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ABSTRACT 

While good user experience (UX) can be seen to provide 

competitive advantage for the company and added value to users, 

resources for achieving UX may often be lacking in software 

startups. Furthermore, in different phases of business and product 

development process, concentrating on the focal things can be 

challenging. In this study, we investigated the factors affecting UX 

work in startups as well as UX goals startups set for their products. 

Furthermore, we reviewed the goals in terms of the Minimum 

Viable UX framework as well as value creation aspects. We present 

qualitative results of a survey study with 20 software startups as 

well as findings of a literature review. Our study suggests that while 

startups aim to provide products with good usability, the lack of a 

more comprehensive approach to UX can hinder their value 

creation; affecting both user satisfaction and business success. As 

a result, this may affect the successful implementation of startup’s 

business model.   

CCS Concepts 

•Human-centered computing~User centered design  

Keywords 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Tremendous changes have taken place in software industry in the 

past decade. Companies - especially startups - are struggling with 

ever increasing global competition in software business. Such 

change drive software firms to shift the attention away from the 

product, and focus on service offering [1]. In this volatile 

environment, many companies may aim at superior user experience 

(UX) as a differentiating factor [2, 3]. While it is beneficial for 

companies to invest in product R&D, the new technologies will 

become standardized and easy to replicate as these technologies 

move along the life cycle towards the maturity stage. 

 On the other hand, efforts to improve UX can often create great 

value and provide companies with new growth alongside the 

technological development [4]. Thus, UX design is defined as one 

type of process innovation [5], and can be considered as an essential 

component to the core technology [4]. 

Meanwhile, software startups operate under great uncertainty while 

seeking scalable business models. With scarce resources on time, 

money, and employees, startups attempt to create products for 

global markets [6]. Startups are characterized to be temporary 

organizations that have little to no operating history [6]. Also, they 

lack formal processes [6]. While new entrepreneurial methods of 

the Customer development [7] and the Lean startup [8] emphasize 

the role of customer in the center of business development, 

prioritization can be hard. Startups need to balance between 

different tasks that help the company move forward as their primary 

business objective is to survive [9]. The Minimum Viable User 

eXperience (MVUX) framework [10] suggests that by assuring 

good enough UX startups gain direct benefits. Paying attention to 

UX from early on can give leverage for example by involving users 

to actively contribute to product development and to spread the 

word [11]. However, little work has been done to look at how UX 

creates value from the viewpoint of business models. 

The role of UX in product success can not be defined precisely. 

Though UX has been long considered as an incremental 

improvement to the business, it is well-suited to be a disruptive 

(process) innovation as the society moves into the experience 

economy [12], [4]. In fact, [3] argued that UX can be deemed as 

another core layer of value, in specific the hedonic qualities of the 

offering supporting users’ emotional values. The actual product 

functional layer and augmented service layer as defined in [4], are 

inherent contributors to the overall UX. However, one common 

issue preventing business practitioners from recognizing the value 

of UX is that they do not distinguish functional (or pragmatic) value 

from hedonic value [3]. A growing body of research acknowledges 

that paying attention to UX plays a major role in business 

competition [4], [3], [13]. Morville [12] stresses that formulating 

strategy without embracing UX can be costly, and practitioners can 

no long afford to neglect UX. 

In this paper, we investigate factors affecting UX work in startups 

as well as the focus of UX in software startups in terms of two-

dimensional value creation. Here, we refer to two-dimensional 

value creation as providing value to user and providing value to 

business. Our research questions are:  

1) What affects UX work in startups?,  

2) What is the focus in UX goals in startups, and are they in line 

with the MVUX framework? and  

3) Does UX startups aim at support the two-dimensional value 

creation?  
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To answer these questions, we conducted a survey study with 21 

respondents from 20 startups. In this paper, we present our results 

and discuss them as well as existing literature. We also use the 

results to further validate the MVUX framework [10] and its 

possibilities to enhance the value creation through UX in startups. 

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 presents 

related literature on UX work in software startups as well as how 

UX is connected to business models through value creation. 

Research methodology is illustrated in Section 3. Results from the 

UX survey among startups and the analysis on the survey are given 

in Section 4 to present UX goals and factors affecting UX work in 

startups. Finally, the theoretical and practical implications arising 

from the study are discussed in Section 5, before the conclusions 

are presented in Section 6. 

2. RELATED WORK 

2.1 UX Work in Startups 
Startups are characterized by working under great uncertainty and 

time pressure, with limited resources while lacking operating 

history [6]. Startups are usually expected to be only temporary 

organizations that search for a scalable business model. While the 

success rate of startups is not high, they are disrupting industries by 

efficiently using digitalization and opportunities in global markets. 

While working against the odds for survival, the Lean startup 

method [8] has gained attention among startups. Product 

development starts by testing hypothesis and seeking validation for 

product ideas before building anything. Getting out of the building 

and involving possible customers and users to gain validated 

learning brings entrepreneurs closer to end-users. The Lean startup 

also encourages to experiment a product idea’s potential with 

Minimum Viable Products (MVP) that are built with the smallest 

amount of implementation required to validate a product idea [8].  

For developing good UX, startups are struggling with limited 

skillset of the team as well as with finding test users and light 

weight methods for user involvement [11]. Due to living with great 

uncertainty, startups need to carefully balance between value 

providing and wasteful activities. It is common for startup to start 

with very limited product versions or MVPs, for which UX plays a 

role in enabling communicating vision of the product in order to 

gain feedback for product and business development [14]. For 

startups to efficiently reach good enough UX, the MVUX 

framework was established to describe the beneficial elements of 

UX to implement by startups [10]. The MVUX framework – 

presented in Figure 1 – consists of main level elements (Attractive, 

Approachable, Professional, Selling the idea) that contribute to 

startup being able to effectively achieve their goals for product and 

business development [10].  

Fig. 1. The MVUX framework according to [10].  

In general, scientific literature on UX work and its role to startups 

is scarce. While some knowledge from for example combining 

agile and user-centered design practices [15] may be relevant, 

understanding of how good UX can be achieved in startups is still 

lacking.  

Long term user satisfaction may not be the most important goal for 

a startup, especially at the early phases when product and business 

model may still change. However, if neglected, poor UX can result 

in feedback purely on user interface if users abandon the product 

before understanding what the product is about [11]. Depending on 

the stage of startup, the goal for UX can be for example enabling 

collecting meaningful user feedback, gaining positive attention, 

having users contribute to product development, or providing data 

to convince important stakeholders. In the MVUX framework [10], 

it is indicated that elements Attractive, Approachable, and 

Professional contribute to the element of Selling the idea. For fast 

and light UX design, the MVUX framework can be seen as a tool 

in using UX goals as design drivers. The use of UX design goals 

may assist in designing for a specific goal [16] that may be sensible 

in startups that seek validation for a specific idea and vision.  

2.2 Business Models Create Value through 

UX 

2.2.1 Business models and value creation  
The concept of business model has attracted significant attention 

and raised profound debate among the scholars regarding how to 

conceptualize business model. For instance, Chesbrough and 

Rosenbloom [17] conceive business model as a focusing device 

that explains how economic value could be extracted from a 

technology or business idea. Morris, Schindehutte and Allen [18] 

define business model as a set of decision variables, which are 

inter-connected to create sustainable competitive advantage. Other 

conceptualization may also include an architectural model [19, 20], 

a typological model [21], a narrative model [22], a design model 

[23], and a conceptual canvas tool [24].  

Referring to several studies [25, 26], the origin of business model 

can be traced back to the idea of business: “what a company offers 

to whom and how”. It consists components such as resources and 

competences, internal and external organizational structure, 

customer value proposition as well as cost and revenue structure 

[23]. 

To uncover how business model links to UX, we have to go back 

to the basis of business model, which is creation and capturing of 

value [26]. As pointed out by [22], the notion of value is commonly 

accepted among the scholars within the business model domains. 

According to [27], integrating the aspect of value has tremendously 

influenced the existing streams of business model studies. One of 

the latest business model conceptualizations is also wrapped around 

value proposition [22], suggested by Zott, Amit and Massa [28] as 

a construct that conceptualizes the value creation and value 

capturing of a company. Thus, value creation and value capture 

activities and processes are considered to appropriately represent 

the essences of business model conceptualizations in majority of 

the definitions [29, 30, 31, 32, 33]. 

Based on marketing perspective, [34] proposed that value can come 

from demand (customer) and supply (business) sides, and five 

forms of value can be derived from value creation process, namely, 

the net value as utilitarian balancing of benefits and sacrifices, the 

marketing value related to product (or service) attributes, the 

derived value as outcome of use, the sale value related to pricing 

and the rational value that is associated with the benefits expressed 

in the exchange. By reconciling [34]’s view with typical business 



 

 

model perspective, it can be conceptualized that business model 

involves a dual creation process, that is creating value for customer 

(normally as value creation) and value for business that adopts a 

specific business model (normally as value capturing). The 

following sections show how UX is connected to the two sides of 

value creation. 

2.2.2 UX and customer value creation  
“Value for customer” is defined by Woodall [34] as “any demand-

side, personal perception of advantage arising out of a customer’s 

association with an organization’s offering”. Sawhney [35] 

describes three types of value that a business can create. The first 

type is functional value, which refers to features, performance and 

reliability. Another type is economic value regarding the time and 

money that customers are willing to spend in exchange of product 

or service. The last type is emotional value, referring to the feeling 

or self-expression that a customer experiences during acquisition 

and utilization of a product or service. Barnes, Blake & Pinder [36] 

introduced a benefit and cost perspective on value creation, 

suggesting an assessment of how customers perceive the value in 

terms of benefit gained and cost reduced.  

To connect the value creation concept of business model with 

customer experience, Osterwalder et al. [37] developed the “value 

proposition model” to enable a structured way of elaborating the 

value created by business model through designing “value 

proposition” for product or service [37]. The value proposition 

model involves an assessment of value from the customer side and 

offering side. The customer side provides an assessment of 

customer needs or “job to be done”, exploring what makes them 

satisfied as gains and dissatisfied as pains [24], [36], [37], [38]. 

While a customer may not always be a user, end-user’s experience 

affects how well a product or service enables “a job to be done”, 

and value to be gained. 

The field of UX deepens the notion of value creation associated 

with business model. Referring to Hassenzahl’s [39] model of UX, 

users usually construct product attributes with a mental model that 

combines actual features with personal value, expectations and/or 

standards. With this concept, product attributes comprise content, 

presentation, functionality and interaction style, which all affect 

users’ perceptions of value from value proposition and actual 

product or service offerings [39]. Two categories of user value are 

defined as pragmatic value (user-perceived usability) and hedonic 

value that is defined as pleasure-producing qualities [39], [3]. 

Contrary to the conventional product development logic that places 

product as the core, Hassenzahl’s view [39] suggests that user 

experience should the center of an offering, while the product or 

service is designed around it. The value of an offering is actually 

realized by users or customers during an experience of engaging 

with the product or service [3]. This logic presumes that customers 

do not passively receive the value, but rather interacting and co-

creating their own experience of value derived from a value 

realization process [40, 41]. As determined by [42] and [43], 

companies can not design the experience, however, they can design 

prerequisites of the desired experience, enabling customers to 

experience the offering by giving representational artifacts and 

constructing contexts [44]. This new paradigm points out what a 

value realization process really is, thus explaining how UX and 

actual offerings are interwoven to create value for customers. 

Overall, the convergence of value concepts in UX and business 

model studies gives a holistic view on customer value creation. A 

customer’s “job to be done” can be a pragmatic type, representing 

such factors that fulfil the essential purpose of employing a product 

or service; or it can be hedonic factors that connecting with feelings 

and customer’s inner perspective. Gains and pains can also be 

divided in the same way. Functional factors that represent 

pragmatic value come from functional outcomes, while hedonic 

value is connected to arousing certain emotions [37], [45]. 

2.2.3 UX and business value creation  
Though UX can create multiple categories of customer value, the 

costs of UX development can be significant. Nielsen’s [46] 

research suggests that approximately 63% of large-scale software 

projects went beyond budget due to costs associated to usability 

engineering. Software development managers often consider UX 

costs as added expenses [47]. Thus, UX should align with company 

goals [48], and create value and benefit to business [47], since [48] 

estimates that first 10% of the software design process, can 

determine 90% of the end product’s cost and performance. 

In spite of the variety of literature on how UX creates value for 

users and customers, how UX creates value for its creators or 

developers is comparatively under-explored. However, in practice, 

UX creating superior business value appears to be a common 

denominator of successful startups that became large enterprises 

(i.e. Amazon, Google) [49]. From usability engineering 

perspective, Marcus [47] identified three categories of business 

value from usability engineering: 1) costs reduction (involving 

lower development cost, development time, maintenance cost, and 

redesign cost); 2) sales growth (including increased purchase and 

transaction, retaining customers and attracting new customers); 3) 

use effectiveness (reducing user error, increasing productivity and 

user satisfaction).  

From strategy and business model perspective, Sward and 

Macarthur [50] suggest that capturing business value via 

competitive advantages through delivering desirable UX is in 

alignment with a company’s strategic intent. The resource-based 

view of value capture arises from the argument that companies 

achieve a distinctive position or a competitive advantage by 

assembling combinations of resources that are scarce and difficult 

to replicate [51], whereas in UX, it means the UX and design 

resources that give software companies a unique position in the 

market. By incorporating engineering and business perspectives, 

this study proposes three categories of business value that UX can 

create, specifically for software startups. 

One stream of UX literature suggests that value of product or 

service as perceived by customers can be a key to differentiate a 

company’s position [3], [2], which draws attention to UX design as 

a strategic intent. In other words, UX can create value to customers 

while allowing the firm to capture value with differentiation 

strategy. As identified by [52], providing an attractive consumer 

experience directly correlates to a firm’s competitive advantage. 

Sward and Macarthur [50] argue that certain elements of UX, for 

instance, the user interface (UI) is relatively easy to replicate. Thus, 

UI alone could not contribute to a firm’s differentiated position. 

However, the same study [50] discovered that a firm’s ability to 

provide superior and valuable experiences contributed to the firm’s 

success in remaining competitive. Thus, designing compelling UX 

becomes an effective strategy to maintaining competitive 

advantage and a key enabler for business value creation within 

business models. 

In addition to giving differentiating advantage as a generic business 

value, a survey of literature provides clarity in how UX creates 

value on business dimension for startups, specifically by enabling 

mass-market adoption, and fostering customer loyalty and “word 

of mouth”. For startups to grow in a market where Information 

Technology (IT) is becoming a commodity input [50], focusing on 

UX is a trade-off that has to be made, which means a startup has to 



 

 

steer away from being solely technology and product oriented, and 

realign itself with the experiences it aims to create for customers. 

From this standing point, UX provides the avenue to “cross the 

chasm” [53] and builds scalability into business model to be 

adopted by mass market. 

Customer loyalty and retention is also identified to associate with 

positive customer experience [54], as the experience determines 

whether a company’s customers will ever come back. A firm (such 

as a startup) following a growth strategy is genuinely interested in 

expanding and growing customer base. However, as [53] argued, 

acquiring new customers is challenging, because the same category 

of product that was attractive and desired in its early stage can have 

stagnant demand at maturity. Hence, gaining customer loyalty to 

sustain growth means a firm must employ appropriate UX practice 

and create intriguing experience to attract and retain customers, and 

even motive customers to promote its product, service and brand 

[50]. 

Overall, when companies are driven towards the strategies that 

place UX at the core of their customer offerings [2], they could 

benefit from business value through differentiation, scalability to 

mass market and customer loyalty. This new way of doing business 

is described by [55] as the design revolution. 

3. RESEARCH METHOD AND 

PARTICIPANTS 

3.1 Course of Study 
In our study, we investigated the focus of UX in startups, factors 

affecting UX work, and their effect on startups’ value creation. 

Course of the study is presented in Figure 2. Motivation for the 

study rose from need to validate the MVUX framework [10] as well 

as in gaining more knowledge on factors affecting UX creation in 

startups. A survey study was selected as the means to gather data 

from a variety of software startups. Based on thematic coding of 

survey results, a connection between startups’ focus on UX, and 

business models and value creation emerged. Consequently, more 

literature was reviewed to understand the current knowledge on 

connection between UX, business models, and value. After this, 

survey results and the MVUX framework were reviewed to 

understand the role of UX in startups for creating value both to 

users, and business development. 

 

Fig. 2. Description of course of the study.  

3.2 Survey study  
We conducted a survey study among software startups to gain 

knowledge on their goals for UX as well as on issues affecting the 

creation of UX. The survey was designed by one researcher after 

which it was reviewed by two other researchers and tested with 4 

startup entrepreneurs. Responses were collected between 

November 2015 and March 2016. Respondents were found at an 

entrepreneurship event and by advertising the survey online. 

The survey consisted of three main open questions and seven scaled 

questions with a scale from 1 (Disagree) to 7 (Agree). In addition 

to these, background information on participants and their startup 

was collected. 

The three open questions were: 

•OQ1: Name three of the most important goals regarding UX of 

your product or service. 

•OQ2: What skills and practices help your startup create good UX? 

•OQ3: What challenges your startup has in creating good UX? 

All respondents answered open questions from which one response 

to OQ2 and one response to OQ3 were discarded due to being 

incomprehensible.  

Seven scaled questions (Disagree = 1 … Agree = 7) were formed 

based on literature on UX work in startups [12], [15]. The aim was 

to understand how well startups were coping with different aspects 

found challenging in limited sets of startups.  

The scaled questions in survey were the following: 

•SQ1: We get user feedback that helps us to improve our product. 

•SQ2: We collect and use log data to support our UX design. 

•SQ3: We have the needed skills to collect meaningful information 

about users. 

•SQ4: We have the needed skills to design for good UX. 

•SQ5: We are able to reach our potential users to gain meaningful 

feedback. 

•SQ6: We are able to effectively use the information we collect 

about users. 

•SQ7: We have a clear strategy for how to create the UX we aim 

for. 

SQ7 was answered by 20 respondents, all other questions (SQ1-

SQ6) were answered by all 21 respondents. While the sample was 

limited, the responses were used to give insight and background 

from startups participating in the study. 

Data were analyzed in two parts. First, 63 goals gathered from OQ1 

were compared to elements included in the MVUX framework [10] 

and – when found compatible – categorized accordingly. 

Categorization was conducted by one researcher and then revised 

by another researcher. The second part of analysis was of data from 

OQ2 and OQ3 for which we used thematic coding. A bottom up 

approach was used where themes minor emerged from data after 

which they were grouped to form main themes. Again, coding was 

conducted by one researcher and revised together with two more 

researchers.  

3.3 Survey Study Participants 
We received 26 responses from which 5 were discarded due to the 

mismatch with our definition of a software startup - i.e. the 

company being founded less than 10 years ago and having less than 

50 employees. From the remaining 21 responses, 2 were from the 

same startup resulting in data from 20 different companies. 

Startups’ country of origin was in Finland (14), Hong Kong (4), 

Australia (1), Armenia (1), and Belgium (1). Six of the startups 

were reported to be spin-offs from another company or research 

institution. Status of the startups was reported in regards of having 

received funding (7) and currently having paying customers (14). 

Also, six of these startups reported having both paying customers 

and external funding. Furthermore, six startups were in early phase 

of product and business development with no customers while 

majority of startups (14) had already established at least some 

revenue from paying customers. 

Respondents’ roles in startups varied: They were CEOs (7), in 

technical or engineering roles (5), founders (4), managers or leaders 

(3), UX designer (1), and innovator (1). In addition to the varying 

roles, all but one (20) of respondents were working on multiple 

areas within startup. In Table 1, we present the areas of work that 

respondents specified to be working on in their startup.  



 

 

Table 1. Areas in which respondents work in the startups 

Area of work 
Number of 

respondents 

Business development 14 

Marketing 14 

Sales 12 

Product development 16 

Software development 10 

UX design 13 

It is notable that while only one respondent was a UX designer, 13 

reported being involved in UX design. Respondents had 

educational background in information technology (14), 

management and commerce (8), engineering (6), natural and 

physical sciences (3), creative arts (2), and society and culture (2). 

The level of education of respondents was mainly bachelor (7) and 

master (12) level but included also one licentiate and one PhD. Age 

of respondents that provided their age (16) varied between 25-54 

years with the average of 37,5 years. Respondents had an average 

of 15,3 years of relevant working experience. 

4. RESULTS 

4.1 Abilities for UX Work 
Seven scaled questions were aimed for understanding startups’ 

ability to collect meaningful user information, and conducting UX 

design. The means are presented in Table 2. Means for SQ3, SQ4 

and SQ6 fall close to the indifferent option. Furthermore, we looked 

at how answers were divided and possessing skills for designing 

good UX (SQ4) received the most indifferent answers (9). The 

reasons for this can not be clearly explained based on the survey 

data, yet estimation could be that respondents do not have a clear 

understanding or measures of how they are performing with UX. 

Among surveyed abilities, respondents agreed the most – selecting 

6 or 7 on scale –  on SQ5 in being able to contact users (10) and 

SQ1 in getting feedback (11). However, in regards of having skills 

to collect meaningful information about users (SQ3), fewer 

respondents clearly agreed (4).  

Table 2. Means of answers to scaled questions 

Scaled Question 
Mean (Standard 

deviation) 

SQ1: We get user feedback that helps us to 

improve our product. 

5,4 (1,36) 

SQ2: We collect and use log data to 

support our UX design. 

3,5 (2,16) 

SQ3: We have the needed skills to collect 

meaningful information about users. 

4,3 (1,39) 

SQ4: We have the needed skills to design 

for good UX. 

4,2 (1,36) 

SQ5: We are able to reach our potential 

users to gain meaningful feedback. 

5,2 (1,40) 

SQ6: We are able to effectively use the 

information we collect about users. 

4,0 (1,38) 

SQ7: We have a clear strategy for how to 

create the UX we aim for. 

3,3 (1,56) 

 

Hardest areas in UX work based on our survey were the use of log 

data to support UX as well as having a clear strategy for reaching 

the wanted UX. Use of log data may not be suitable for needs of all 

startups hence we can not predict if they would benefit from better 

utilizing it. However, since majority of startups (14) had already 

paying customers, using log data to recognize user behavior could 

be beneficial in determining which parts of the product are used the 

most. This would enable the resource allocation for parts of the 

product that create the most value to user and/or customer, possibly 

leading to improved user satisfaction and more business. 

4.2 Factors Affecting UX Work in Startups 
Based on answers to the open questions OQ2 and OQ3, we 

extracted 56 factors. First, with the bottom up approach to thematic 

coding, seven themes emerged from data which were then used to 

form sub-categories. Then, the sub-categories were grouped to 

form three main categories of factors affecting UX work in startups: 

Strategy, Team qualities, and Interaction with users. Results of the 

thematic coding - including distribution of factors - are presented 

in Table 3. Next, we will discuss each main category. 

Table 3. Categorization of factors affecting UX work in 

startups 

Main category Sub-category 

Number of 

factors identified 

(N=56) 

Strategy 
Product qualities 6 

Resource allocation 8 

Team Qualities 

Expertise in UX 15 

Expertise of domain 5 

Mindset 6 

Interaction with 

Users 

Feedback 7 

User involvement 10 

 

4.2.1 Strategy  
According to our analysis, strategic choices on Resource allocation 

and Product qualities affect decisions - and actions taken - for 

creating good UX. Product qualities that complicate creating good 

UX were complexity of product and multiple user groups. Two 

startups reported having challenges in creating easy to use solutions 

to a complex product. In addition, being able integrate the use of 

product to existing workflow was seen as a challenge. However, 

when successfully implemented, integration was considered to 

contribute into creating good UX.  

Lack of resources is considered a fundamental characteristic of 

startups. In our study, we also found the resource allocation 

affecting the creation of UX. Factors that startups struggle with in 

creating good UX include money, time, and general lack of 

resources. In this category we did not include human resources as 

they are discussed in the Team qualities section. Prioritization of 

adding features or “quick and dirty” solutions over using time for 

UX design were mentioned in responses. While this approach may 

generate short term benefit such as revenue from a specific 

customer, it may also result in creating need to re-design parts of 

the product later. More sustainable in terms of satisfying UX can 

generate wider interest in customers and also give a more 

professional image of the startup. Strategically, startups should 

consider the costs and value created in efforts aiming to good UX. 

Also, the cost of ignoring UX should be acknowledged. 



 

 

4.2.2 Team Qualities 
The startup team’s qualities have a big influence on how and what 

kind of UX can be created. Three areas in which the team’s qualities 

relate to UX were Expertise in UX, Expertise of domain, and 

Mindset. Not surprisingly, expertise in UX was reported as the main 

enabler for creating good UX by two respondents while seven 

reported the lack of knowledge, training, experience, or a 

designated UX designer, to be hindering creation of good UX. 

Specific UX related expertise that was reported as beneficial were 

visual design and gamifying experience. Also, use of design 

guidelines and following best practices was considered an 

advantage for UX creation. 

The domain expertise was seen as an enabler for creating good UX. 

Understanding of and experience in domain where the product was 

targeted for, as well as technical expertise, were considered 

enabling creation of good UX in six startups. When considering 

startups, actively learning things related to their business gives 

good basis for the whole team to understand also their users. As a 

source of knowledge of domain, previous working experience was 

identified. This is in line with [11], where it is recognized that 

product ideas in startups often come from personal needs or 

experience in a specific domain. 

The third theme rising from the data was the mindset. Instead of 

specific skills, the right kind of mindset was reported as influencing 

UX work. Having a too programming-centric mindset hinders 

creation of good UX while thinking from the user’s perspective, 

having “common sense”, intuition, and self-critique can help. The 

general mindset also affects to how important UX is perceived as: 

one respondent felt that UX was not an important factor when 

product idea was very appealing to people.   

Skills and abilities of the team in startup plays a major role. When 

skills are lacking, the options to acquire them are to recruit, 

outsource, or educate a team member. All these require resources - 

money or at least time - which means that the return needs to be big 

enough. Startups need to perceive UX as creating business value in 

return of their investment in resources. With scarce resources to 

spend, startups may recruit new co-founders to fill the knowledge 

gap. Another option would be to seek for voluntary help in 

entrepreneurs’ network as reported in [11]. 

4.2.3 Interaction with Users 
Interaction with users was divided into two sub themes of Feedback 

and User involvement. Effective use of feedback was considered as 

an enabler in creation of UX in five different startups. Then, 

actively collecting and using feedback, reacting to it, and repeating 

this cycle came up in responses. One startup described feedback as 

the main driver in creating UX. Challenges regarding feedback 

were related to reaching potential customers. Also, dealing with 

feedback in a successful way was perceived challenging by one 

startup. However, means for collecting feedback did not come up 

from the responses. Successfully using feedback enables startup to 

better understand the needs of customers which benefits not only in 

development of UX but also business offering as a whole. 

Respondents reported a wide variety practices for user involvement 

in product development. Such practices were observation, paper 

prototyping and user tests as well as use of usage data with 

analytics. Together eight startups reported using these practices, 

two of them in addition reported the use of feedback. Furthermore, 

different forms of interaction with users were mentioned by 

respondents from 11 startups as an enabler for creating good UX. 

Results imply that the rest of the participating startups (9) are not 

actively involving users in their process of creating UX or 

respondents were not aware of the means for such activities. 

4.3 Focus in UX Goals 
We extracted 65 goals from the responses (open question OQ1) and 

compared them to the MVUX framework presented in [10]. Our 

findings show that for the major part (61), goals are in line with the 

framework. Goals that we found not possible to categorize in the 

framework were user-centric (2) and interactive (2). The 

conclusion was that an interactive user experience can aim at 

different goals – e.g. intuitive or hooking. Furthermore, user-centric 

a was regarded as such a general goal that it would not suit any of 

the elements. 

In Table 4 we present division of extracted goals in terms of 

elements of the MVUX framework. The goals were mainly 

categorized in elements of Approachable (26) and Professional 

(23). Goals related to contributing to product being Attractive 

appeared (10) while only two goals were categorized to Selling the 

idea. The three most common goals were efficient (13), easy (11), 

and intuitive (8). Emphasis of goals was clearly on more pragmatic 

aspects and rather in usability than UX where as the MVUX 

framework suggests that considering all the main elements is 

beneficial for startups.  

On theoretical point of view, elements Attractive, Approachable 

and Professional create value to user. However, business value is 

harnessed by being able to complete the last element, Selling the 

idea. If startup fails with one of the three elements contributing to 

Selling the idea, startup might not reach its full business potential. 

This might be due to not being able to keep customers for a longer 

period or not being able to attract new customers. For startups, 

keeping the early customers can be very beneficial also in terms of 

receiving feedback actively or co-creating with users as noted in 

section 4.2.3. 

Table 4. Categorization of UX goals in terms of the MVUX 

framework 

Main element  

(# of goals 

categorized, total 

N=61) 

Sub-element 

# of goals 

categorized to 

sub-element 

Attractive (10) Visual  4 

Humane 2 

Novel 0 

Hooking 4 

Approachable (26) Intuitive 8 

Easy 11 

Simple 7 

Professional (23) Credible 4 

Functioning 7 

Efficient 12 

Selling the Idea (2) Introducing the idea 0 

Building brand & fan 

base 

2 

 



 

 

5. DISCUSSION 
In this paper, we have investigated the UX goals of software 

startups and the factors affecting startups when developing UX as 

either core or complementary to their essential offerings. We 

conducted a survey study with responses from 20 software startups 

and complemented the study with a literature review. Based on 

results from our survey, we identified that in certain cases, UX 

development is treated as consisting mostly of pragmatic elements. 

Furthermore, UX was affected by strategy, team qualities, and 

ability to interact with users. While some startups found UX not 

worth prioritizing, for estimating the value created by UX, startup 

should consider two-dimensional value creation: for users and for 

business development. Our findings bring new insights to the 

literature on startups, UX, and business models. Limitations of this 

study include a limited set of participating companies and thus it 

can not be generalized to all kinds of startups. Also, with an online 

survey study the responses can not be fully verified for authenticity.  

The findings for the study are enabled by a thorough review on 

business model and value creation literatures. We identified that the 

core of business models is about value creation and capture, which 

is in line with the aims of UX in customer value creation [39], [3], 

that draws upon the various types of value which can be created 

through UX practices. On the business value side, the study utilized 

various business model literatures, and landed on Osterwalder et 

al.’s [37] value proposition framework to argue that UX should not 

be treated as UI design. Instead, UX could and should make 

business sense by creating the desired pragmatic and hedonic value 

for customers.  

As part our study, we also sought to further validate the MVUX 

framework initially introduced in [10]. According to our findings, 

startups focus on a limited aspect of UX. In contrast, the MVUX 

framework emphasizes a more holistic – while focused – view to 

UX that would ensure further development of both product and 

business in startups. Based on our findings, the MVUX framework 

constitutes to the two-dimensional value creation by including the 

pragmatic and hedonic aspects of UX while also aiming to 

contribute to business value. For thorough validation of the MVUX 

framework, a larger sample of startups should be included to test 

the usefulness of the MVUX framework as a tool for design. The 

study does not only contribute to the theoretical development of UX 

and its business value for startups, but also the corresponding 

managerial implications on creating the awareness of UX-business 

model integration. 

The academic contribution of this paper lies within the UX and 

startup literatures but also contributes to the business model 

literature, through expanding UX’s value for users (as commonly 

discussed in UX literatures) to its value to business by discovering 

the common link, value creation on two dimensions (customer and 

business). The research identified the phenomenon of UX 

suggested as a critical component in business success, especially in 

the case of software startups from theoretical view point. In reality, 

it resides in the resource consuming and cost creating side of the 

business or is treated as a cost center in software startups. UX’s 

revenue generating capability is rarely realized as a profit center. 

This study thus stresses the need to understand the true value of UX 

and how it can enable the realization of business value, especially 

for digital and hi-tech startups. The novelty of the research relates 

to integration of UX literature with business model 

conceptualization to explain why UX should be treated as an 

indispensable component of the startup’s business and where UX’s 

true business value lies. Future work includes studying larger 

samples of startups as well as comparing performance between 

startups that allocate resources to UX creation and those that do not. 

The practical implications of this paper relate to the possibility of 

identifying the misperception and challenges that hinder startups 

from truly harnessing UX to realize more business value. 

Recognizing factors affecting UX work, practices and tools can be 

developed to serve startups’ needs. Furthermore, by aiming the 

focus of UX to acknowledging also the hedonic aspects, startups 

can find new ways to achieve business value. These include 

creating differentiated value, scaling up business as well as growing 

and retaining customer base. It brings the missing and hidden 

business value of UX to light, which is an indispensable step to 

unlocking the true potential of UX. In the paper, the most recent 

insights on value and value creation were used to reflect the 

connection between UX and business model for enhancing and 

structuring the UX building process more integrated into business 

process within startups. The study emphasized that startup and 

business practitioners in general need to understand the value and 

value creation as interactional and contextual. In addition to 

acknowledging the importance of UX, the paper proposes the 

MVUX framework to be used to developing managerial tools for 

building better UX practices. 

6. CONCLUSIONS 
The research discovered that UX is suggested as a critical 

component in business success, especially in the case of software 

startups from theoretical view point. However, in reality, it is 

considered by startup companies as resource consuming activities, 

or a cost center. The revenue generating capability of UX is rarely 

realized as a profit center. Hence, the study proposes the dyadic 

dimensions of UX, creating human value as embodied in usability 

and UX design, while realizing business value, especially for 

software startups. Moreover, the MVUX framework [10] was 

further validated with survey data and existing literature. It was 

concluded that the MVUX framework supports the two-

dimensional value creation by emphasizing coverage of both 

practical and hedonic aspects that lead to gaining business value. 

Furthermore, the study recognized factors affecting startups’ UX 

work to be related to strategy, team qualities, and interaction with 

users. For startups to be able to achieve the optimal UX, these areas 

need to be in line for supporting the UX work. 

As argued by [3], a digital company which seeks to differentiate its 

products or services can not achieve the desired results by simply 

adding more features or services to the existing offering as 

incremental enhancement. Thus, for a software company, creating 

differentiating experience should carry as much weight as how 

product or service is created if not less. This means that if firms 

want to transition into the experience market [2], it is critical to 

realize and understand the new capabilities required. While 

aesthetics design and good usability is critical, and is commonly 

understood and considered equivalent to UX among the surveyed 

startups, on their own these UI elements are unlikely to be sufficient 

to provide desired business growth. Failing to recognize the gap 

between a firm’s current UX design practices and those required 

for developing growth-driving UX is likely to cause the companies 

to replication or “doing-more-of-the-same” [3]. Thus, it is 

imperative for startups to utilize UX to create value that is desired 

and appreciated by the customers on one dimension, while the 

created customer value can be translated into business value, 

driving startup growth on the other dimension. Such process would 

re-enforce startups’ emphasis on UX, creating a positive loop, or 

“virtuous development cycle”. 
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