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ABSTRACT
This study examines how media-tech start-ups achieve optimal 
distinctiveness by balancing conformity and differentiation in 
their strategic positioning. Using the case of an Estonian media- 
tech accelerator, we identify three cognitive framing strategies 
employed by start-ups: “zooming in and out for conformity”, “keep
ing competitive differentiation centred-focus” and “zooming in for 
differentiation from non-competitors”. These strategies enable 
start-ups to position their identity, business models, and market 
roles dynamically, aligning with industry norms while emphasising 
unique value propositions. The findings highlight the role of man
agerial cognitive frames in navigating complex environments, 
shaping strategic flexibility, and achieving competitive advantage. 
These insights contribute to advancing theory and practice in 
media management and entrepreneurship.
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Introduction

In today’s rapidly evolving media industry, where content, business and technology 
intersect uniquely, organisations are constantly juggling the need to be innovative and 
competitive while still recognisable as appropriate media players. This balancing act is 
especially pronounced in media-tech start-ups as they need to fuse creative content with 
business acumen and technological advancements when starting their business and 
entering the media industry (Milojevic & Larsen, 2024). Similar to other start-ups, 
media-tech start-ups often seek help, advice and guidance through accelerators designed 
to support rapid innovation. In these accelerators, start-ups work alongside other emer
ging companies, prompting reflection and comparison that can help them refine their 
offerings and strategic approach.

When positioning themselves in the market, start-ups, like any other company, need 
to demonstrate both legitimacy and uniqueness (Fisher, 2020; McKnight & Zietsma,  
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2018; Zhao & Glynn, 2022; Zhao et al., 2017). To gain legitimacy, start-ups must meet the 
expectations of stakeholders – such as investors, regulators and customers – which 
requires a level of conformity, helping stakeholders recognise the nature of the business, 
its products and its target audience (Zimmerman & Zeitz, 2002). At the same time, start- 
ups are typically required to bring some degree of uniqueness and differentiate them
selves from competitors (Fisher, 2020; Navis & Glynn, 2011). Balancing this need for 
similarity and differentiation, start-ups aim for optimal distinctiveness – a position that 
allows them to address pressures to conform while still standing out among industry 
players (Zhao, 2022). These legitimation and competition pressures shape decision- 
making around business models, product offerings and other key aspects of start-ups’ 
strategic positioning. Previous studies have primarily explored optimal distinctiveness by 
examining how companies seek an optimally distinctive position within a specific bench
mark group. However, recent research (Zhao & Glynn, 2022; Zhao et al., 2017) suggests 
that optimal distinctiveness is multi-dimensional, and achieving an advantageous stra
tegic position requires orchestrating several combinations of reference groups and 
strategic factors.

Strategic positioning choices are influenced by the decision-makers’ cognitive frames, 
or “subjective representations of the environment” (Nadkarni & Barr, 2008, p. 1395), 
which reflect how they interpret their operating contexts and envision their businesses. 
Specifically, when navigating multiple reference groups and strategic positioning 
dynamics, start-ups rely on cognitive frames. Because media-tech start-ups enrolled in 
an accelerator need to deal with both their media content and technology-related aspects 
in front of a plurality of stakeholders and other participants in the accelerator, we should 
expect that optimal distinctiveness in their strategic positioning is particularly relevant. 
However, media management research has yet to study the complexity and multifaceted 
nature of the strategic positioning of these organisations. Thus, we ask: How do start-ups 
enrolled in a media-tech accelerator pursue optimal distinctiveness in their positioning 
strategies?

We address this question with the case of an accelerator programme in Estonia. Since 
all the start-ups in the accelerator programme were in an early development phase, with 
the programme’s goal to foster growth, they were continually reassessing and adjusting 
their business models and other strategic elements to support expansion. As a result, 
these companies were deeply involved in reflecting on and defining their business 
identity and strategic choices, making them ideal subjects for our study. Our study 
shows that when strategically positioning their companies, media-tech start-ups employ 
a range of reference groups and cognitive framing strategies.

Our study builds on theory on optimal distinctiveness (Zhao et al., 2017) by showing 
how founders, rather than focusing on single trade-offs between differentiation and 
conformity (Liu et al., 2024; Taeuscher & Rothe, 2021), balance multiple benchmarks 
and reference groups in heterogenous organisational environments. Specifically, we 
identify three strategies by which start-ups aim at optimal distinctiveness: zooming in 
and out for conformity; keeping competitive differentiation centre-focused; and zooming 
in for differentiation from non-competitors. Connecting to the concept of managerial 
cognitive frames (Kaplan, 2011), these strategies detail how founders orchestrate differ
entiation and conformity in relation to various reference groups and across multiple and 
interdependent strategic dimensions (Zhao et al., 2017).
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Furthermore, we contribute to media management by extending research on 
optimal distinctiveness in media start-ups, as highlighted in previous studies (e.g. 
Barlow et al., 2019; Pisotska & Gürses, 2023; Taeuscher & Rothe, 2021; Taeuscher 
et al., 2021). Our findings specify how media start-ups aim at distinctiveness 
through the dynamic coordination of conformity and differentiation across multi
ple specific drivers – such as technology and innovation choices, evolving custo
mer behaviours and value-proposition/monetisation architecture. Additionally, we 
detail that media start-ups aim at optimal distinctiveness in relation to reference 
groups, including legacy media, platform ecosystems, global and local markets, 
and other start-ups. This study demonstrates which strategic factors matter in 
media, to whom and when, and shows how media start-ups actively apply diverse 
framing strategies to orchestrate legitimacy while sustaining distinctiveness in 
volatile markets. Given the limited research on media start-ups, as we will 
demonstrate, our study offers valuable insights into how media start-ups approach 
strategic decisions, critically reflect on these decisions and identify the reference 
groups that guide their actions.

Theoretical background

Strategic positioning and cognitive framing

When firms seek profitability and competitive advantage, they make decisions about 
target market segments, unique value propositions and value creation strategies. 
Companies must consider not only customers but also other stakeholders in their value 
creation processes (Barney, 2018; Crilly & Sloan, 2012). Internal factors, such as product 
characteristics, production methods and resource requirements, also influence strategic 
positioning (Narayan et al., 2020). Thus, companies operate in the intersection of 
external and internal spheres when considering their strategic choices (Nadkarni & 
Barr, 2008). When firms are seeking a unique, lucrative strategic position, they meet 
a need to be at the same time recognisable to but somehow distinctive from other 
companies in the business (Zhao et al., 2017). Potential customers must be able to 
understand what the company offers, for it to be recognisable and comprehensible; the 
value proposition must include at least some elements that are more or less similar to 
other offerings in the markets. At the same time, companies must offer something 
distinctive to differentiate themselves from competitors.

When exploring how companies position themselves, there are two aspects to look at: 
what strategic factors companies use in positioning and how companies are cognitively 
framing their positioning (Porac et al., 2011). Strategic factors include decisions related to 
business models, product characteristics and market segmentation (see Saqib, 2023, for 
systematic review on this). Cognitive positioning involves how managers conceptualise 
their businesses and communicate with key audiences, including the firm’s identity 
(Tripsas, 2009), the belief structures underlying its positioning (Nadkarni & Barr,  
2008), strategic group membership (Han et al., 2023) and market categories (Rosa 
et al., 1999). These elements collectively shape companies’ development paths (Cattani 
et al., 2017; Kiss & Barr, 2015). Additionally, in strategic positioning, reference points and 
groups play a central role. Companies do not identify themselves in isolation but by 
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making comparisons with others that they consider as reference groups (Porac et al.,  
1989; Reger & Huff, 1993). Reference groups help define identity through specific 
strategic dimensions or broader group affiliations. When companies assess group mem
bership, they construct “cognitive communities” (Porac et al., 1989).

Our study aligns with the research tradition of managerial cognition, emphasising the 
cognitive foundations of strategy-making (Kaplan, 2011; Nadkarni & Barr, 2008; 
Volberda et al., 2021). Owing to their limited capacity (bounded rationality), managers 
develop and impose simplified worldviews, or cognitive schemas, mental maps and 
knowledge structures (Daft & Weick, 1984; Nadkarni & Narayanan, 2007; Walsh,  
1995). These frameworks act as filters for interpreting complex environments, influen
cing strategic decisions and actions (Narayan et al., 2020). Cognitive frames are essential 
for interpreting technological shifts and market dynamics (Nadkarni & Barr, 2008; 
Tripsas, 2009). They enable managers to group firms into categories and identify 
reference groups and competitors (Han et al., 2023). These cognitive representations of 
the business environment shape how business models are developed and adapted in 
response to changes (Gavetti & Porac, 2018).

In a dynamic business environment, firms need to be strategically flexible – 
a capability that critically depends on managers’ ability to overcome cognitive barriers 
(Volberda et al., 2021) and renew their cognitive frames. The scope and the nature of 
these cognitive frames play a vital role in fostering adaptability. Rich, broad and complex 
cognitive frames enable managers to adapt effectively to market changes (Gary & Wood,  
2011; Kiss & Barr, 2015; Kiss et al., 2020; Nadkarni & Narayanan, 2007), whereas narrow 
frames lead to rigidity (Porac et al., 1989; Tripsas & Gavetti, 2000). Nadkarni and 
Narayanan (2007) identify complexity as a key feature of cognitive frames that underpin 
strategic flexibility. This complexity is defined by two dimensions: differentiation and 
integration. As they explain: “Differentiation reflects the breadth or variety of environ
mental, strategy, and organizational concepts embedded in the schema, whereas integra
tion reflects the degree of connectedness among these concepts” (Nadkarni & Narayanan,  
2007, p. 246). The greater the complexity of cognitive frames, the more effectively 
managers can sense, interpret and respond to market signals, enabling them to take 
diverse and proactive actions. In the context of market positioning, strategic flexibility 
empowers firms to redefine their positions in response to evolving business 
environments.

Strategic positioning and optimal distinctiveness

Organisations benefit from striving to be as different as legitimately possible (Deephouse,  
1999). This balanced positioning, termed optimal distinctiveness, refers to “positive 
stakeholder perceptions about a firm’s strategic position that reconciles competing 
demands for differentiation and conformity” (Zhao et al., 2017, p. 93). Optimal distinc
tiveness has been linked to improved organisational performance, including strategic 
alliance stability (Das & Teng, 2000), return on assets (McNamara et al., 2003), market 
entry (Stephan et al., 2003) and stock market value (Zott & Amit, 2007). Much of this 
research assumes organisational environments to be largely uniform and static, focusing 
on single trade-offs between competitive differentiation and legitimating conformity (Liu 
et al., 2024; Taeuscher & Rothe, 2021).
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Optimal distinctiveness always requires a benchmark against which it is considered 
(Zhao & Glynn, 2022). External benchmarks such as category prototypes or industry 
norms have been commonly used (e.g. Haans, 2019; Miller et al., 2018), along with 
prototypes or exemplars – highly salient and successful product offerings or organisa
tions (Barlow et al., 2019; Younger & Fisher, 2020; Zhao et al., 2018). Internally derived 
benchmarks, such as related ventures (Garud et al., 2019) or entrepreneurs’ expectations 
and self-reflections (Grimes, 2018; Zuzul & Tripsas, 2020), have also been considered, 
particularly in the absence of widely accepted reference points. However, most research 
assumes that ventures balance optimal distinctiveness against a single benchmark, often 
neglecting the potential coexistence and relevance of “multiple distinct benchmarks” in 
shaping audience evaluations (Zhao & Glynn, 2022, p. 10).

Zhao et al. (2017, pp. 99–100) have suggested that because organisational environ
ments are “more multiplex, fragmented, and dynamic” than originally assumed, optimal 
distinctiveness studies should move beyond accounts of balanced single trade-offs 
informed by single benchmarks. Instead, managing conformity and differentiation 
could involve “orchestrating multiple, interdependent strategic dimensions in the con
text of stakeholder multiplicity, organizational life cycle, and industry evolution” (Zhao 
et al., 2017, pp. 99–100). This perspective shifts the focus from trade-offs to potential 
synergies between conformity and differentiation. Organisations may reconcile these 
elements across multiple strategic dimensions and in relation to multiple stakeholders, 
allowing for greater managerial discretion. While some studies have anticipated the 
orchestration of legitimacy and differentiation across dynamic configurations and sta
keholder groups (e.g. Bowen et al., 1989; Miller et al., 2013; Philippe & Durand, 2011), 
optimal distinctiveness research has yet to fully address this phenomenon (Zhao et al.,  
2017).

Strategic positioning and optimal distinctiveness in media management research

Strategic positioning has long been a central focus in media management research, 
addressing both general media companies (Chan-Olmsted, 2006; Küng, 2016) and 
specific contexts such as brand management (Tropp & Weinacht, 2022) or strategic 
management (Maijanen, 2020). While questions of competitive strategy have been 
explored (e.g. Naldi & Picard, 2012), optimal distinctiveness remains under-examined 
in the context of media management. Zhao et al. (2018) investigated positioning strate
gies of new entrants in the console video game industry, while Cestino Castilla et al. 
(2023) identified the dual need for conformity and differentiation for organisations 
introducing novelty to the news media industry, though optimal distinctiveness was 
not their primary focus. Similarly, Piepponen et al. (2024) explored organisation-internal 
distinctiveness in the media industry, emphasising micro-level managerial challenges for 
ventures that must innovate continually. Despite these contributions, the intersection of 
strategic positioning and optimal distinctiveness remains under-explored in media 
management research. One notable exception is Alvarez et al. (2005), who drew on 
Brewer’s (1991) concept of optimal distinctiveness to highlight its relevance for creative 
industries, particularly for balancing inclusion and differentiation. Empirical studies on 
creative industries and the arts have since explored this concept (e.g. Slavich & 
Castellucci, 2016; Stokes, 2021), but few have followed in media management research.

JOURNAL OF MEDIA BUSINESS STUDIES 5



Optimal distinctiveness is particularly relevant for new companies like start-ups, 
a topic explored in entrepreneurship research (e.g. McKnight & Zietsma, 2018; 
Mochkabadi et al., 2024; Taeuscher et al., 2021). Within media management, the study 
of new media ventures has been framed under the concept of media entrepreneurship 
(Achtenhagen, 2017; Hang, 2018; Will et al., 2016). However, few studies have directly 
addressed optimal distinctiveness in this context. For example, Taeuscher and Rothe 
(2021) concluded that platform start-ups benefit from distinctiveness only when they 
have achieved a certain level of legitimacy. Barlow et al. (2019) examined product 
positioning for platform start-ups in the app market, showing that start-ups draw on 
different logics – exemplars or prototypes – to achieve optimal positioning. In creative 
entrepreneurship research, Pisotska and Gürses (2023) examined the paradoxical ten
sions of art and business with reference to optimal distinctiveness.

In sum, although optimal distinctiveness is gaining traction in general management 
(Zhao & Glynn, 2022) and entrepreneurship research (Mochkabadi et al., 2024), it 
remains under-represented in media management and media entrepreneurship studies. 
Moreover, the role of managerial cognition and cognitive framing – critical dimensions 
of strategic positioning – has been broadly overlooked. This is a significant gap, parti
cularly as media start-ups face rising complexity in their environments and managerial 
processes (Ardakan & Ghanbary, 2020).

Research context

We examine our research question using an empirical case of Narativa, an accelerator 
programme for media-tech start-ups in Estonia.1 Unlike incubators, which provide long- 
term support, accelerators are short and intensive, aimed at rapid growth. Narativa 
ceased operations in 2019, but its very specific way of targeting start-ups has continued 
to serve as a valuable resource for identifying media-tech companies. Narativa described 
itself as a “personalized accelerator for future content start-ups and storytellers” 
(Narativa, n.d), focusing on areas such as artificial intelligence, ad-tech, gamification, 
music and audio, blockchain, augmented reality and film-tech. Narativa’s programme 
emphasised creativity alongside business development, offering a 10-week acceleration, 
consulting and investor-matching service for globally scalable projects. The accelerator 
targeted media-tech companies, particularly those in the audio-visual industry, and 
aimed to fast-track their content, products and services to global markets. According 
to its founder, the programme valued creativity highly, with the belief that “any technol
ogy without good storytelling or creative is pretty much meaningless” (personal com
munication, April 2019. Narativa operated with EU funding and supported 24 start-ups 
across four cohorts, primarily from Estonia.

Estonia is a European and global leader in digital infrastructure (e-Estonia, 2021) and 
a thriving start-up ecosystem, offering a unique and inspiring environment for media- 
tech start-ups. In fact, Estonia has the most start-ups per capita, the most unicorns per 
capita and the most venture capital investment in Europe (Invest Estonia, 2022). All of 
this demonstrates a vibrant entrepreneurial culture. This dynamic environment, inspired 
not least by the successes of start-ups like Skype, Bolt, Playtech and others, provides an 
encouraging context in which media-tech start-ups can innovate and grow. To help 
navigate and position themselves not only in Estonia but also internationally, Narativa, 
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through its accelerate programme, offered mentoring, pitching training, business model 
development assistance and connections with potential investors.

Method

We followed established approaches for building theory inductively from qualitative data 
(Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Gioia et al., 2013). Since there is work on optimal distinctiveness 
that explores how organisations strategically position themselves by simultaneously 
conforming and differentiating, we used grounded theory to elaborate on existing theory. 
This approach aligned well with our interest in understanding tech-media start-ups’ 
positioning strategies from their own perspective and, thus, exploring dynamics that may 
be uniquely relevant to media organisations (e.g. Achtenhagen, 2017; Chan-Olmsted,  
2006). We built our theory on the case of Narativa, where participating start-ups 
displayed a high degree of similarity. Each start-up operated within the media-tech 
space curated by Narativa, which invited only those aligned with its specific focus on 
media innovation.

Data collection

The primary data source for this research involves interviews. We interviewed the 
founders and co-founders of 14 start-ups that participated in the Narativa accelerator 
programme, who at the time of the interviews all acted as CEOs of those start-ups. For 
two start-ups, we interviewed two founders separately. We conducted 25 interviews 
across three years: 2019 (nine interviews), 2022 (seven interviews) and 2024 (nine inter
views). One start-up was interviewed in all three years, six start-ups were interviewed 
twice and seven start-ups were interviewed once. Interviewing some start-ups multiple 
times allowed us to confirm findings from previous rounds and discuss developments 
since earlier interviews. Since the last start-up completed the accelerator programme in 
2019, the interviews in 2022 and 2024 provided valuable insights as the interviewees 
reflected on their journey, especially in terms of finding their optimal strategic position
ing. For additional contextual information, we also conducted a one-hour interview with 
the founder and CEO of Narativa in 2019. Narativa assisted us in obtaining contact 
information for the start-ups. Although we reached out to all of them, not all responded 
or were willing to participate in the study. Table 1 provides a list of the start-ups that 
underwent the Narativa programme and that were interviewed.

The interviews were all semi-structured and conducted by one of the authors along 
with two assistants. Across all three years, the interview guides remained largely con
sistent, focusing on key aspects of each founder’s journey. We asked about the nature of 
their start-up, their motivations for starting a business and why they chose their specific 
venture. Key areas of inquiry included their business model, the competitive landscape, 
their areas of expertise and their perceived similarities to or differences from other start- 
ups or established companies. We also explored their experience in the Narativa pro
gramme, particularly in relation to other participating start-ups, and their perspective on 
their market position and future trajectory. For founders interviewed multiple times, we 
concentrated on capturing any notable changes or developments over time. In addition 
to interviewing the start-ups, we conducted an interview with the founder and manager 
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of Narativa in 2019. This provided us with valuable insights into the programme’s 
mission and offerings, establishing the critical context within which the participating 
start-ups operated.

Data analysis

All interviews were transcribed and coded in multiple cycles by three authors, with one 
serving as the main codebook editor to oversee and maintain the list of emerging codes, 
categories and themes. Coding was conducted manually, following qualitative research 
procedures outlined by Corbin and Strauss (2008) and Saldaña (2021). In the first cycle, 
transcripts were divided among the authors, who reviewed their assigned texts to extract 
raw data – statements addressing start-ups’ competitive positioning. Key questions 
included: What does the start-up do? What does it aim to accomplish? What strategies 
does it use? How does the interviewee describe and understand these aspects? Identified 
raw data – direct quotes – were collected in an Excel spreadsheet with columns for the 
raw data, a preliminary code (e.g. revenue model) and whether the interviewee men
tioned similarities or distinctions. After initial coding, group discussions ensured inter
coder agreement. Two themes emerged: Reference Group and Strategic Dimension.

In the second cycle, authors revisited and refined the codes, guided by the codebook 
editor which focused on Strategic Dimensions and Reference Groups. This process 

Table 1. List of start-ups interviewed (denoted by anonymised acronyms).
Start- 
up Country Description

No. of 
interviews

Year(s) interviewed and 
length of interviews

MS1 Estonia Offers custom streaming platforms for events and 
content owners.

2 2022 (46 mins);  
2024 (17 mins)

MS2 Canada Innovative creativity and production hub in the 
international film and digital media marketplace.

3 2019 (39 mins);  
2022 (71 mins);  
2024 (32 mins)

MS3 Estonia Offers a live polling and audience engagement tool for 
film festivals, sport events and other events.

2 2019 (45 mins);  
2024 (37 mins)

MS4 Estonia Offers a digitalised service platform for content 
customers.

1 2024 (55 mins)

MS5 Estonia Offers an entrepreneurship simulation set based on 
role-playing games and digital tools.

1 2024 (57 mins)

MS6 Estonia Event ticket platform. 2 2022 (79 mins);  
2024 (30 mins)

MS7 Estonia Platform that connects vocational school students and 
homeowners.

1 2024 (48 mins)

MS8 Estonia Offers e-learning games for children. 2 2019 (56 mins);  
2024 (33 mins)

MS9 Estonia Customer relationship management system for 
cinemas

1 2022 (47 mins)

MS10 Estonia Mobile app to store pictures and a diary for family 
moments.

4 2019 (56 mins, 35 mins); 
2022 (70 mins, 38 mins)

MS11 Estonia Offers AI capability to service customers in text 
analytics verticals.

1 2022 (56 mins)

MS12 Estonia Platform for human-powered web translation. 3 2019 (41 mins, 25 mins); 
2024 (36 mins)

MS13 France Offers creators to be part of interactive storybooks from 
local stories to stories across the world.

1 2019 (54 mins)

MS14 Estonia Gamified on-site management software for large 
temporary teams and event volunteers.

1 2019 (51 mins)
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identified 55 codes under Strategic Dimension, grouped into six categories: business 
model, product characteristics, market position, time strategy, competition, and identity 
and relations. Researchers reviewed their initial coding to ensure accuracy, noting 
whether interviewees indicated similarity or difference within these dimensions.

The Reference Group theme was also refined, assigning or double-checking groups 
referenced by interviewees. The interviewed start-up founders used a variety of reference 
groups to reflect on their similarities to or differences from others, drawing on categories 
such as industry, start-ups, competitors, geography, stakeholders and technology. These 
groups varied in abstraction and precision; sometimes the respondents used quite general 
and broad reference group descriptions, while at other times they used very precise and 
narrow ones. For example, sometimes the informants mentioned a reference group using 
general-level definitions such as “other companies in the industry”, whereas at other 
times they used more narrow and detailed descriptions by mentioning a particular 
company by name or referring to a specific group of companies operating in the same 
business and market segments. A total of 19 reference groups were identified, categorised 
by levels of abstraction and scope of reference group descriptions: narrow, middle or 
broad. For each coded statement, researchers identified the reference group, level of 
abstraction and strategic dimension, noting whether the interviewee indicated similarity 
or difference. Statements without specific reference groups were excluded. Across all 
companies, 163 chains of incidents were identified, with the median number of incidents 
per company being nine (mean = 11.6).

In the third step, we simplified the data by grouping coded dimensions into their 
respective categories. This process narrowed the dataset to 152 aggregated chains of 
incidents – that is, instances in which we identified the strategic positioning of the start- 
ups as combining strategic dimensions with reference groups. After removing duplicates, 
81 unique chains were identified. Table 2 highlights chains mentioned in more than two 
companies, with the most frequent chain – comparison of business models to competi
tors – identified by nine companies.

Table 2. Most frequently mentioned aggregated chains of incidents.
Level of 
abstraction

Reference 
group

Strategic 
dimension Differentiation

No. of start-ups that mentioned this chain 
of incidents

Middle Competition Business model Different 9
Middle Competition Product 

characteristics
Different 7

Narrow Start-up Identity & 
relations

Same 7

Narrow Start-up Business model Different 6
Narrow Geographic Market position Different 5
Middle Competition Product 

characteristics
Different 5

Broad Industry Identity & 
relations

Same 5

Narrow Start-up Market position Different 5
Narrow Start-up Identity & 

relations
Different 4

Narrow Start-up Business model Same 4
Middle Competition Market position Different 3
Broad Geographic Business model Same 3
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In a final step, based on our data simplification, we proceeded into axial coding 
to reveal patterns in how the start-ups positioned themselves. We observed that the 
interviewed start-up founders used a variety of reference groups to reflect on their 
similarities or differences with others, drawing on categories such as industry, start- 
ups, competitors, geography, stakeholders and technology. These groups varied in 
abstraction and scope, ranging from broadly defined industry-wide comparisons 
(e.g. the media industry) to narrowly defined cohorts (e.g. start-ups in the same 
accelerator cohort). For example, geography-based reference groups spanned global 
markets (broad), European markets (mid-range) and specific countries like Estonia 
(narrow). Competitors were typically defined as mid-range groups based on similar 
products and markets, while technology-based groups were broadly defined by 
a general tech focus. Additionally, founders often combined categories to refine 
their reference groups. By comparing and integrating all types of comparison, 
five second-order themes emerged: “narrowing to align to start-ups”, “broadening 
to align to contexts”, “centring to diverge from competition”, “narrowing to diverge 
from start-ups” and “narrowing to diverge from contexts”. In the final step, second- 
order themes were grouped into three aggregate dimensions capturing how the 
start-ups pursued positioning strategies: (1) “zooming in and out for conformity” 
(2); “keeping competitive differentiation centre-focused”; and (3) “zooming in for 
differentiation from non-competitors”. These overarching dimensions form the core 
of our findings.

Findings

Three core strategies

Our study explains how start-ups enrolled in a media-tech accelerator programme 
pursue optimal distinctiveness in their positioning strategies. Specifically, we identify 
three core cognitive framing strategies by which start-ups align with and diverge from 
reference groups in relation to specific strategic dimensions. Table 3 presents these 
cognitive framing strategies and provides illustrative examples. All start-ups presented 
one or more of these three cognitive framing strategies.

Table 3. Three core cognitive framing strategies.
Strategy Definition Exemplary Start-up

Zooming in and out 
for conformity

Aligning with narrow elements of peer 
groups (e.g. other start-ups) and generic 
aspects of broader contexts (e.g. 
industry, global market) to gain 
legitimacy.

MS6 Positioned as part of the global SaaS/event- 
tech sector while rooted in Estonia’s 
ecosystem.

Keeping 
competitive 
differentiation 
centre-focused

Highlighting distinctions from direct 
competitors in product, business model 
or market position.

MS10 Differentiated with an interactive, 
personalised memory archiving app, 
focusing on language and user 
experience to stand out.

Zooming in for 
differentiation 
from non- 
competitors

Differentiating from adjacent or non- 
competitor firms (e.g. within the same 
cohort or region) by emphasising niche 
aspects.

MS11 Focused on less-resourced languages to 
differentiate from translation firms 
targeting major global languages.
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Zooming in and out for conformity
We found that the interviewed start-up founders used both narrowly and broadly defined 
reference groups when discussing how their companies align with others. Start-ups 
strategically align themselves with narrowly defined peer groups, such as other start- 
ups in the accelerator cohorts, as well as with broader contexts such as their industry or 
the global market, in order to gain legitimacy and recognition. By zooming in, they 
emphasise specific and narrowly defined similarities in identity, relationships or business 
models with other start-ups or local ecosystems, reinforcing their position within 
a familiar entrepreneurial community. Conversely, by zooming out, they select relatively 
generic elements, such as global industry norms or broader market trends, aligning with 
them and signalling scalability and relevance beyond their immediate context. As an 
example, MS6, an event ticketing platform, positioned itself within global industry norms 
by identifying as an “event-tech” and “SaaS” (software as a service) company, while 
simultaneously reinforcing its identity as an Estonian start-up deeply embedded in the 
local entrepreneurial ecosystem.

Keeping competitive differentiation centre-focused
We found that start-ups distinguish themselves from direct competitors by centring their 
strategic focus through their product characteristics, business models or market posi
tions. This framing emphasises what makes them unique in their specific competitive 
landscape. As an example, MS10, a mobile app for storing family memories, differen
tiated itself from larger competitors (such as TinyBeans) by focusing on multiple central 
elements of its business model, such as memory archiving and personalisation through 
native language options, creating a more interactive, emotionally engaging user 
experience.

Zooming in for differentiation from non-competitors
We found that start-ups also set themselves apart from non-direct competitors – such as 
other start-ups in the same accelerator programme or companies in adjacent sectors – by 
emphasising their unique identity, business model or market niche. In addition to the 
zooming in and out for conformity previously described, start-ups also zoomed in for 
differentiation from non-competitors. This strategy often involves deliberately excluding 
others from the competitive set through narrowly defined market framing. In doing so, 
start-ups can diverge from other start-ups and peers in the broader geographical and 
industry contexts in which they operate in terms of specific aspects of their identity, 
relationships, business model and market position. For example, M11, an AI-driven text 
analytics company, focused specifically on less-resourced languages to distinguish itself 
from translation companies serving major languages. It framed itself as a niche leader 
within a very specific market segment.

Together, these cognitive framing strategies illustrate how start-ups actively orches
trate both differentiation and conformity across various strategic dimensions by referen
cing different groups. Importantly, these strategies are not mutually exclusive; rather, 
they are employed simultaneously and complement one another. Start-ups strategically 
shift between them depending on the reference group and the aspect of their positioning 
being emphasised. Instead of an either/or approach, these framing tactics work in 
parallel, allowing start-ups to align with certain groups (e.g. industry and markets), 
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differentiate from others (e.g. competitors) and simultaneously highlight differences 
from and similarities with other reference groups (e.g. other start-ups in the cohort). 
In the following, we illustrate these cognitive framing strategies and present examples of 
start-ups that apply all three of them concurrently – demonstrating how one and the 
same start-up can aim for both conformity and differentiation through dynamic framing 
decisions shaped by the chosen reference points. Table 4 presents the data structure 
resulting from our analysis.

Zooming in and out for conformity: narrowing to align with start-ups.

A common approach involved narrowing reference groups to focus on start-ups, empha
sising shared identity, relational belonging and business models.

Start-ups often narrowed their reference groups to align with other start-ups in 
terms of identity and relational belonging, frequently positioning themselves along
side media-tech ventures, Estonian start-ups or peers from their accelerator pro
gramme cohorts. This alignment emphasised particularities and discrete aspects 
such as a shared sense of community and mutual support. As the founder of MS14 
put it, “I feel very much part of the group. Because we won this big accelerator . . . that 
really ties you to the community.” Similarly, MS3’s founder noted, “The community 
here is small . . . especially in a start-up community, they help each other.” The 
accelerator programme and the strong sense of belonging within the Estonian start- 
up ecosystem allowed these start-ups to establish certain identity features and rela
tional ties that were crucial for their growth and long-term success. Similarly, start- 
ups narrowed their reference groups to align with others in terms of business models, 
frequently comparing themselves with peers in their accelerator programme cohort or 
sector. They often emphasised similarities in details of their value propositions, 
innovation approaches and team structures. As the founder of MS14 noted, “We 
are not a content start-up . . . but we do have the storyteller angle”, highlighting an 
alignment with the cohort despite a degree of distinctiveness.

Table 4. Data structure.
First order concepts Second order themes Cognitive framing strategy

Comparing start-ups Narrowing to align with start- 
ups

Zooming in and out for conformity
Narrowing focus
Conforming identity, relations and BM
Comparing to geography and industry Broadening to align with market 

contextBroadening focus
Conforming identity, relations and BM
Comparing to competition Centring to differentiate from 

competition
Keeping competitive differentiation 

centre-focusedCentring (middle) focus
Different product characteristics, BM and 

market position
Comparing to start-ups Narrowing to diverge from start- 

ups
Zooming in for differentiation from 

non-competitorsNarrowing focus
Differentiating identity, relations, BM and 

market position
Comparing to geography (and industry) Narrowing to diverge from 

market contextsNarrowing focus
Differentiating market position
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In sum, the interviewed start-ups used narrow reference models to align with others in 
media-tech and their accelerator programme cohort, focusing on identity, relationships 
and business models. They stressed incremental improvements and relationships, high
lighting the importance of peer alignment in niche sectors like media-tech.

Zooming in and out for conformity: broadening to align with market context

Another common approach by the interviewed founders involved them aiming at 
conformity by broadening reference groups to wider global market and industry con
texts. Rather than focusing solely on their immediate cohort or local market, they 
frequently compared themselves to international players, companies in large categories 
and sectors, and global market and industry trends. This broader alignment helped them 
define their identity, relational belonging and business models within a larger ecosystem.

Many start-ups, for example, framed their innovation as refining existing 
processes rather than creating something entirely new. For instance, MS14’s 
founder remarked, “We are one in competition. There are millions of management 
software solutions . . . I don’t think we are doing anything specifically new.” 
Additionally, in terms of identity and relational positioning, start-ups often 
aligned themselves with globally recognised sectors to situate their company 
within a broader professional context. For instance, MS12 described their con
nection to the wider content industry. Similarly, MS6 framed itself within the 
event-tech industry suggesting alignment with established industry categories that 
carry international relevance and credibility. When it came to business models, 
start-ups broadened their comparisons to include global players, often reframing 
how they saw themselves and how they presented their offering. As the founder of 
MS6 explained, the start-up drew inspiration from tech leaders; they stated, “We 
try to build in analytics . . . like an integrated package that covers most of your 
needs”, aligning their model with the user-focused logic of global giants such as 
Apple.

In sum, the start-ups aligned with broad industry sectors and global market trends, 
positioning themselves within an interconnected business ecosystem. By broadening 
their reference groups to include global industry players, they refined their business 
models, showcasing scalability and competitiveness in the global market.

Keeping competitive differentiation centre-focused

Start-ups often referenced mid-range groups – such as companies in the same industry or 
serving similar regional markets – to define how they stood out. This focus on nearby 
competitors helped them emphasise central key aspects of their product features, busi
ness models and market positioning that were unique.

In terms of products, start-ups frequently highlighted interactivity, localisation and 
technological innovation as key characteristics that differentiated them. For example, 
MS10 emphasised personalised, multilingual content: “One thing we wanted to do 
differently was definitely the language part. It would be personalized . . . you can get the 
information in your language.” And MS9 pointed to its technological edge with predictive 
analytics, claiming, “We probably have the best algorithm to analyse cinema audiences.” 

JOURNAL OF MEDIA BUSINESS STUDIES 13



For business models, differentiation was built on central attributes of them, such as 
engagement, pricing simplicity and scalability. For instance, MS3 described their service 
as “top-lined new innovative technology that literally doesn’t exist”, while MS8 stressed 
affordability: “Compared to most of our competitors . . . our pricing is more simple and 
cheaper.” Start-ups also carved out niches by focusing on specialisation or underserved 
customer segments that became central to their market positioning. For example, MS6 
targeted smaller clients overlooked by major players, with the founder noting, 
“Ticketmaster . . . they’re really big and scary . . . there’s lots of new markets for kinds 
like us.”

In sum, when referencing competitors, start-ups stressed their differentiation strate
gies by focusing on central aspects of their approach that were key to their business – 
whether through distinctive features, business models tailored to unserved market needs 
or unique market positions.

Zooming in for differentiation from non-competitors: narrowing to diverge from 
start-ups

We found that start-ups not only narrowed their focus to align with other start-ups but 
frequently did it also to differentiate themselves from them, especially within their 
accelerator programme cohorts. By focusing on other particular aspects of identity and 
relational belonging, business models and market position that were distinct from other 
start-ups, they positioned themselves as unique within close-knit entrepreneurial 
communities.

For example, MS14 emphasised its outsider identity within the cohort: “We are not 
a content start-up . . . So, we are kind of an outlier in that sense.” And MS12 pointed to 
global ambitions: “Our focus is more on global business than the other members of the 
cohort.” Start-up MS10 set itself apart by focusing on a niche: “Our idea is totally 
different . . . none of them are dealing with memories or archiving”; while 
MS8 highlighted a unique target group: “Our focus on young children made us stand 
out.” Further, MS2 underscored its industry-specific focus: “We were the only one work
ing in the film industry”, and MS5 noted variation even among similar start-ups: “None of 
us had very similar business models . . . our goals and markets were totally different.” 
Polling and audience engagement start-up MS3 emphasised the uniqueness of its market 
position as it targeted untapped audiences – “We’re catching the audience that hasn’t been 
caught before” – and its global reach – “We don’t have the limitations of Estonia, because 
we are selling something that goes through the internet.” And MS11 leveraged geographic 
leadership: “We were the first pure linguistics start-up in Estonia.” These narrowly framed 
comparisons allowed start-ups to justify their uniqueness even within similar or over
lapping contexts. Interestingly, start-ups carved out meaningful differences by building 
on aspects they had used to claim conformity through narrowing to align with other 
start-ups. For example, MS5’s founder explained, “Our team is definitely one of the 
strongest things. The idea is not new, but the team is one of the most important things”, 
illustrating how differentiation was built on top of an acknowledged foundation of 
similarity.

In sum, by narrowing their reference groups to similar start-ups, founders highlighted 
what set them apart – be it niche focus, unique audiences or global ambitions – using 
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close-up comparisons of discrete characteristics that emphasised their distinct identity, 
business model and market position.

Zooming in for differentiation from non-competitors: narrowing to diverge from 
market contexts

Similar to their narrowing to diverge from other start-ups, our start-ups also frequently 
differentiated themselves by narrowing on particularities that diverged from reference 
groups in larger geographic or industry contexts. This strategic framing enabled them to 
position other companies as non-direct competitors, allowing them to carve out distinct 
market positions. By defining their space precisely, start-ups highlighted why similar 
firms were not true rivals.

For example, MS6 deliberately avoided competing with larger firms that target 
corporate clients, instead focusing on smaller and mid-sized event organisers: “We 
don’t fight for these customers . . . we are more focused on the small and mid-sized.” 
Though they share the same sector, MS6’s narrow focus created a clear point of 
differentiation. Similarly, MS2 explained, “We have one foot in the film industry and 
another in immersive media technology”, positioning itself between two sectors to estab
lish a distinct niche in the film sector. And MS1 targeted event organisers within the 
broader video streaming market, simplifying complex tools to meet this group’s specific 
needs: “We want to focus on events so that event organisers can find it simple enough to do 
everything on their own.”

In sum, by narrowing on sharply defined organisational features, these start-ups 
established their uniqueness within larger reference groups, such as broader industries. 
This approach allowed them to distance themselves from others in the same domain.

Simultaneous application of strategies

Importantly, we found that start-ups often applied multiple cognitive framing strategies 
simultaneously, depending on their reference group. Rather than using one strategy in 
isolation, these approaches operated in parallel – allowing start-ups to achieve both 
conformity and differentiation. This simultaneity is significant for understanding opti
mal distinctiveness: it illustrates that founders balance conformity and differentiation 
dynamically (Zhao & Glynn, 2022) by orchestrating multiple, interdependent reference 
points and strategic dimensions in real time. In other words, optimal distinctiveness is 
pursued, rather than by striking a balance point between conformity and differentiation, 
through a cognitively complex, multi-dimensional process in which entrepreneurs com
bine, layer and shift framing strategies as they respond to different audiences and 
situational demands. In Table 5, we present five exemplary cases that illustrate the 
concurrent use of all three strategies.

Discussion and conclusion

In this study, we have explored how media-tech start-ups enrolled in a media-tech 
accelerator programme pursue optimal distinctiveness in their positioning strategies. 
Our findings demonstrate the complexity and the multifaceted nature of strategic 
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positioning and cognitive frames, highlighting that, in striving for optimal distinctive
ness, start-ups orchestrate conformity and differentiation in configurations of strategic 
dimensions and reference groups. They express their identity and market position in 
nuanced ways, by sometimes referring to a broader business environment and at other 
times more narrowly defining company groups. They also acknowledge similarities with 
some specific groups in some respects while distinguishing themselves in others, shifting 
between stressing discrete particularities and more generic attributes. That is, depending 
on which strategic dimension is at stake at any particular moment and whether they aim 
for conformity or differentiation, start-ups can narrow (zoom in), broaden (zoom out) or 
keep (centre) their focus vis-à-vis external stakeholders. We identify three specific 
cognitive framing strategies by which start-ups position themselves: start-ups narrow 
their focus to align with other start-ups and broaden it to align with market contexts 
(zooming in and out for conformity); they keep their focus centred on diverging from their 
competition (keeping competitive differentiation centre-focused); and, finally, they narrow 
their focus to diverge from start-ups and their market contexts (zooming in for differ
entiation from non-competitors).

Our study contributes to the research on optimal distinctiveness by showing details of 
how orchestrating conformity and differentiation works. First, following calls from Zhao 
et al. (2017) and Zhao and Glynn (2022), we show that start-ups do not rely on a single, 
well-defined reference group but instead make multiple comparisons based on different 
strategic dimensions with various groups and construct their strategic position within 
a complex setting. In other words, when seeking an optimal position, start-ups not only 

Table 5. Case summaries of simultaneous strategy application.

Start-up
Zooming in and out for 

conformity
Competitive differentiation 

centre-focused

Zooming in for 
differentiation from non- 

competitors

MS1 – custom 
streaming platform

Identifies with other start-ups 
in the accelerator 
programme and 
benchmarks against global 
streaming competitors.

Highlights that its business 
model was informed by 
customer feedback.

Focuses specifically on event 
organisers needing easy- 
to-use streaming tools.

MS3 – audience 
engagement tool

Shows strong ties to the local 
ecosystem and awareness 
of global trends.

Combines tech and audience 
engagement for scalable 
solutions.

Differentiates through 
global ambition and 
a niche focus on live 
audience interaction 
tools.

MS6 – event ticketing 
platform

Aligns locally with the 
Estonian start-up ecosystem 
and globally as an ‘event- 
tech’ and ‘SaaS’ company; 
benchmarks against 
Eventbrite and Apple.

Offers a self-service ticketing 
platform for smaller, 
underserved customers; 
emphasises simplicity and 
localised payments.

Avoids larger clients 
targeted by competitors 
and focuses on small to 
mid-sized event 
organisers.

MS10 – memory 
archiving app

Shows strong ties with local 
start-up networks but 
focuses on contributing to 
global personalisation 
trends through multilingual, 
interactive content.

Focuses on memory archiving, 
emotional engagement and 
language personalisation.

Stands out within the 
cohort: ‘Our idea is totally 
different . . . none of them 
are dealing with memories 
or archiving.’

MS11 – AI text 
analytics

Deeply rooted in Estonia while 
also positioning itself as 
a globally oriented 
company.

Emphasises niche leadership 
in underserved language 
markets.

Positions itself as the first 
linguistic AI start-up in 
Estonia.
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balance similarity and distinctiveness simultaneously but do so across multiple dimen
sions in relation to multiple reference groups. In this sense, positioning strategies go 
beyond striking specific balance points between similarity and differentiation as opposite 
ends of a continuum. They also include the management of multiple balance points, 
contributing to an overall optimum between simultaneous multiple benchmarks and 
stakeholder expectations (McKnight & Zietsma, 2018; Zhao & Glynn, 2022). The entre
preneurs in our study continuously recalibrate their positioning across diverse strategic 
dimensions and reference groups. Importantly, our findings also demonstrate that 
entrepreneurs apply these framing strategies simultaneously. They frequently engage in 
frame-switching and frame-layering, combining several strategies simultaneously 
depending on the audience and context at hand. This simultaneity aligns with Zhao 
and Glynn’s (2022) conceptualisation of optimal distinctiveness as a dynamic equili
brium. By showing that founders manage multiple, interdependent reference points in 
parallel and at the same time, optimal distinctiveness is not a linear balancing act along 
a single dimension but a cognitively complex, multi-dimensional process.

Second, the specific cognitive framing strategies that we identify also show how 
cognitive frames play a crucial role in optimal distinctiveness. Our findings indicate 
that, in strategic positioning, companies apply multiple positioning strategies by actively 
using several framing tactics – sometimes multiple simultaneously; sometimes just a few. 
We specifically identify cognitive framing tactics that start-ups use in their strategic 
positioning to achieve conformity and differentiation relative to others. For example, 
they may align with other start-ups in terms of identity while differentiating themselves 
from direct competitors or other companies in their specific market position. We show 
how managers orchestrate a set of strategic factors and reference groups in positioning 
their companies. Our study demonstrates how companies are building their strategic 
positions through interpretative cognitive processes. In doing so, we join into strategic 
cognition research, which has shown how important a role managerial cognitive framing 
may have in strategic decisions and actions (Gary & Wood, 2011; Kaplan, 2011; Kiss & 
Barr, 2015; Porac et al., 1989). As a result, our study builds bridges between the research 
streams of strategic cognition and optimal distinctiveness by showing the important role 
of managerial cognition when companies strive for optimal position among other 
companies. We propose that managerial cognition is a foundational aspect of managing 
optimal distinctiveness. In our study of media-tech start-ups, we find that managers’ 
cognitive frames or worldviews, that is, how they interpret the environment and perceive 
and determine their similarities to and differences from others, drive and motivate their 
strategic choices and actions. By illustrating how cognitive framing enables entrepre
neurs to flexibly align or differentiate across varied audiences and strategic concerns, our 
study offers a more nuanced understanding of how optimal distinctiveness is not only 
pursued but cognitively constructed.

And third, our study contributes to the optimal distinctiveness theory by shifting the 
analytical lens from the organisational to the individual level, focusing on how entrepre
neurs dynamically navigate the tension between differentiation and conformity. While 
prior research has predominantly examined optimal distinctiveness as a strategic balance 
at the organisational level (e.g. Deephouse, 1999; Zhao & Glynn, 2022), our study adopts 
a micro-level perspective, capturing the mechanisms by which entrepreneurs navigate 
a multi-dimensional and context-sensitive positioning process. In doing so, it responds 
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to recent calls (Zhao, 2022; Zhao & Glynn, 2022; Zhao et al., 2017) to move beyond 
treating optimal distinctiveness as a balance on a single continuum, showing instead how 
entrepreneurial actors actively orchestrate conformity and distinctiveness through 
frame-switching and reframing tactics in response to shifting legitimacy and competitive 
pressures.

While our study is grounded in the media-tech industry, it goes beyond merely 
applying existing theories to this context. Instead, it leverages the media industry as 
a case study to contribute to the advancement of theory itself. This approach aligns 
with the growing call in media management research for more theory-building 
grounded in industry-specific insights (e.g. Rohn, 2018, 2021). Furthermore, our 
study makes a significant contribution to media management research by providing 
a nuanced understanding of cognitive framing and positioning strategies of start-ups 
in the industry. These start-ups, positioned at the forefront of media industry 
dynamics, are crucial for understanding key complexities shaping the sector (see 
also Rohn, 2018). Yet, as mentioned earlier, media start-ups and media entrepreneur
ship remain under-explored in media management research. Our study directly 
addresses this gap, contributing valuable insights and expanding the body of knowl
edge in this area.

Our study enriches the current view of understanding and theorising change in media 
management research (e.g. Malmelin et al., 2022). By aligning with Zhao and Glynn’s (2022) 
conceptualisation of optimal distinctiveness as a dynamic equilibrium, we offer a refined view 
of the concept as a continuous, evolving process. In the context of media-tech start-ups, this 
dynamic framing – conceptualised as “centring, zooming in and zooming out” – enhances 
optimal distinctiveness theory by situating it within the fast-moving, complex realities of the 
media industry. This new framing provides a deeper understanding of the industry’s rapid 
evolution, further enriching the theorisation of change in media management research.

Media-tech start-ups are inherently hybrid organisations, balancing multiple objec
tives, above all technological, cultural and economic ones, from their inception. 
Understanding these start-ups does not only contribute to a better understanding of 
how industry trends formulate; their hybridity also makes them particularly well-suited 
for exploring concepts such as cognitive framing and optimal distinctiveness. While 
Zhao and Glynn (2022) advocate to focus on mature organisations, our research on early- 
stage media-tech start-ups provides critical insights into how organisational hybridity 
and optimal distinctiveness evolve, particularly during the formative stages.

Our study aligns with calls for greater integration of media management research 
with practical implications (e.g. Rohn and Evens, 2020). In this regard, our research 
provides actionable insights into framing tactics and managerial cognitive frames, 
offering valuable contributions to both media management and media entrepre
neurship education (e.g. Gossel et al., 2025). In terms of managerial implications, 
our study offers an important message to media founders: managing a start-up’s 
strategic position and striving for growth and success in business requires orches
trating simultaneously differences and similarities along strategic dimensions and in 
relation to various reference groups in the business environment. Importantly, the 
orchestration depends on the manager’s subjective representations of the business 
environment, that is, the complexity of the structures or worldviews that managers 
are able to construct and navigate. The ability to develop dynamic and complex 
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schemas or models of reality ensures better flexibility and adaptation to changes in 
the business environment. This is particularly important in the dynamic and volatile 
media-tech industry, especially for start-up companies actively building their com
petitive advantage and striving for growth. To be successful, managers must con
tinually scan, reinterpret, act and adapt to the changing demands and expectations 
of various stakeholders. Reference groups and framing tactics can be considered as 
cognitive resources that managers use in building their strategic positions and 
communicating them to stakeholders. Narrow cognitive frames may limit strategic 
actions (Porac et al., 1989; Tripsas & Gavetti, 2000), whereas rich cognitive frames 
and the cognitive flexibility of managers can help a company to balance diverging 
objectives, hence improving strategic adaptation, as Gary and Wood (2011), Kiss 
and Barr (2015), Kiss et al. (2020) and Nadkarni and Narayanan (2007) present. 
From the managerial viewpoint, this suggests also consciously directing attention to 
information channels and companies other than just those at arm’s length, to 
achieve a wider perspective and a richer worldview for supporting strategic 
flexibility.

This study is not free of limitations. One limitation lies in the aggregation process used to 
analyse the chains of incidents. Our findings are based on unique chains of incidents we 
identified in the sampled startups, but these specific incidents may fall short to fully capture 
the nuances of each start-up’s unique context or strategic evolution. This approach, while 
effective in surfacing common themes, may overlook finer distinctions and differences across 
start-ups that could add depth to our understanding of individual strategic positioning. 
Finally, although we interviewed many start-ups more than once over the course of a few 
years, this was not the case for others of them. Future studies could benefit from 
a longitudinal approach that further distinguishes between recurring themes and unique 
developments over time within each start-up. This would allow for a more granular analysis 
of strategic positioning over time, capturing subtle differences in each start-up’s evolution. 
Despite these limitations, the significance of our study lies in its unique contribution to 
understanding strategic positioning in media-tech start-ups, particularly within the context of 
accelerator programmes. By highlighting the cognitive framing tactics that media entrepre
neurs employ to balance conformity with differentiation, we address an essential gap in 
media management literature.
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