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ABSTRACT 

 

 

THE ROLE OF FOUNDERS’ PREVIOUS WORK EXPERIENCE IN THE SUCCESS 

OF TECHNOLOGY STARTUPS IN TURKEY 

 

 

Ali Can Erk 

 

Master of Business Administration  

 

Thesis Supervisor: Assistant Professor Adnan Veysel Ertemel 

 

 

May 2018, 46 pages 

 

 

This study deals with the role of entrepreneurs’ earlier work experience in the success of 

technology startups in Turkey. Entrepreneurs establish and run the startups. Since 

technology startups take high risk with limited time and resources, founders’ skills and 

capabilities are one of the key parts for startups in order to achieve the goals. Since skills 

and capabilities can be improved by hands-on practices such as previous professional 

work experience, this study measures whether founders’ earlier work experience affects 

success of technology startups positively or not. This study is examined due to increasing 

importance of technology startups for the economies of nations. Due to results obtained 

from this research, success rate of technology startups established in Turkey can be 

increased. 
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ÖZET 

 

 

TEKNOLOJİ GİRİŞİMLERİNİN BAŞARISINDA KURUCULARIN ÖNCEKİ İŞ 

TECRÜBESİNİN ROLÜ 

 

 

Ali Can Erk 

 

İşletme Yüksek Lisans Programı 

 

Tez Danışmanı: Yrd. Doç. Dr. Adnan Veysel Ertemel 

 

 

Mayıs 2018, 46 sayfa 

 

 

Bu çalışma, Türkiye’deki girişimcilerin önceki iş tecrübelerinin teknoloji girişimlerin 

başarısındaki rolüne odaklanmıştır. Girişimciler şirketleri kurur ve yönetir. Teknoloji 

girişimleri kısıtlı zaman ve kaynakla büyük risk aldığından, kurucuların yetenek ve 

kabiliyetleri girişimin hedefe ulaşmasında oldukça anahtar role sahiptir. Yetenek ve 

kabiliyetler ise önceki profesyonel iş tecrübesi gibi uygulamalı aktivitelerle 

gelişebildiğinden, bu çalışma kurucuların önceki iş tecrübelerinin girişimlerin başarısında 

olumlu etkisi olup olmadığını araştırmaktadır. Bu çalışmanın teknoloji girişimlerinin 

ülkeler için giderek öneminin artmasından dolayı gerçekleştirilmiştir. Bu çalışmadan elde 

edilen sonuçlar ile Türkiye’deki teknoloji girişimlerinin başarı oranı arttırılabilir.  

Anahtar Kelimeler:  Teknoloji, Girişim, Girişimci, ve İş Tecrübesi 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

 

The importance of technology startups is increasing day by day in all around the world 

due to their positive affect on economy, competition and development. Due to most of 

technology startups fail within several years after the establishment, success of startups 

are very crucial for both entrepreneurs and ecosystem. Since entrepreneurs found and 

execute startups, they play critical role in creating a successful business. In order to 

establish successful technology startups, entrepreneurs must have some specifications. 

These requirements can be listed such as network of the entrepreneurs, financial power 

of the founders, leadership skills of the founding team and etc. When these requirements 

are considered, it is very obvious to see that previous professional work experience of the 

entrepreneurs might be a very significant necessity for building a prominent business.  

 

This research is examined because technology startups have potential to make millions 

of dollars for the economy. It also means that they will create new job opportunities for 

the ecosystem. And it is very important to see that technology startups do this without 

huge assets such as machinery or land. For example, Facebook had acquired WhatsApp, 

which is established in 2009, in deal worth 19 billion US dollars in 2014. At that time, 

WhatsApp only had 35 employees and 450 million users. On the other hand, Turkish 

Airlines, which is named Best Airline in Europe in 2014, is established in 1933 and has 

15,978 employees in 2014. Market value of Turkish Airlines was 4.3 Billion US dollars 

in 2014. Turk Telekom, which is one of the biggest telecom companies of Turkey, is 

established in 1995 and has 34.440 employees in 2014. Market cap of Turk Telecom was 

10 Billion USD in 2014. Furthermore, Tupras which is Turkey’s only oil refiner, 

operating four refiners to handle an annual 28.1 million tons of crude is founded in 1983 

and has 4.130 employees in 2014. Tupras’ market cap was 5.6 Billion US dollars in 2014.  

 

Total employees of Turkish Airlines, Turk Telekom and Tupras are 53,548 employees in 

2014, which is almost 1530 times bigger than WhatsApp. Total operating years of these 

three companies are 131 years, which is 26 times bigger than WhatsApp. In contrast, total 

market capitalization of Turkish Airlines, Turk Telekom and Tupras are 19.9 Billion US 
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dollars in 2014, which is only 900 million US dollars bigger than WhatsApp. This 

example proves the importance of technology startups for the economy. Technology 

startups have potential to grow exponentially and can reach gigantic market capitalization 

in short time period comparing with traditional businesses. And they can do this with few 

team members and very few assets as we can see in the example.  

 

As a developing economy, Turkey’s decision makers should pay more attention for the 

technology startups. Besides this, success criteria of the technology startups should 

researched as well. Because, big part of technology startups fail after several years of 

establishment. According to US Bureau for Labor Statistics, 50 percent of all new 

business can only see their 5th year and one third can celebrate their 10th year only. 

Harvard Business School states that 75 percent of venture-backed technology startups 

failed overall. The Small Business Administration also says that two out of every three 

businesses make it to two years. Besides, a Silicon Valley cliché states that nine out of 10 

startups fail.  

 

There are numerous reasons for the failure of technology startups. A research made by 

CB Insights in 2018 states top 20 reasons for startups failures. In this study, CB Insights 

interviewed with 156 startup founders and asked them the reasons behind the failure. 

Since many startups fail more than one reason, the sum of the percentages exceeds 100%. 

The reasons are listed below respectively:  

 

This list also demonstrates that many of these reasons listed above can be eliminated by 

the previous work experience of founding team. For example, “not the right team” listed 

in third place and “no business model” listed in seventh place and “ignore customer” 

listed in 9th place can be excluded by the pre-work experience of entrepreneurs.  

 

This study will focus on the pre-work experience of founding team members of successful 

startups. By doing this, the role of founders’ previous work experience in the success of 

technology startups will be examined. Consequently, the results will help us to decrease 

startups failure rate and increase the success rare. So, impact of technology startups on 

Turkish economy will positively affected by doing this.  
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Table 1.1: The Top 20 Reasons Startups Fail 

 

 

Source: CB Insights, 2018 

 

Since raising investment plays very crucial role in the success of technology startups, in 

order to carry out this research, technology startups, which have raised investment in last 

10 years, are firstly listed. Then, previous work experiences of the entrepreneurs before 

establishing these startups are computed based on their LinkedIn profiles of the 

entrepreneurs or entrepreneurs’ declarations.  

 

Secondly, since the ultimate goal of the entrepreneurs is exit, technology startups, which 

have exited by merger or acquisition in last 10 years, are categorized. And again their 

founders’ pre-work experiences before founding exited companies are also computed by 

applying the same methodology above.  

Lastly, we applied the same steps to Startup100 List, which ranks the most outstanding a 

hundred technology startups in Turkey and is published in February 2017. Since this list 

is created by view of many authorities, the outcomes will tell us overall tendency.  
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In this thesis, detailed information about startups and entrepreneurs is firstly covered. 

Then importance of the startups for the economy is handled. Afterwards, previous 

researches made by scholars from different parts of the world on the role of previous work 

experience of the founders of the technology startups is looked over. Then we assess the 

case in Turkey by applying our methodology. Lastly, the thesis is ended up with covering 

final results by discussion and conclusion.   

1.1 WHAT IS STARTUP? 

Although there are many definitions made by scholars for many years, one of the most 

outstanding explanations for startups or start-ups is that startup is an entrepreneurial 

company which is a generally newly established, growing fast venture which focuses to 

develop a feasible business model in order to meet a market demand around an innovative 

solution, product, service, process or a platform. Startups are typically ventures founded 

for scalable business models and aim to effective growth.   Startups have high failure rates 

because of many reasons. However, successful startups can become influential and large. 

(Griffith 2014).  

 

Startup ventures can become in all sizes and types. Founding team is one of the most 

significant factors of to establish a successful startup in order to secure key abilities, have 

network, resources, know how and target market. Generally, a startup firstly begins by 

creating a minimum viable product (MVP), a prototype in order to validate, examine and 

improve further venture concepts and ideas. (Figure 1.1) Moreover, founders of the 

startups examine detailed researches in order to understand business concepts, 

technologies, ideas and their commercial potential in the market.   

 

A startup company passes several milestones such as becoming publicly traded on the 

stock market by a Initial Public Offering (IPO) or raising investments by a Venture 

Capital (VC) or Angel Investor or ceasing as an independent entity via a merger or 

acquisition (M&A). Startups may fail for various reasons such as developed disruptive 

innovation by the startups may not be market demand even when the product or service 
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is ready for the market. Since startups run in highly risk markets, attracting investment 

might be very tough for the founders.  

 

Figure 1.1: Startup Development Phases 

 

Source: Startup Commons, 2018 

 

Success and volume of startup companies are also related with the size and maturity of 

the startup ecosystem where it is launched and grown. The ecosystem includes various 

individuals such as entrepreneurs, venture capitals, angel investors, mentors and 

organizations such as accelerators, incubators, government entrepreneurship programs, 

universities, research institutes, business schools and etc. “Strong ecosystem” 

terminology consists of all these elements. For example, Silicon Valley in San Francisco, 

Boston and Berlin are outstanding startup ecosystems, which hosts many influential 

startups and entrepreneurs.  

 

Strong founding team, a balanced risk/reward profile (unexamined disruptive innovation 

balanced with high potential) and scalability (capacity to deal and perform under and 

expanding and increased work load for more and more customers) are typically appealing 

profiles for attracting investors. Low bootstrapping costs, high returns on investment 
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(ROI) potential and high risk are also generally characteristics of successful startups. 

Startups are generally more scalable than existent ventures in terms of limited access to 

capital, labor and land and aims to grow rapidly. (Ghosh 2014). One of the significant 

factors for largest successful startups is frequently being in a right place at the right time. 

And timing is also one of the sharpest factors to master by founders and investors. (Gross 

2015) 

 

There are various funding options for startups. Angel investors can assist startup ventures 

to begin operations by exchanging seed money for a share in the firm. Venture capital can 

help startups to scale their operations. Venture capitalists and angel investors provide 

capital for wide range of startups and create a portfolio. They expect small number of 

their portfolio will make money and become feasible. And these successful startups will 

amortize the unsuccessful startups in the portfolio. Another option for bootstrapping the 

startups is a loan or monetary given by family or friends. Furthermore, one of the most 

popular funding options in last several years is a crowdfunding; in which startup raises 

money from individuals by presenting their idea, product or service on the Internet.  

1.2 WHO IS ENTREPRENEUR? 

Since there is no any consistent definition of “entrepreneur”, the word entrepreneur comes 

from the French verb entreprendre, which means, “to undertake”. Entrepreneurs are 

individuals involves in the establishment of a startup venture. Entrepreneurs are mostly 

engineers, hackers, web developers, designers and other involved in the ground level of 

a new, although anyone can be a founder. Entrepreneurs operate a small business rather 

than working as an employee. Entrepreneurs are generally accepted as innovators who 

create innovative goods, services, process or businesses. 

For centuries, although the term of entrepreneur is existed, economists left entrepreneurs 

out of their formal models. Until mid 20th century, economists assumed that innovation 

would be made by rational players and left no room for risk-taking and discovery. After 

1950s, economists took step to understand incorporate entrepreneurship issue. Three 

thinkers (Joseph Schumpeter, Frank Knight and Israel Kirzner) were in the center of 

bringing to light of entrepreneurs. They suggested that entrepreneurs are responsible for 

creating new businesses with aiming to profit. Since entrepreneurs aim to bring new ideas 
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to market, they play a crucial role in an economy. Entrepreneurs take risks to launch a 

startup and are rewarded with profits in the case of establishing successful venture.  

 

Economists categorize entrepreneurship as integral to production, the other three being 

land/natural resources, labor and capital. There of these factors are combined by an 

entrepreneur in order to manufacture goods or provide services. Entrepreneur frequently 

attracts investment, acquires resources, hires labors and sets a business plan with 

providing leadership and managing the venture. Entrepreneurs typically have to 

overcome many difficulties such as attracting investment, catch product-market fit, hiring 

talent and cope with bureaucracy. 

1.3 IMPORTANCE OF ENTREPRENEURS AND STARTUPS FOR THE 

ECONOMY 

Although startups are taken consideration as small companies, they play a key role in 

economic growth of the countries. Startups create more employment, which means a 

developed economy. Not only startups can improve the economic dynamism by sparking 

innovation and increasing competition but also entrepreneurs can create new ideas, 

products or services and bring them to the table. 

Startups have a direct affect on the countries in where they launched. It is very obviously 

observed by the cities in where they established. For example, Alibaba.com affected 

Hangzhou, Google transformed Mountain View, and Microsoft developed Redmond. All 

of these startups were very small once upon a time. However, they create new 

employment opportunities for both experienced and not experienced individuals while 

they were developing. Moreover, these startups improved the economy with 

groundbreaking innovation and created new industries over time. Especially, when these 

startups went initial public offering (IPO), they became engines for making money not 

only for the entrepreneurs but also for the shareholders and employees. For example, 

thousands of Google employees gained more than five million dollars. Furthermore, 

Alibaba.com transformed small and medium sized (SMEs) companies, which are 

infamous in China into manufacturing center of the world. Over time, these new 

millionaires made money from these startups and invest in new business ideas and trigger 

this iterative vicious circle and create strong ecosystem around them.   
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The characteristics of new startup growth have been an ultimate research objective in 

entrepreneurship field. (Aldrich 1999; Brush, Manolova, & Edelman 2008; Low & 

Abrahamson 1997; Stearns & Hills 1996) Hence, the destiny of a vast majority of newly 

established or existing startups is to fail for many years. (Kirchhoff 1994) These startups 

need to develop strategies to overcome challenges such as business model renovation, 

improving organizational structure, strong legal agreements. (Aldrich 1999; Stinchcombe 

1965) Entrepreneurs’ skills (Baron & Markman 2003) and startups’ resources (Davidsson 

& Honig 2003; Ruef, Aldrich, & Carter 2003), market opportunities and environmental 

limitations have also been played critical role in the success of startups. The tasks required 

for successful startups must be accomplished in a very short period of time as well. 

(Brush, Greene, & Hart 2001; Lichtenstein & Brush, 2001) 

 

Entrepreneurs’ expectation for their new startups can be exceeded. However, 

entrepreneurs who establish new venture that exceeds their expectations will be better off 

than entrepreneurs who meet their expectations, who will be better off than entrepreneurs 

who start new startups which fail to meet their expectations in both financially and non-

pecuniary outcomes. Most startups fail to meet the growth expectations of the founders 

who create them. There are several reasons for that. Definition for why founders’ 

expectations of future outcomes are more favorable than what ultimately arises consist of 

extreme self-confidence (Busenitz and Barney 1997), dispositional optimism (Puri and 

Robinson 2009), the planning delusion and use of scenario repetition (Kahneman and 

Lovallo 1993), and entrepreneurs who are presumably to establish new startup after 

screening affirmative but incorrect signals of startup success (Harrison and March 1984).  

If delusive expectations of those establishing new ventures are so common, there is a 

question shows up: Can entrepreneurs do anything to increase their new business 

performances?  
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

Many authorities claim that founders gain significant insights from industry and 

entrepreneurial activates that can be applied to entrepreneurial practices, thereby 

developing entrepreneurial judgment (Baron and Ensley 2006; Wiklund and Shepherd 

2003). Moreover, many studies demonstrate that experience is related with greater task 

performance consisting of foreseeing ability (Mikhail et al. 1997). However, other 

scholars argue the advantage of experience on taking decision and foreseeing for several 

causes including the restrictions of transforming gained knowledge (Jacob et al. 1999) 

into the organizational assets, the lack of skills to obtain learning by doing (Camerer and 

Lovallo 1999) and prejudices that prevent influential learning (Cassar and Craig 2009). 

Previous research also demonstrated that entrepreneurs’ former industry or startup 

experience is a prominent fact in creating successful and accelerating new venture. 

Because, such an experience guides founders’ to overcome emerging problems, 

(Beckman, Burton, & O'Reilly 2007) and comprehensive knowledge of thriving launches. 

In a study carried by Korean researchers in 1996, 48 Korean startups prove more 

profitable performance when the founders have experience in related business areas (Jo 

and Lee 1996). In contrast, some researches reveal that there is no direct relation between 

sales or profitability and founders’   managerial, work or founding experiences 

(Davidsson and Honig 2003). Additionally, except of some high-tech startups, results 

demonstrate that experiences do not positively affect startups’ revenue (Newbert 2005). 

Moreover, both negative or positive impacts might be occur on startups’ performance 

based on founders’ experiences in terms of entrepreneurial and managerial (Tornikoski 

and Newbert 2007). 

The nonoccurrence of results in former researches requires scholars’ to pay close attention 

to determine whether founders’ previous experience is advantageous or not.  Furthermore, 

there is no related research conducted locally in Turkey. The purpose of this study is to 

fill this gap by conducting a research in order to examine a relation between Turkish 

startups’ performance and founders’ business experience. This study claims that there is 

an affirmative correlation between startups growth and founders’ previous personal 
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experience, which becomes organizational assets without any effort. 

Newly established startups have a greater risk of failure for several reasons of failure in 

terms of setup a organizational identity, creating operating procedures and building 

healthy relation with suppliers. In order to minimize those risks, founders’ previous 

entrepreneurial and professional experiences might help startups in order to establish a 

successful launch and growth. In addition, startups need expertise on areas of human 

resource management, gaining competitive advantage and development of procedures. 

However, startups are mostly created by teams, which include small number of members.  

Thus, founders’ earlier professional experiences can avail for newly established startups. 

The literature suggests four types of experience: 

 

i. Founders’ earlier startup experience 

ii. Industry experience 

iii. Experience in the same industry  

iv. Experiences and Industry Technology 

2.1 FOUNDERS’ EARLIER STARTUP EXPERIENCE 

Scholars claim that founders achieve knowledge about business launching by learning 

through experimentation. (Delmar and Shane 2006). One of the most outstanding 

advantages of involving in a new venture creation whether it is successful or not, is the 

learning and knowledge obtained by these experiences (Baron and Ensley 2006), and 

entrepreneurial judgment and evaluation are developed by learning by doing (Colombo 

and Grilli 2005). Gained experience eases greater understanding of the task at hand 

(Dimov 2010; Kolb 1984) eliminating the unknowns when foreseeing coming outcomes 

of the task. Entrepreneurs obtain expertise with the help of recurrent exposure and 

performance of a task, such as the assessment and execution of new startup opportunities 

(Choo and Trotman 1991).  Entrepreneurial experience output permits improvement of 

strong cognitive frameworks that develop the assessment and choose of entrepreneurial 

opportunities and the formulation of more sophisticated judgments (Baron and Ensley 

2006). Founders can refine their new venture assessment process with greater startups 
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foreseeing experience through experience in recurrent tasks; achieve greater competence 

and expertise in that task (Haleblian et al. 2006) just as firms. 

 

Individuals can develop their future forecast by taking consideration their past foreseeing 

mistakes (Jacob et al. 1999). Individuals also can revise their ideas regarding their skills 

to examine new venture opportunities certainly through the experience and reflection on 

past startup operations (Shane 2000), just as firms pick up from their own misconception 

of new markets and revise their assumptions about possible entrance through new markets 

in the future (King and Tucci 2002). Related with this argument, a study focused on 

security analysts infers that they become more certain in foreseeing as they achieve 

experience (Mikhail et al. 1997). 

 

Experience can also diminish the impact of cognitive bias on entrepreneurial forecasting. 

Experience with errors in judgment, where the entrepreneur is being aware of the 

inexactness of his knowledge and beliefs about new venture business opportunities should 

reduces in his opinions. Risks related with new venture creation and the base rates of new 

business success and failure are became more conscious by the funders who have 

practiced new venture creation (Hayward et al. 2006). Moreover, the entrepreneurial 

experience creates an impact of sobering. Also experience restricts over entrepreneur’s 

tendency for optimism in forecasting (Hmieleski and Baron 2009). As a consequence of 

this, predictions performance is improved by pre-entrepreneurial activities for new firms.  

In entrepreneurship, learning is not an automatic process (McGrath 1999) and, mostly 

learning by experiences in not easy (Russo and Schoemaker 1992). The advantages 

obtaining from experiences in foreseeing may be restricted in entrepreneurship for three 

causes. First, limited transfer of obtained knowledge is not accurately possible because 

of variability across entrepreneurial opportunities (Bonner and Lewis 1990). Exposure to 

new venture activities does not automatically cause in knowledge that can be applied 

again to other new ventures (Reuber and Fischer 1994). The environment and its 

circumstances is unique for that business exploits and much of the knowledge of an 

entrepreneurial opportunity. Studies claim that circumstances where knowledge gained 

in one context is transformed into to other contexts are truly limited while knowledge 

obtained from one setting can be applied to others (Singley and Anderson 1989).  It could 
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be crucially restricted when the skills to transfer form earlier experiences in the case of a 

task is not similar and not regularly faced. As a result of this, earlier foreseeing 

experiences may not beneficial unless these forecasting tasks at hand are significantly 

similar to these particular experiences. Each business has unique approach. So, it is not 

certainly true to say that previous experience can be transferred to the evaluation of other 

new business opportunities. 

Secondly, effective learning from experiences might be inhibited by the nature of 

entrepreneurial activities. Judgments can be developed in the case of tasks are well 

explained, reapplied regularly, and feedback is provided in a timely and correct manner 

(Hayward et al. 2006). It is unclear that the iteration and cycle of each new venture 

experience supply enough feedback to apply leaning about new venture evaluation while 

entrepreneurs may have been taken place in several new ventures. For instance, studies 

show that due to the nature of a security analyst’s tasks is focused on predictions, analysts 

become better forecasters with repetitive experience. On contrary, entrepreneurs deal with 

many various tasks during business growth (Reuber and Fischer 1994). Furthermore, 

Forecasting is regulary made by security analysts and accuracy of theire predictions also 

are observed by themselves in a timely and correct manner. In comprasion, founders need 

enough time to observe the results of their fore castings, only observe the results of those 

new ventures they sustain, and have equivocalness in relation to the precision of their 

predictions. Moreover, startup experience from one new business causes in only one 

evaluation of an entrepreneurial opportunity related with one result of that forecasting, 

caused in restricted learning by doing particularly connected to foreseeing. Thus, it is not 

clear that entrepreneurial experience that results effective learning in forecasting can’t be 

gained by entrepreneurs enough timely and correct manner. 

Third, emotion and cognitive biases of entrepreneurs is possibly restricted by learning 

from experience. Influential experimental learning necessitates a substantive evaluation 

of entrepreneurs’ performance of earlier events (Madsen and Desai 2010). Due to positive 

or negative emotional responses, entrepreneurs may find it to difficult to objectively 

evaluate or not precise evaluation of their new ventures or unlikable to revisit the poor 

performance. Generally, feedback, a frequent task and certain record of beliefs and results 

are required by reduction in cognitive bias (Hogarth 1987). However, during the new 
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venture creation by entrepreneurs, these features are probably missing. Related with these 

arguments, research demonstrates that performance feedback is not only noisy but also 

systemically biased when reminded by new entrepreneurs (Cassar and Craig 2009). If 

entrepreneurs cannot remind without bias the experiences, environment, and conditions 

from earlier entrepreneurial performance, their skill or perceived requirement to depurate 

their abilities in new venture opportunity evaluation is reduced.  

In conclusion, learning restricted by lack of timely and regular feedback, and cognitive 

biases cause in startup experience not developing entrepreneurial foreseeing performance. 

These are the arguments associated by some researches that we cover above.  

2.2 INDUSTRY EXPERIENCE  

Entrepreneurship involves evaluation and action in an environment of risk and insecurity 

Entrepreneurial activities, such as the creation and operation of new businesses, can be 

described as a fact-finding process (Kirzner 1997). Through the discovery process and 

the knowledge obtained, new venture opportunities can be identified and exploited by 

entrepreneurs . Uncertainty, which includes conditions and results that can’t be simply 

quantified because of incomplete knowledge, can be diminished to a certain extent by 

better informing and understanding the environment, technology, and available actions 

and potential outcomes. 

The number of unknowns and assumptions an entrepreneur needs to make when assessing 

their prospects is reduced by experience in similar contexts. Those with mastery in a 

specific industry are possibly to obtain relevant and more certain information about their 

new performance in the same field. Entrepreneurs working in a sector can gain insights 

into the prices, cost structure, value chain, or profitability of various market segments and 

products (Dimov 2010). In addition, industry experience may raise the entrepreneur's 

awareness of market trends and supply exposure to current improvements in production 

or service delivery processes, diminishing technological uncertainty (Delmar and Shane 

2006). As a result, entrepreneurs with industry experience achieve insight into new 

venture opportunities and processes, which lower the uncertainty of business evaluation 

(Dimov 2010). 
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Experiences in similar contexts permit entrepreneurs to better assess and understand the 

environment in which their new business will compete (Chandler 1996). For instance, 

industry experience may improve the understanding of the impact of macroeconomic 

circumstances on industry growth and performance (Mikhail et al. 1997). In addition, 

employment in an industry provides substantial and non-codified knowledge to assess 

opportunities that can’t be gained from other sources (Delmar and Shane 2006). The 

industry experience enables the entrepreneur to better assess opportunities in the industry 

(Ronstadt 1988).  

2.3 EXPERIENCES IN THE SAME INDUSTRY 

The applicability of the experience to future companies depends on its similarity to 

specific future activities (Gruber et al., 2008). The closer the experience is to the task, the 

more the entrepreneur can utilize the knowledge gained from this experience to evaluate 

and operate the new enterprise (Stuart and Abetti, 1990). In the industry, the start-up 

experience can lead to less heterogeneity between experienced and valued companies, 

increase the similarity of forecasting tasks and diminish the specificity and novelty of risk 

assessment. Diminished variability between the foreseeing tasks raises the stock of 

relevant insights that can be transferred from past experience to the current opportunity 

assessment.  

Given the closer relationship between the experience and the forecasting task, the 

industry-specific start-up experience in which the new venture runs may therefore be 

more advantageous to entrepreneurs in predictions than the experience of a general 

beginning.  

2.4 EXPERIENCES AND INDUSTRY TECHNOLOGY 

The advantage of experience in predictions and business decision-making can generally 

be greater in high uncertainty contexts such as business opportunities in new technologies 

or high-tech industries. New technology startups are inherently unpredictable and are 

often evaluated with restricted information on technical feasibility and market 

circumstances (Shane and Stuart 2002). Distortions in the prediction and influence of 

cognitive biases, such as over-consistency, are more likely to occur in contexts of high 
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uncertainty or complexity. For example, when the forecasting event is new and uncertain, 

it has been observed that entrepreneurs use limited evaluation criteria and are more likely 

to be over-confident in their prediction (Lowe and Ziedonis 2006). Understanding of the 

industry and business processes that can reduce uncertainty in evaluating business 

opportunities are more possible for experienced entrepreneurs. Experience raises the 

likelihood that the entrepreneur becomes aware of significant actions or dangers of 

feasibility that could be ignored in assessing the startup if the decision maker does not 

know them. Given the greater uncertainty faced by high-tech companies, the forecasting 

experience may be more beneficial for entrepreneurs who start businesses in the high-

tech industries.  

Startups must have detailed knowledge on bureaucracies such as administrative 

registrations, tax declarations, and social security. Founders must deal with these 

mandatory procedures, which do not create any competitive advantage but requires time 

and efforts. Founders with previous experience on these issues might focus on strategy 

and allocate time for significant subjects such as sales, supply chain management and 

business model in order to gain competitive advantage. (Lerner & Haber 2001) 

Researches also prove that earlier experience cause to develop new business opportunities 

and strength forethought of future customer needs and market trends (Helfat & Lieberman 

2002). Founding experience of founders is also advantageous in boost growth of startups. 

(Rubenson & Gupta 1992) Work experience in areas such as finance and marketing 

develops their operational knowledge and alleviates experimental learning. Since, there 

is a crucial overlaps in regulations and standard practices, prior founding experience 

knowledge can be transferred to launch new spin-offs for founders with ease.  

 

Because the support for impacts of previous work experience on launching a successful 

startup has been a controversial topic, this study aims to examine Turkish startup 

ecosystem. This is because international researches might not be suitable for local 

ecosystem because of unequal regional dynamics.  

2.5 HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT 

In order to examine the hypotheses, control lists listed below are evaluated. Experience 



16 

 

of the founders of the startups listed in these list below are analyzed.  

Control Lists: 

i. Founders in Investment Backed Turkish Tech Startups  

ii. Founders in Exited Turkish Tech Startups  

iii. Founders in Startup100 List 

Previous researches show that correlation between earlier experience and startups success 

assumes that founders’ knowledge is automatically transferred to organizational asset 

(Huber 1991). Founders experience is appropriately assimilated, encoded, distributed, 

and interpreted in the case of founders’ previous work experience become a collective 

asset for the organization. The pre-work experience can be transmitted and shared among 

organizational members as well. (Huber 1991) 

Founders’ earlier work experience is not assimilated unless the experience is transmitted 

through knowledge sharing opportunities. These experiences can be either explicit and 

codified or implicit and shared only through direct interactions. Founders also can’t 

transfer all of their experiences to organizational assets due to their limited capabilities. 

Founders’ experiences are leached in timely and efficient manners for distribution and 

interpretation. Because, knowledge remained from previous entrepreneurial and 

professional experiences may include errors, which are not related to current startup 

needs.  

Founders’ previous experience can be transformed not only formal manners such as 

standard operating procedures but also collective behavior and thinking. However, 

founders’ experience has a bounded affect in the case of inadequate organizational effort 

to transfer the earlier experience into an asset. These assertions provide clue for the 

common impact of interpretation and information distribution, which minimize the 

affirmative link between growth of startup and earlier experience of the founders.  

Impact of previous founding experience may differ based on the type of experiences. 

Actually, previous researches have categorized pre-founding experiences into several 

sorts that relate varying levels relevance. For instance, a study demonstrates that if the 

members of founding team have greater experience in the same industry, which improves 
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their competitive advantage, high-tech startups grow faster (Kor 2003). Due to strong 

relation of same industry experience, this research foresees that of the three kinds of 

experiences, founders’ same industry experience is most influential in quickening venture 

growth when resources are portioned to information distribution and interpretation. The 

patterns by which interpretation and information distribution minimize positive impact 

on organizational growth are most obvious for earlier founding experience in the same 

industry.  

H. Previous startup, work or same industry experiences of founders affect the success of 

the technology startups that they established positively 
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3. METHODS 

 

 

Since the hypothesis posits success rate of startups with entrepreneurs who have previous 

work experience are better than entrepreneurs without any experience, meaning of 

success for the technology startups should have been defined first. Success is relative 

concept. The meaning of success might vary from person to person. However, in this 

research we have defined the meaning of success based on several criteria.  

3.1 FOUNDERS IN INVESTMENT BACKED TURKISH TECH STARTUPS 

The first criterion that we check is whether a technology startup has raised investment or 

not. Fundraising is very crucial milestone for technology startups. Because technology 

startups –by definition- aim to grow exponentially and fast. This kind of growth might 

require huge cash injection due to expanding into new markets, increasing the scope of 

costumers, enlarging the team and etc. A startup without a fundraising may flounder the 

weight of its own debt. So, the funding can be considered as a fuel on which runs business. 

Additionally, cost of materials, office supplies, equipment, salaries, other utilities may 

not be covered owners’ savings for startups which are in idea-stage Besides, technology 

startups might have a great idea and only have minimum viable product (MVP). 

Developing the product may require cash investment to improve the quality and 

specifications of the product. Expansion may also require new location, new goods or 

services, product and marketing research, additional staff, facilities, hiring of necessary 

talents, business licenses, marketing activities. So when it comes to expanding the startup, 

funding is necessary. Figure and Table 3.1 demonstrates the stages of financing in 

technology startups, which have various characteristics in terms of the objectives of the 

startups. 

 

Moreover, investors such as Venture Capitals (VC) or Angel Investors are looking for 

high return on investment (ROI) for technology startups as compared to traditional 

industries. Because technology startups are relatively capital efficient to scale and can 

grow quickly by developing technology and can set entry barriers for competitors and 

have chance to build valuable business models. However, high return also includes high 
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risk. So, investing in technology startups is risky. Thus, investors especially VCs, which 

are professional entities, governed by professional investors examine startups carefully 

before fundraising and pick the investment candidate startups cautiously. In addition, 

investors also assist startups to build-up business models and strategy again and again. 

VC is focused for financing different types of startups, which give the possibility of 

above-average chances of success and profits, considering a huge risk (Gompers, Lerner 

2001) This raises startups chance to become successful. So, investment-raised startups 

can be considered as successful startups since they convinced investors to fundraise after 

painstaking investment process.  

 

Figure 3.1 Startup Financing Cycle 

 

Source: Cardullo, 1999 
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Table 3.1: Life Cycle of Innovation 

 

Source: Matusiak, 2013 

 

3.2 FOUNDERS IN EXITED TURKISH TECH STARTUPS 

The second criterion that we control is the previous work experience of entrepreneurs in 

technology startups, which have exited. The meaning of business exit is the strategic plan 

of entrepreneurs in order to sell his or her ownership in the startups to another company 

by M&A (Merger and Acquisition) or selling his/her shares to an investor or IPO (Initial 

Public Offering). By doing this, entrepreneurs make a considerable profit. They reduce 

or liquidate their stakes in the business.  
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Entrepreneurs might think that their startups are their dream. If the business makes 

money, they do not need to think about the exit strategy. Wrong. Entrepreneurs should 

plan their business exit strategy from very early days of the startups. Exit is very crucial 

strategy for startups because of several reasons. First exit strategy protects the values of 

the business entrepreneurs have built. Second, exit creates a smooth transition for other 

stakeholders and management team. Additionally, it generates a potential income for 

entrepreneurs for retirement or disability. Exit also enhances the future worth of your 

business. Moreover, exit creates direction for your business’s growth. Lastly, investors 

who have raised money for your startup would like entrepreneurs to exit. Hence, investors 

put their money into risky startups. And they would like to have their money back. So, 

exit is the clearest way of doing this.  

 

Why exit is considered as a success for entrepreneurs? The first reason is that startups 

might raise several investments respectively such as Seed-round, Series-A, Series-B, and 

Series-C until exit stage. In the exit, the technology startups might have passed through 

at least one of these stages. So, startups have evaluated detailed by several investors and 

succeed to raise investment. At the end of all of these, entrepreneurs have exited by selling 

their companies or shares to thousands dollars and make money for both entrepreneurs 

and its’ previous investors. All these efforts can be considered as a success.  

3.3 FOUNDERS IN STARTUP100 LIST 

The last criterion that we check is the previous work experience of entrepreneurs, which 

have taken place in startup100 List in Turkey. Startup100 ranks newly established 

technology companies. Its consultative committee consists of major players such as 

venture capitals such as 212, 3TS, angel investors such as Sina Afra, Nevzat Aydın, 

incubation and accelerations centers such as Yıldız Teknopark, Keiretsu, academicians 

such as Erhan Erkut, and successful entrepreneurs such as Sina Afra, Emre Kurttepeli in 

Turkey. 

The required criteria for startups to take place in Startup100 list that they should have 

been founded at least one year at most 5 years ago in Turkey. Financials are obtained 

from the startups’ founders. Large companies corporations can’t also take place in the 

list. Based n these criteria, each consultative committee choses 10 startups and they lists 
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these startups from 10 to 1. First startup takes 10 points. Last startup takes 1 point. Since 

all consultative committee members completed grading, and grades summed up 

cumulatively. So, Startup100 List is completed based on these criteria.  
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4. RESULTS 

 

 

The lists of startups, which have raised money or have exited, are obtained from 

Startups.Watch database, which is founded in 2015 by Serkan Ünsal. Startups.Watch is a 

technology startup-analyzing platform focused on Turkey and MENA (Middle East and 

North Africa). Startups.Watch has following more than 5500 startups, 275 investors, 47 

techno parks and 36 accelerators so far. Although Startups.Watch is founded in 2015, it 

follows companies founded in very early 2000s as well.   

4.1 INVESTMENT BACKED STARTUP FOUNDERS 

Based on Startups.Watch database, there are 652 investment is occurred for technology 

startups in Turkey. The first investment, which is raised for Yemeksepeti is occurred in 

April 2008. The last investment that I consider is raised for Coiny in March 2018. So in 

this thesis we have looked over approximately 10 years in technology startup eco-system 

in Turkey.  

 

652 investments are raised for 421 technology startups, which are listed on the Table 4.11. 

Firstly, the entrepreneurial teams of these startups are founded. In order to do that, I have 

looked over the websites of the startups, news, interviews or etc. related with those 

startups to found the name of the founding team. Afterwards, we have looked over the 

founding teams’ earlier work experience by using LinkedIn profiles of the entrepreneurs. 

Since some of them have no LinkedIn profile or no enough information on their profiles, 

I could only evaluate 221 startups, which are listed in Table 4.12. Since a startup may 

contain more than one founder, the total work experiences of the founders have 

considered. For example; if startup A has two founders and let’s say these founders 

respectively have 13 and 21 months of previous work experience, I have evaluated as the 

total work experience of startup A’s founding team is 34 months.  

 

According to Table 4.13, only 64 startups’ founders have no previous work experience. 

On the other hand, 71% of technology startups have pre-work experience. When I 

examined pre-work experienced startups, I have found out that average work experience 
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of these startups are 87.2 months. So, it means that the average total work experiences of 

the entrepreneurial teams of technology startups, which are raised investment, are 

approximately 7 years.  

 

Total work experiences of founders, which are less than 12 months are only 31.2% 

of all technology startups according to Table 4.14. On the other hand, %53.4 of 

technology startups has founding teams, which have more than 36 months previous 

experience. 
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Table 4.11: Investment Raised Tech Startups Between 04.2008 – 03.2018 
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Source: Startups.Watch, 2018 
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Table 4.12: The Total Pre-Work Experience of the Investment Raised Startups’ 

Founders (months) 

 

 

 

 



29 

 

Table 4.13: Investment Raised Startups’ Founders with/without Pre-work 

Experience 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.14: The Total Pre-Work Experience Distribution of the Investment Raised 

Startup Founders 

 

 

4.2 EXITED FOUNDERS  

Again based on Startups.watch database, there are 109 exits, which are listed on Table 

4.21 is occurred by technology startups in Turkey. According to LinkedIn profiles of the 

startups’ entrepreneurs, we have again looked over the founding teams’ earlier work 

experiences. I could take 68 of 109 startups into consideration because of lack of 

information about the founders of 41 technology startups. Based on these 68 startups, I 

have seen that 88% of the founding teams of exited startups have previous work 

experience. In contrast, only 12% of them have no earlier work experience before 

establishing their startups. (Table 4.22) 

 

When I examine the distribution of the pre-work experience, I have seen that only 11.8% 

of the total earlier work experience of the founding team of these has less than 12 months. 

14.7% of them have less than 24 months and 17.6% of them have less than 36 months. 

(Table 4.23) In other words, 82.4% of exited technology startups’ founding team 

members’ total previous work experience is more than 3 years.  And the average total 

work experience of these 68 startups is 104.6 months, which is almost 9 years.  
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Table 4.21: Exited Tech Startups Between 04.2008 – 03.2018 

 

Source: Startups.Watch, 2018 
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Table 4.22: Exited Startups’ Founders with/without Pre-work Experience 

 

 

 

Table 4.23: The Total Pre-Work Experience Distribution of the Exited Startups’ 

Founders 

 

 

4.3 STARTUP100 LIST FOUNDERS 

Startups100 List is lastly published in 2017. In the thesis, I considered that list which 

takes place on Table 4.31. There are a hundred technology startups on that list.  In order 

to find out founding team earlier work experience, we have looked over the entrepreneurs’ 

LinkedIn profiles. I could only examined 61 startups because of the lack of information 

about remaining 39 startups’ founders.  

 

According to these 61 startups, I’ve seen that only 13.1% of them has no previous work 

experience. On contrary, 86.9% of these startups’ founders have earlier professional work 

experience. (Table 4.32) And the average total work experience of these startups founding 

teams are 121.3 months, which equals approximately 10 years of total previous work 

experience of the founding team members.  

 

According to Table 4.33, only 14.8% of startups’ founding team members total work 

experience is less than 12 months.  21.3% of startups’ entrepreneurial team members total 

work experience is less than 24 months. On the other hand, 69.9% of Starup100 List 

startups’ founding teams total work experience is more than 36 months. 
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Table 4.31: Startup100 List Published In 2017 

 

 

Source: Startups.Watch & LinkedIn, 2018  

 

Table 4.32: Startup100 List’s Founders with/without Pre-work Experience 

 

 

 

Table 4.33: The Total Pre-Work Experience Distribution of the Startup100 List’s 

Founders 

 

 



33 

 

5. DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSION 

 

 

The aim of this thesis is to find out whether there is a direct relation between earlier work 

experience of founders and the success of their technology startups or not. In order to 

examine that founders of investment raised startups, exited startups and startups took 

place in Startup100 List are evaluated. As it shown on Figure 5.1, startups’ founders with 

pre-work experience are bigger than all three control lists, which are respectively 71% in 

investment backed startups, %88,2 in exited startups, and %86,9 in Startup100 List 

startups. These results prove that there is an affirmative correlation between previous 

work experience and the success.  

 

Figure 5.1: Founders with/without Pre-work Experience 

 

When we compare three lists with each other, pre-work experience rate of exited startup’ 

founders and Startup100 List’ founders are more than investment backed startup 

founders. Since exit, which can be seen, as IPO, M&A or selling shares requires a 

successful growing company and outstanding know-how in business, experience might 

be a very significant requirement. Furthermore, since authorities, which investigate 
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technology startups deeply and detailed, comprise Startup100 List rate of former 

experienced founders in Starup100 List is also bigger than investment raised startups. 

This is also proven by the Figure 5.2, which demonstrates the average total earlier work 

experience of the founders. On this table Startup100 List founders are more experienced 

(121.3 months) than two other control lists. 

Figure 5.2: Average Earlier Work Experience 

 

Figure 5.3, 5.4 and 5.5 demonstrates the distribution of previous work experience of the 

founders of technology startups in Turkey. These charts also assert the importance of 

earlier work experience in the success of the technology startups. Although there are few 

startups with inexperienced founders, most of the startups’ founders are earlier 

professional experience. Hence, startup companies operates with high risk which causes 

a failure because of several reasons such as setup an organizational identity, creating 

operating procedure and building healthy relation with suppliers. All of these factors 

require deep know-how knowledge in business field and by doing these startups can 

minimize those risks. Furthermore, startups require expertise on areas such as human 

resource management, developing a competitive strategy and positioning product based 

on market needs. These tasks can be managed successfully by the abilities and skills of 

founding team members of the technology startups.  
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Furthermore, as it previously stated in Table 1.1, most of the reasons about why startups 

fail, can easily eliminated by the help of previous work experience of founding team 

members. For instances, “no market need” reason, which is measured as 42% of why 

startups fail can excluded by entrepreneurs if they have developed skills in order to 

understand the demands of the market and develop the product based on this. Otherwise, 

startups can have a product, which serves no one. Again  “run out of cash” reasons, which 

is measured as 29% of why startups fail can be eliminated by deep understanding in 

finance. If the founding team members are experienced about cash flow management, 

they can manage and prepare the business financial requirements properly. Consequently, 

these results show us technology startups with experienced founding team members can 

decrease startups failure rate and increase their chance in order to build up a successful 

startup. 

 

This study proves that there is a direct correlation between startups success and founders’ 

previous work experience, which becomes organizational assets without any effort. In 

order to establish successful technology startups, entrepreneurs must have some skills and 

abilities. These characteristics can be listed such as network, financial power, leadership 

skills of the founding team and etc. When these requirements take into consideration, it 

is very obvious to see that previous entrepreneurs’ professional work experience might 

be a very crucial necessity for building an outstanding business. 
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Figure 5.3: Previous Work Experience Distribution of Investment Backed Startups' 

Founders  

 

Figure 5.4: Previous Work Experience Distribution of Exited Startups' Founders  
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Figure 5.5: Previous Work Experience Distribution of Startup100 List Startups' 

Founders  

 

Since startups have high risk of failure (Erin Griffith, 2014), founding team is one of the 

most significant factors of to establish a successful startup. Hence, founders of the startups 

examine detailed researches in order to understand business concepts, technologies, ideas 

and their commercial potential in the market.  It is also proven with previous researches, 

which state that founders’ earlier industry or startup experience is a outstanding fact in 

creating successful and growing new business. Because, such an experience of 

entrepreneurs guides founders’ to overcome emerging problems, and comprehensive 

knowledge of thriving launches. As it already stated in Literature Review part scholars 

claim that entrepreneurs achieve knowledge about the company by learning through 

experimentation. Gained experience simplifies understanding of the tasks at the hand, 

eliminating the risks.  
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6. LIMITATIONS 

 

 

This study can be enlarged by categorizing the earlier work experience of the founders in 

subheadings such as earlier startup experience, earlier same industry experience, earlier 

different industry experience. By doing this, we can have deep understanding about which 

of experience is most predominant about the success of the startups.  

 

Besides, in order to better understand the effect of earlier work experience in the success 

of technology startups, unsuccessful startups’ founders’ earlier experience can be 

examined as well. With this research, we can find out that whether earlier work 

experience also affects the success of technology startups negatively or not. In this study, 

we conducted our research by evaluating successful startups which are investment raised, 

exited or took place in Startup100 List. On contrary, as some scholars stated, former work 

experience might affect the startups’ success negatively. We can only understand this by 

examining unsuccessful startups’ founders.  

 

Consequently, this study is examined because technology startups are very important for 

the economies. They can be growth engines for the countries. Technology startups reach 

huge market capitalizations without large asset needs. Thus, for growing economies such 

as Turkey, these entities can be the one of the key entities to provide economic 

development. So, if we pay more attention to technology startups and understand the 

dynamics behind the scenes, we can raise the success rates of these companies. This 

research is also conducted in order to create more and more successful Turkish startup 

ecosystem.  
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