special competence. The company 
people were more interested in talk-
ing about how to improve their tech-
nology, and collaborating with their 
suppliers on this. The intern’s ability 
to participate in the discourse on tech-
nology was limited, and the directors’ 
limited grasp of marketing did not al-
low them to benefit from the intern’s 
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competence. 
coMPany B – SoftWare 
DeveloPer in tHe valley 
of DeatH yet UnaBle to 
coMMUnicate tHe ProDUct to 
inveStorS.
The entrepreneur in this company 
worked according to an innovative 
business model, in the form of a net-
work of professional software develop-
ers from many different countries. The 
model was based on a type of genera-
tive partner-platform known from the 
social media industry. The company’s 
technology was so complex that nei-
ther customers nor investors or interns 
were able to grasp what value it could 
possibly have for them. In that com-
pany, the intern changed work tasks 
about every third day, according to the 
most pressing concerns. The entrepre-
neur was explicit about the premises 
for participation, embodying an open 
source paradigm, and the form of the 
process was also fairly predetermined. 
However, as the content of the technol-
ogy was so hard to communicate, the 
whole business modeling effort failed 
to produce the desired results. Inves-
tors did not understand what they were 
supposed to invest in, and customers 
likewise did not know what to use the 
technology for. The intern in the end 
suggested that the entrepreneur devel-
op a professional consultancy business 
from the ad hoc consultancy work that 
kept the company afloat economically.
coMPany c – Service ProviDer, 
Dealing WitH tHe intangiBle 
natUre of tHe ProDUct 
offereD
The entrepreneur of this company had 
an idea for a service that would also 
professionalize a fairly immature in-
dustry. The intern was given precise 
tasks and was followed up with regular 
feedback sessions. However, because 
the innovation was a service and a way 
of doing business rather than a tangi-
ble product, the intern did not under-
stand the company’s value proposition. 
It was therefore at first difficult to find 
concrete ways to make sense of the 
tasks given. The intern spent the first 
weeks gathering information about 
competitors and learning the ways of 
the company. Only then could a real-
istic work plan for the internship be 
made. Through the founder’s extensive 
network in the industry, the company 

gradually managed to secure enough 
business to break even. However, the 
intern saw that the founder had a hard 
time making the market understand 
and pay for the added value of the ser-
vice offered. Customers found it hard 
to grasp how it differed from the con-
ventional way of doing business in the 
same manner as the intern had had 
initially. 
Through the intern’s efforts to sort 
out what the company was all about, 
or perhaps the founder’s need to ex-
plicate on it, the company’s business 
model become more elaborate and 
clear. However, the emergence of a well 
integrated and communicable model 
happened haphazardly and due to no 
small amount of patience from both 
the entrepreneur and the intern. 
coMPany D ManUfactUre – a 
Strategic DeciSion not MaDe
In this company, the second round 
of financing was secured. The prod-
uct was patented. It was a generic, but 
key component in other products and 
the company was setting itself up as a 
supplier to other producers. The ques-
tion on how to communicate with the 
market was high on the agenda. As 
part of this challenge, the intern was 
first assigned the task of redesigning 
the company’s web page. The intern 
had programming background and 
was well up to the task, but constantly 
ran aground on the fact that the own-
ers of the company could not agree on 
who the webpage was for. One owner 
claimed that since their product was 
truly new and demands for it had to 
be generated, they should target indi-
vidual consumers who were the end 
users. Another owner claimed that the 
webpage had to serve as an extended 
intranet for the company’s business 
partners because they were the actual 
customers. The third owner wanted a 
bit both solutions, an open website and 
a closed partner web. The owners did 
not manage to agree even when the 
form of the webpage was reformulated 
as an important strategic issue and not 
an operations decision to be made by 
the intern. In desperation, the intern 
finally ended up recommending an en-
tirely new value proposition, a genera-
tive pull-strategy that led different cus-
tomers segments along to places that 
fitted with their needs. That was a truly 
entrepreneurial feat, which however 

was not really acknowledged by the 
company because the people involved 
did not have the knowledge to appreci-
ate what the intern suggested.

disCussion
The reason for considering the use of 
business modeling methods is based 
on a key insight from the internship 
program - how the entrepreneurs 
handled a number of issues and rela-
tionships concurrently. That included 
financing, product development, mar-
keting and sales, management and 
administration. The entrepreneurs 
had neither the time nor the money 
to concentrate on one issue at a time. 
Furthermore, they based their activi-
ties mainly on tacit knowledge. Formal 
business modeling could be a way for 
them to explicate their knowledge. It 
could also give the entrepreneurs op-
portunities for experimenting in a 
manner that is less costly that doing 
everything in real-life, without the 
structure and freedom provided by a 
learning process.
One would think that participatory 
business modeling could be a way for 
entrepreneurs to engage with other 
key stakeholders early in the process. It 
could possibly reduce some of the un-
certainty by making it possible for each 
party to connect and reconnect their 
different types of knowledge, interests 
and concerns. However, there are some 
aspects of the early entrepreneurial sit-
uation that makes this extra challeng-
ing. This is because the content, the 
form and the premises of the process 
need to be worked out simultaneous-
ly. This is why I suggest experiment-
ing with business modeling next time 
round in the internship program. The 
content-focused business modeling 
methodology needs to be supported 
with tools to steer the form and iden-
tify the premises of the processes. 
The participatory base of the program 
also needs to be broadened. The pilot 
program was designed in such a man-
ner that the participatory dimension 
only included the students. During 
the evaluation, the entrepreneurs, the 
interns and the supervisor expressed 
a wish to have earlier and deeper col-
laboration between interns and entre-
preneurs as well as some form of entre-
preneur-to-entrepreneur reflections. 
It would allow both entrepreneur and 
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intern to play around with the different 
elements that make up the company 
in a way that seem useful to both to 
help meet their different needs. Fur-
thermore, it would allow them to spell 
out not only the content and details 
about the form, but also to reflect on 
the premises for participation. A pro-
cess that involves interns and entrepre-
neurs should be relatively interest-free 
situation in which to begin to test out 
conditions for participatory business 
modeling in early entrepreneurial ven-
tures. That which worked could then 
more easily be implemented directly.
The use of business modeling methods 
in the next program could then provide 
valuable insights on how such a pro-
cess could be designed more broadly. 
A future possibility would then be to 
include other groups of stakeholders. 
This could either be done in the entre-
preneur’s place, or possibly in a busi-
ness modeling lab. If designed with due 
consideration to the three key compo-
nents of participatory business mod-
eling, content, form and premise, the 
stakeholders could experiment with 

different configurations of the model, 
while at the same time developing the 
premises for their collaboration. This 
could possible save time and resources. 
It could also mean that the apparatus 
needed to realize the business model 
was assembled at an earlier stage than 
many entrepreneurs manage at pres-
ent. These possibilities would need to 
be tested and explored and are there-
fore topics for further study. 
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