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When faced with an important decision, many of us seek advice. The same is true in startups.
When faced with difficult and long-lasting decisions, startup founders often consult their
advisors. Despite being commonly used in startup context, the research into these informal
governance mechanisms has been limited. Especially research into the influence exercised
by the advisory bodies remains limited. This bachelor’s thesis aims to address this research
gap by conducting four case studies into how four different pre-seed stage founders have
utilised advisory bodies through semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis. The ob-
jective of the thesis is to explore the role and influence of advisory bodies in early-stage
startups.

The thesis proposes two exploratory models to understand the role and influence of advisory
bodies: The Dual-Layered Advisory Body Model and The Cognitive Processing Model of
Advisory Influence. The role of advisory bodies is twofold: a foundational supportive role
grounded in Stewardship Theory, and an additive connective role driven by Resource De-
pendence Theory. Advisory influence is also divided: Advisory influence can act as a delib-
erative perspective or reliance perspective. When a founder maintains a deliberative perspec-
tive, the advisor's influence is moderated to a sounding board; however, under conditions of
reliance perspective, advisors can directly contribute to final strategic outcomes despite lack-
ing formal executive authority. The influence of advisors is grounded in referent power.
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Kuten monet meistd, myds startup-perustajat kiéntyvit vaikeiden paitosten edessd neuvon-
antajien puoleen. Vaikka epévirallisten neuvonantajaelimien — kuten advisory boardien tai
mentorien — kdyttd on startupeissa yleistd, niiden rooleja ja erityisesti vaikutusvaltaa on tie-
teellisesti tutkittu véhin. Tdmi kandidaatintutkielma vastaa tédhén tutkimusaukkoon tarkas-
telemalla neuvonantajaelimien roolia ja vaikutusvaltaa alkuvaiheen startupeissa. Tutkimus
toteutettiin neljan pre-seed vaiheen perustajan tapaustutkimuksena hyddyntden puolistruk-
turoituja haastatteluja ja teema-analyysia.

Tutkielma esittdd kaksi eksploratiivista mallia ilmion ymmartdmiseksi: Kaksitasoisen neu-
vonantoelinmallin ja neuvonantajan kognitiivisen vaikutuksen mallin. Neuvonantajien rooli
on kaksijakoinen: pohjimmiltaan Stewardship-teoriaan pohjautuva tukirooli sekd mahdolli-
sena lisdnd resurssiriippuvuusteoriaan perustuva yhdistiva rooli. Myds vaikutusvalta jakau-
tuu kahtia: perustajan sdilyttdessd harkitsevan ndkdkulman neuvonantaja toimii vain kaiku-
pohjana, mutta sdidnnodllisen tukeutumisen tilanteissa neuvonantaja voi vaikuttaa suoraan
strategisiin padtoksiin ilman muodollista valtaa. Neuvonantajien vaikutusvalta perustuu ref-
erenssivaltaan.
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1 Introduction

When confronted with a difficult decision, many of us seek advice. Whether changing ca-
reers or choosing between two universities to attend, individuals commonly gather infor-
mation to support informed decision-making. The same is true in business: when faced with
impactful decisions, boards of directors and executives tend to seek external advice - partic-

ularly in strategic decision-making contexts (Ma et al. 2019).

This tendency is especially evident during the transition from an early-stage startup to an
early growth company, when various advisory bodies are used to provide executives with
external perspectives to support decision-making, particularly in strategic matters (Jonsson,
2017). For example, a situation, where a startup company is deciding go-to-market strategies
for expansion. Like its name, the advisory bodies task is to provide external advice and
council when needed, but in most cases the bodies themselves do not hold any formal power

in their hands — that is held by the executives and directors.

Although the use of advisory bodies in early-stage ventures is widespread, academic research
on how these bodies are utilised by early-stage startup founders remains limited. The scarcity
of academic research on advisory boards has been explicitly noted, with Morkel and Posner's
(2002) study remaining one of the few empirical contributions to the field (McNaughton,
2026). In particular, there is a lack of empirical understanding regarding the extent to which
advisory input influences decision-making in practice. This thesis aims to address this gap

by examining the role and influence of advisory bodies in early-stage startups.

1.1  Aim and research questions of this thesis

The aim of this thesis is to examine the role and influence of advisory bodies in early-stage
startups. In addition, this thesis also examines briefly the structures of advisory bodies in

startups. The main research question is:
RQ1 - What is the role and influence of advisory bodies in early-stage startups?

This primary research question is addressed in the discussion and conclusion chapters of the

thesis, which synthesise the empirical findings from the qualitative interviews with the



relevant theoretical frameworks. To effectively operationalise and answer the main question,

it is analysed through two specific sub-questions:

RQ1.1 - How do early-stage startup entrepreneurs describe the role of advisory bodies in

startups?

This sub-question is answered by analysing the semi-structured interview data, with a par-
ticular focus on the founders' responses to questions two, five, and six from the interview

guide.

RQ1.2 - To what extent do advisories influence strategic decisions in startups, despite lack-

ing formal authority?

This sub-question is answered by analysing the semi-structured interview data, specifically
focusing on the strategic decision-making dynamics revealed through questions three, four,

and five from the interview guide.

1.2 Research methods and research

The research method used in this thesis is multiple case-study. The data was collected by
interviewing four early-stage startup founders, who have personal experience from dealing
with advisory bodies. The interviews were conducted using semi-structured interview ap-
proach. The interviews were transcribed, and the collected data were analysed using quali-

tative thematic analysis.

1.3 Theoretical framework and delimitations

The theoretical framework of this thesis is built upon the three principal paradigms within
corporate governance: Agency Theory, Stewardship Theory, and Resource Dependence
Theory (Jonsson, 2017). In addition to these foundational theories, the framework explores

the concept of power and its dimensions, specifically focusing on expert and referent power.

The scope of this thesis is delimited to examining advisory bodies explicitly through the
perspectives of early-stage startup founders. In the startup ecosystem, advisors are utilised
regularly, and within early-stage ventures, the roles and structural arrangements surrounding

these advisors are inherently more flexible and diverse. By delimiting the research in this



manner, the study avoids a generalised overview of advisory boards and instead delves into
a specific, dynamic context where existing academic research remains sparse and less prev-

alent.

1.4  Structure of the thesis

This thesis is structured around five main chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the background,
research objectives, delimitations, and the overall structure of the study. Chapter 2 estab-
lishes the theoretical framework through a literature review, examining relevant corporate

governance paradigms and the dimensions of power exercised by advisory bodies.

Chapter 3 presents the empirical component of the study, detailing the qualitative method-
ology and the execution of the semi-structured interviews with startup founders. Finally,
Chapter 4 presents the resulting empirical findings and the synthesises these empirical results
with the theoretical framework to answer the research questions. Chapter 5 is the final con-

clusions, limitations, future research, and practical implications.
Figure 1 — Aim of the thesis and its structure

Aim of the thesis:

RQ1: What is the role and influence of advisory bodies in early-stage startups.

Synthesised with two research questions:

RQ1.2: To what extent do advisories influence strate-
gic decisions in startups, despite lacking formal author-

ity?

RQ1.1: How do early-stage startup entrepreneurs
describe the role of advisory bodies in startups?

Measured with: Measured with:

Interview Q2, QS5, Q6 Interview Q3, Q4, Q5



2 Theoretical framework

This section outlines the theoretical framework of the thesis. The framework is structured
into two chapters. First, it examines the nature of advisory bodies and analyses how they
differ from, and relate to, the formal board of directors in terms of structure, authority, and
function. Particular attention is given to their legal status, decision-making powers, and de-

gree of institutionalisation within corporate governance systems.

Second, the section explores the distribution of power among internal corporate actors and
reviews how power dynamics are conceptualised within corporate governance research. This
includes an examination of the relationships between shareholders, boards of directors, ex-
ecutives, and other relevant stakeholders. The found frameworks are then adapted to the
advisory body environment, to gain a perspective on how the frameworks play in the advi-

sory context.

2.1 Advisors and the Board of Directors

Advisory boards are described as informal bodies and councils that companies and institu-
tions have organised to consult on issues and strategic guidance (Jonsson, 2017; Stensaker
et al, 2024). There are advisory boards and advisors for the company and personal mentors

and advisors for the individuals working in the company.

The nature of these informal governance bodies is described by the flexibility — there are no
formal regulation on the subject. a company is free to ground an advisory body freely as they
wish in a format they deem to be fit best. It can be for a certain project, or it can be continu-
ous. (Akers & Giacomino, 2004, Courtney et al. 2021) Key difference of advisory bodies in
startups — compared to the formal governing bodies defined in company law — is that, as
their name implies, informal governing bodies do not exercise formal authority. Unlike
boards of directors, advisory boards do not carry legal liability or fiduciary duties, and their
commitment and compensation structures are considerably more flexible (McNaughton,

2026).

Formal authority within a company in Finland is exercised by the board of directors under

its general competence (Limited Liability Companies Act 624/2006, Chapter 6, Section 2).



However, the use of Advisory bodies is in good governance: The Act also stipulates that the
board must act with due care to promote the interests of the company, known as the duty of
care (Limited Liability Companies Act 624/2006, Chapter 1, Section 8). When acting with
due care, the board considers decisions from multiple perspectives and arrives at a well-
reasoned conclusion. As part of this duty of care, the board may rely on external experts to
evaluate decisions. For example, when making an investment decision, the board may obtain

a report from a consulting firm assessing profitability and costs.

However, unlike the board of directors, whose existence is mandated by law, advisory boards
— a group of advisors — and advisors face explicit expectations regarding their value contri-
bution. While the board of directors is expected — but not legally required — to create value
for the company, an advisory board that fails to add value lacks justification for its existence.
Consequently, the establishment of an advisory board and other advisory bodies must always

be driven by a clearly identified need and purpose. (Ikdheimonen, 2024)

In startups, besides the strategic council, there are also alternative motivations for establish-
ing advisory bodies. Prior research suggests that startups can gain access to valuable exper-
tise, legitimacy, and credibility through advisory bodies, especially advisory boards — some-
times to a greater extent than through their formal board of directors. This is partly because
prominent and highly experienced individuals are often more willing to serve on advisory
boards than on formal boards of directors, due to the latter’s fiduciary duties and legal re-

sponsibilities. (Morkel & Posner, 2002)

In startups the advisory structures allow founders and investors to maintain a small, legally
required board of directors responsible for statutory governance, while simultaneously draw-
ing on the expertise, experience, and networks of a broader advisory board. Through their
members’ professional backgrounds and networks, advisory boards can provide manage-
ment with access to expert knowledge, industry contacts, and enhanced credibility. From a
network perspective, advisory board members may function as central nodes in a network of
weak ties, connecting the startup to a wide range of valuable external relationships. In some
cases, advisory board members may also act as early-stage investors, further strengthening

their influence and involvement in the venture. (Morkel & Posner, 2002)

In conclusion, Advisory bodies are voluntary bodies and councils that companies and insti-

tutions organise to consult on important issues and strategic guidance (Jonsson 2017,



Stensaker et al. 2024). The bodies, conature andormal boards and governance, are flexible
in their working nature, and formed to serve the company. Thus, there are expectations on
their capacity to drive value to decision-making (Ikdheimonen, 2024). Startup companies
also utilise advisory bodies to gain access to valuable expertise, legitimacy, and credibility

through them (Morkel & Posner, 2002).

2.2 Who holds power in businesses?

This section introduces the three principal theoretical paradigms that frame the analysis of
power, governance, and board roles within corporations: Agency Theory, Stewardship The-
ory, and Resource Dependence Theory (Nicholson & Kiel, 2007). These frameworks con-
stitute the dominant lenses through which the distribution of authority, managerial behav-

iour, and board functions have been examined in corporate governance research.

Each theory offers a distinct set of assumptions regarding human motivation, organisational
objectives, and the mechanisms through which control and coordination are achieved. Con-
sequently, they provide competing interpretations of how power is structured between share-
holders, managers, and boards, and how governance arrangements should be designed to

ensure organisational effectiveness.

The following chapters examine each paradigm in turn. First, Agency Theory is analysed as
a control-oriented framework grounded in economic rationality and the mitigation of oppor-
tunism. Second, Stewardship Theory is presented as a trust-based alternative that emphasises
alignment, intrinsic motivation, and collaborative governance. Third, Resource Dependence
Theory is explored as an externally oriented perspective that highlights the board’s role in
securing critical resources and managing environmental interdependencies. Together, these
chapters establish the theoretical foundation for assessing advisory bodies and their potential

role within contemporary governance structures.

2.2.1 Agency Theory

Agency Theory constitutes one of the dominant theoretical foundations of corporate govern-
ance and is firmly rooted in organisational economics and neoclassical economic thought.

Originally articulated by Adolf A. Berle and Gardiner C. Means in The Modern Corporation



and Private Property (1932), the theory centres on the relationship between shareholders
(principals) and managers (agents) in corporations characterised by a separation of owner-
ship and control. Agency Theory seeks to explain and mitigate the problems that arise when

the interests of these two parties diverge.

At its core, Agency Theory rests on three fundamental assumptions. First, it presumes the
existence of information asymmetry, as managers typically possess superior knowledge re-
garding the firm’s operations and strategic prospects. Second, both principals and agents are
assumed to act rationally and to pursue their own self-interests. Third, given these condi-
tions, goal conflicts between shareholders and managers are considered likely, thereby gen-

erating agency costs. (Eisenhardt, 1989)

Within this framework, corporate governance mechanisms — most notably the board of di-
rectors — are designed to monitor and discipline managerial behaviour. The board functions
as an oversight body intended to align managerial decisions with shareholder interests, re-
duce information asymmetries, and minimize agency costs through monitoring, incentive

alignment, and control mechanisms. (Shleifer & Vishny, 1997)

However, the central assumption that managers are inherently prone to opportunistic behav-
iour has been increasingly challenged in contemporary governance research. Critics argue
that the opportunism premise may overstate self-interests as the dominant managerial motive
and underestimate the roles of intrinsic motivation, professional norms, reputation concerns,
and organisational identification. (Donaldson & Davis, 1991) Consequently, while Agency
Theory provides a parsimonious and analytically powerful model of governance, its behav-

ioural assumptions remain subject to ongoing theoretical and empirical debate.

2.2.2  Stewardship Theory

Stewardship Theory departs from Agency Theory by conceptualising managers not as self-
interested agents, but as stewards whose motives are aligned with the long-term interests of
the organisation. It has at times been characterised as the antithesis of Agency Theory.
Whereas Agency Theory emphasises monitoring and control mechanisms to curb managerial
opportunism, Stewardship Theory downplays the necessity of intensive oversight. Instead,

it assumes that executives and senior managers will prioritise the interests of the company



and all its stakeholder’s over personal gain. In this view, managerial behaviour is driven by
intrinsic motivation, professional responsibility, and a commitment to organisational suc-

cess. (Davis et al, 1997)

The intellectual foundations of Stewardship thinking are often associated with the broader
stakeholder perspective advanced by R. Edward Freeman in Strategic Management: A
Stakeholder Approach (1984), which challenged the narrow shareholder-centric orientation
of traditional corporate governance models. Within a Stewardship framework, the role of the

board of directors is correspondingly reinterpreted.

If executives — particularly the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) — are presumed to act in the
best interests of the company and its shareholders, the need for strict monitoring and disci-
plinary control diminishes. The board’s function shifts from one of surveillance to one of
partnership. Rather than managing or constraining executives, the board is expected to pro-
vide strategic counsel, support, and constructive challenge. In this capacity, the board acts
as a collaborative resource, engaging in dialogue and strategic sparring, while reinforcing

the organisation’s long-term objectives. (Nicholson & Kiel, 2007)

2.2.3 Resource Dependence Theory

Resource Dependence Theory was developed by Jeffrey Pfeffer and Gerald R. Salancik in
their paper The External Control of Organizations. The theory challenges the notion of the
firm as a self-sufficient entity and instead conceptualises organisations as open systems em-
bedded within, and dependent upon, their external environments. Firms must acquire critical
resources — such as capital, labour, raw materials, legitimacy, and expertise — from external
actors. Because these resources are unevenly distributed, organisations become dependent
upon those who control them. Power, therefore, resides with actors who regulate access to

essential resources (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003).

In contrast to Agency Theory, which frames the board primarily as a monitoring mechanism
safeguarding shareholder interests, and Stewardship Theory, which positions the board as a
strategic partner and supporter of management, Resource Dependence Theory assigns the
board a boundary-spanning function. The board of directors serves as a mechanism through

which the firm manages external interdependencies and mitigates environmental



uncertainty. Compared to the previous two theories, Resource Dependence places emphasis

on the boards ability to link the company to the external environment (Jonsson, 2017).

From this perspective, directors are valued for the resources they bring access to capital
markets, regulatory insight, industry knowledge, political connections, and reputational cap-
ital. The composition of the board should therefore reflect the organisation’s current external
dependencies. As the firm’s strategic environment changes, so too should the board’s struc-
ture. Rather than expanding the board indiscriminately in response to difficulty, firms should
deliberately appoint directors whose networks and expertise align with prevailing environ-

mental demands. (Hillman et al. 2000)

Accordingly, Resource Dependence Theory reframes directors not merely as overseers or
advisers, but as strategic conduits linking the organisation to critical external actors. Their
function is to secure resources, reduce uncertainty, and manage power asymmetries in the

firm’s operating environment.

2.2.4 Three paradigms, boards, and the application to advisory bodies

The three dominant corporate governance paradigms — agent theory, Stewardship Theory,
and Resource Dependence Theory — offer distinct interpretations of internal power distribu-

tion and the role of boards within firms.

Agency Theory conceptualises managers, boards, and shareholders as actors with potentially
divergent self-interests. The board’s primary function is therefore one of monitoring and
control: it serves as an intermediary between shareholders and managers and is tasked with

disciplining managerial behaviour to mitigate agency costs. (Shleifer & Vishny, 1997)

Stewardship Theory, by contrast, assumes an alignment of interests between managers,
boards, and shareholders. Under this perspective, executives are presumed to act in the best
interests of the company. Consequently, the board’s role shifts from oversight to strategic
support, functioning primarily as an advisory and collaborative body rather than a monitor-

ing authority. (Nicholson & Kiel, 2007)

Resource Dependence Theory, developed by Jeffrey Pfeffer and Gerald R. Salancik, assigns

the board yet another function. Here, the board is neither merely a monitor nor solely a
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strategic partner, but a boundary-spanning mechanism that links the organisation to critical

external actors and secures access to essential resources. (Hillman et al. 2000)

The relevance of these frameworks to advisory bodies requires careful consideration. Previ-
ous research suggests that advisory boards are particularly influential in providing strategic
guidance to executives, gathering external information, scanning the competitive environ-
ment, and discussing strategic alternatives. Access to external information has been identi-

fied as especially significant in the functioning of advisory boards (Jonsson, 2017).

Also, many advisory board members are external experts who are either modestly compen-
sated or serve without pay. While reputational incentives and indirect benefits may still exist,
the structural conditions differ from those assumed in classical principal-agent relationships.
Moreover, as noted by Ikdheimonen (2024), advisory bodies are voluntary and must demon-
strate value to remain relevant. Advisory board members are typically selected for their ex-
pertise, experience, and professional standing. Their role is to provide guidance, strategic
reflection, and constructive challenge, rather than to exercise formal control. The relation-

ship between executives and advisers is often collaborative and trust-based.

Through their members’ professional backgrounds and networks, advisory bodies can pro-
vide access to expert knowledge, industry contacts, legitimacy, and credibility. From a net-
work perspective, advisory board members may function as central nodes within systems of
weak ties, connecting the firm — particularly in entrepreneurial contexts — to valuable exter-
nal relationships. In some instances, advisory board members also act as early-stage inves-
tors, thereby deepening both their influence and their commitment to the venture (Morkel &

Posner, 2002).

From an Agency Theory perspective, advisory bodies would be interpreted through the lens
of self-interests and potential goal divergences. In this view, advisers, like managers, may
pursue their own objectives, which may not always align with those of the firm. Conse-
quently, advisory influence would be approached with caution, as advisers could introduce
bias or promote decisions that serve personal, financial, or reputational interests. This inter-
pretation is most applicable in cases where advisers hold equity stakes or other direct incen-
tives, such as in startups involving angel investors. However, in many advisory contexts,
members are external experts who receive limited or no compensation, which weakens the

assumption of strong opportunistic behaviour. As advisory roles are typically voluntary and
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must demonstrate value to remain relevant, persistent self-serving behaviour would likely

result in disengagement by the firm.

From a Stewardship Theory perspective, advisory bodies can be understood as collaborative
and trust-based partners supporting the organisation’s strategic development. Advisers are
assumed to act in the best interests of the firm, motivated by professional values, intrinsic
satisfaction, and a commitment to organisational success. In this context, the advisory role
closely resembles that of a strategic counsellor, where the primary function is to provide
guidance, challenge assumptions, and support executive decision-making. The relationship
between founders and advisers is characterised by mutual trust and shared objectives, rather
than control or monitoring. This perspective aligns closely with empirical observations of
advisory bodies, where influence is exercised through dialogue, reflection, and cognitive

support rather than formal authority.

From a Resource Dependence Theory perspective, advisory bodies function as boundary-
spanning mechanisms that connect the firm to critical external resources. Advisers contribute
not only knowledge and expertise, but also access to networks, legitimacy, and market op-
portunities. Particularly in entrepreneurial contexts, advisory board members may act as key
nodes within broader networks, facilitating connections to investors, partners, and custom-
ers. This external orientation makes advisory bodies especially valuable in reducing uncer-
tainty and supporting strategic positioning. Empirical research has highlighted that access to
external information and networks is a central function of advisory boards (Jonsson, 2017),
reinforcing the relevance of this perspective. In many cases, the effectiveness of advisory

bodies is directly tied to their ability to bridge the firm with its external environment.
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Figure 2 — The three principal theoretical paradigms in Board of Directors and Advisory

Bodies contexts.

Theory Board of Directors

Advisory Bodies

Agency Theory Managers, boards, and shareholders
as actors with potentially divergent
self-interests. The board’s primary
function is to monitor and control.

(Shleifer & Vishny, 1997)

Advisers may be seen as actors with
their own interests, requiring critical
evaluation of their input, particularly in
cases where they hold financial stakes or

other incentives.

Stewardship Theory | Assumes an alignment of interests be-
tween managers, boards, and share-
holders. Executives act in the best in-
terests of the company. Board’s role
functioning primarily as an advisory
and collaborative body rather than a
monitoring authority. (Nicholson &

Kiel, 2007)

Advisory bodies function as trusted
partners, where advisers are assumed to
act in the best interests of the company,
providing guidance, reflection, and stra-
tegic support rather than exercising con-

trol.

Resource Dependence | The board is neither merely a monitor

Theory nor solely a strategic partner, but a
boundary-spanning mechanism that
links the organisation to critical exter-
nal actors and secures access to essen-

tial resources. (Hillman et al. 2000)

Positions advisory bodies as boundary-
spanning actors, whose primary value
lies in connecting the firm to external re-
sources, networks, and opportunities,
thereby reducing uncertainty and
strengthening the firm’s position in its

environment.

2.3 Definition of power with advisories

Although advisory bodies lack formal decision-making authority, their assessments and ob-

servations can exert significant influence, particularly in strategic matters (Jonsson, 2017).

Power may be defined as the capacity of actor A to influence the behaviour of actor B such

that B acts in accordance with A’s wishes (Bass, 1990). A common distinction is made be-

tween formal (positional) power and personal power. In the context of advisory bodies, the

latter is of primary relevance.
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Personal power refers to influence that does not derive from formal hierarchical authority,
but from individual attributes and relational dynamics. Classic work by John R. P. French
Jr. and Bertram Raven (1959) distinguishes between different bases of social power. Two

forms are particularly relevant here: expert power and referent power.

Expert power arises from recognised expertise, experience, and specialised knowledge. In-
fluence is granted because others perceive the individual as possessing superior competence
in a given domain. For instance, individuals tend to rely on the advice of lawyers or physi-
cians because of their acknowledged professional expertise. In advisory bodies, expert power
is often central: Members are selected based on their industry experience, strategic insight
capabilities, or technical expertise depending on what is the intended purpose of the com-

pany. (French & Raven, 1959)

Referent power, by contrast, is grounded in identification, admiration, and personal cha-
risma. It arises when individuals influence others because they are admired, respected, or
perceived as embodying desirable qualities. Influence stems not from formal authority or
specialised expertise, but from the capacity to generate identification and aspiration. This
form of power helps explain the effectiveness of celebrity endorsements in commercial con-
texts. Well-known actors or athletes are typically perceived as more persuasive than un-
known individuals because their reputation, status, and symbolic capital enhance credibility

and desirability. (French & Raven, 1959)

In a governance context, advisory bodies may similarly exercise referent power. The pres-
ence of highly regarded individuals on an advisory board can confer reputational benefits
upon a startup or company. Their standing, professional recognition, or public credibility
may generate trust among investors, partners, and other stakeholders. In this sense, advisory
board members can enhance organisational legitimacy not through formal authority, but
through the symbolic value attached to their personal reputation. In the case of advisory
bodies, power therefore operates indirectly. Without formal authority, influence is exercised
through expertise, credibility, reputation, and relational capital. This reinforces the view that
advisory boards function not as hierarchical control mechanisms, but as informal yet poten-

tially consequential sources of strategic influence.

In extreme cases, the boundary between advisory and formal authority can become blurred.

McNaughton (2026) warns that advisors who become overly involved in decision-making
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risk becoming de facto or shadow directors — a distinction that carries legal implications and

underscores the significance of informal power in governance contexts.
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3 Methodology

This section introduces the research methodologies and practices employed to conduct the

empirical component of the study.
3.1 Research methods

The research methodology adopted in this thesis is a multiple case study approach. Case
studies provide a suitable framework for examining complex and context-dependent phe-
nomena, allowing for an in-depth exploration of how advisory bodies function within differ-
ent startup environments. Given that the use and influence of advisory arrangements vary
significantly across firms, a qualitative approach is particularly appropriate. It enables a nu-
anced understanding of the underlying dynamics, perceptions, and practices associated with
advisory bodies (Hirsjérvi, Remes & Sajavaara, 2013, 164). Through this approach, the study
seeks to capture context-specific insights into how founders utilise advisory bodies and how

these bodies influence decision-making processes.
3.2 Data and Data Collection

This thesis employs semi-structured interviews as the primary data collection method. Semi-
structured interviews combine a focused thematic structure with flexibility, allowing the re-
searcher to explore emerging themes in greater depth while maintaining comparability across
cases. This method is well suited to exploratory research, particularly when studying com-
plex and under-researched phenomena such as advisory influence (Adeoye-Olatunde and
Olenik, 2021; Doody and Noonan, 2013). The interview guide used in this study is presented
in Appendix 1.

The empirical data consists of purposive sampled interviews with four founders of startup
companies who have direct experience working with advisory bodies, including both indi-
vidual advisers and formal advisory boards. In practice, the empirical data was collected

through virtual interviews conducted via Google Meet, with durations ranging from 13-17
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minutes. The interviews were designed to be concise (15-20 minutes) to accommodate the
extreme time poverty of startup founders. Thereafter, the sessions were semi-structured and
direct, focusing strictly on the core frameworks of the thesis. Data protection protocols were
observed throughout the process: all participants were fully anonymised, and the recorded
sessions were transcribed using automated software during call followed by manual quality

checking to ensure an accurate and confidential analysis.

Case 1, Founder X, represents a payments startup. While the company remains operational,
the founder left the venture in the summer of 2025. The organisation established an advisory
structure consisting of five to six individual advisors. The advisors had formal agreements

with the company and were on paper required to be available.

Case 2, Founder Y, represents a startup aiming to be a native operating system for live music
bookings and management. The venture operates at the pre-seed stage and is currently
onboarding its first paying customers and raising a round. While they have received offers
from angel investors and early-stage venture capitals, they have not yet accepted any fund-

ing. The company currently has exactly one external advisor.

Case 3, Founder Z, represents a remote digital service startup focused on activities, events,
and creating clusters between companies. The company is operating in the pre-seed stage,
has already secured some paying customers, and is raising a pre-round while working on
critical improvements to its MVP prototype. The startup currently has two advisors, having

scaled down from around four or five over the previous 12-month period.

Case 4, Founder O, represents a pre-revenue startup building new types of recovery and
health devices for individuals experiencing musculoskeletal issues and pain. The company
has secured initial funding from friends, family, and fools. The venture currently maintains
a formal advisory board consisting of exactly five advisors with whom they have formal

agreements.

The interview structure was based on six open-ended questions grouped into three thematic
categories. The first category (questions 1 to 2) focuses on the background of the interview-
ees and their companies, as well as the nature of the advisory arrangements in use. These
questions provide contextual grounding and help assess the level of experience and exposure

each founder has with advisory bodies. The second category (questions 3 to 4) examines
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how founders utilise advisory bodies in practice, including the frequency, format, and pur-
pose of interactions. The third category (questions 5 to 6) explores the perceived influence
of advisory bodies on decision-making, with particular attention to the extent and nature of

advisory impact.

3.2.1 Data analysis

The collected data are analysed using qualitative thematic analysis. This approach allows for
the identification, analysis, and interpretation of patterns within the interview material.
(Kiger & Varpio, 2020) The analysis proceeds in three stages. First, the transcribed inter-
views are read thoroughly to achieve familiarity with the data. Second, initial codes are gen-
erated to capture relevant features of the material. Third, these codes are grouped into

broader themes that reflect recurring patterns across cases.

The analysis combines both deductive and inductive elements, a dual approach widely es-
tablished and validated in thematic analysis (Kiger & Varpio, 2020). Deductively, the coding
is informed by the theoretical framework of the study — particularly Agency Theory, Stew-
ardship Theory, and Resource Dependence Theory. Inductively, the analysis remains open
to new themes emerging from the data, allowing unexpected patterns or insights to be incor-

porated into the findings.

The choice of thematic analysis is justified by the exploratory nature of the research. As the
aim is not to test predefined hypotheses but to develop a deeper understanding of advisory

dynamics, a flexible and interpretive analytical method is appropriate.



18

4  Results and discussion

This section presents the empirical findings of the study. Afterwards, the findings from the
interviews are synthesised and analysed through the lens of the established theoretical frame-
work into discussion. First, the discussion addresses the underlying role and purpose of ad-
visory bodies within early-stage startups. Next, it examines the emergent foundations of ad-
visory trust and power. Finally, the chapter connects the dynamics of strategic decision-
making to the exercise of informal power, ultimately providing a comprehensive answer to

the primary research questions of this thesis.

4.1 Findings

This section presents how the interviewees talk about the advisory bodies and how they de-
scribe their utilisation and influence in practise. The results focus particularly on the role of
advisory structures, the nature of their involvement, and the extent to which their input

shapes strategic choices.

4.1.1 The practical setup of advisory bodies

The interviewed founders described two distinct practical setups for their advisory bodies,
which varied significantly in size and formality, between formal arrangements governed by
contracts and equity compensation, and highly informal arrangements with no binding agree-
ments. In terms of composition, Founder X utilised an advisory board of five to six individ-
uals, and Founder O worked with a formal board of five advisors. In contrast, the informal
setups were generally smaller; Founder Y relied on a single external advisor, and Founder Z
currently operates with two advisors, having recently scaled down from a previous total of

four to five.

Founder X exemplified the formal approach, noting: “When we got the advisor, especially
in the company we made an agreement with them that said that we will meet advisors. I think
it was once a week or twice a month if needed. So basically, the agreement didn't specify
that we do need to meet, but it specified that we can meet if we actually need them to do
something. but [ would add that on my personal side daily meetings I asked them”. Similarly,

Founder O confirmed the use of formal contracts, stating, “Yes, we have agreements” and
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explaining that through these contracts, advisors “basically then they own a little bit of your

company”’.

In contrast, Founders Y and Z operated their advisory relationships without formal agree-
ments. Founder Y explained the lack of formal ties and equity: “So we have an adviser who
is advising us on the company but he's not officially a part of the company. He doesn't own
any shares or anything like this, but he helps us with anything that we need”. Founder Z

similarly confirmed, “We don't have any agreements with any of our advisors”.

This informality extended to the communication channels used between the founders and
their advisors. For instance, Founder Y highlighted the highly casual and continuous nature
of their interactions, stating, “I would say 95% of our talk happens to text on WhatsApp”. In
Founder Z's case, the frequency of interactions is slightly more structured but remains ac-
cessible, stating, “One is a monthly. He's helping us for the financial things and if we applied
some grant or loan or whatever he will help with financial things and one who's more like a
strategic and based so it's almost like a weekly meeting and then available for the WhatsApp

whenever”.

4.1.2 Ways of utilising advisors

Advisors were utilised in various ways by the interviewees. Founder X utilised the advisory
bodies to gain introductions, learn specific skills, and acquire strategic guidance on im-
portant matters. Founder X explained the approach: “So basically what I did was to let's say
for example I was thinking of should we hire this guy or that guy and I could then ask my
advisors basically opinion that is not in a circle as a founder it's really easy to get this tunnel
vision based on the things that you learned and based on things that you think is right”. The
founder elaborated on the value of this second opinion and skill acquisition: “So basically,
we use advisors to get a second opinion or if [ wanted to learn for example in sales, [ wanted
to learn some specific skills I want to meet some specific people I could ask the advisor to

either open doors or teach me some specific skills... So, there's real value there”.

Founder Y exhibited similar tendencies to Founder X, using the advisor to gain introductions
and strategic direction. When describing their process, Founder Y stated: “We mainly use it,

I don't know what's a good word for it, but mainly before something comes up. So, he kind
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of helps us with direction a lot. Kind of telling us when something is a good idea or a bad
idea before it necessarily comes around since he's also built a couple companies and sold a
couple of companies as well”. Additionally, the advisor was heavily utilised for external
networking: “overall we just ask him for advice and especially for connection. So, if we have
maybe a tele venue or a VC or something, we'll always ask him first. He has an intro for us
and basically goes through this financially I would say”. The interactions were characterised
as highly informal yet strategic: “it's difficult to say, probably strategic, but overall, we're
quite close with our advisor so every discussion we have is quite informal but yeah may

maybe more strategic than anything genuinely super informally”.

Founder Z utilised advisors primarily to obtain feedback on pre-established options. When
explaining how topics were presented to the advisors, Founder Z noted: “But what we do is
basically I tell okay we have this problem, and this is our idea how we will solve this problem
and based on that my assumption is that this is the best decision for us. What do you think
of this?”. The discussions typically revolved around operational focus, product improve-
ment, targeted customer groups, and technical questions regarding the implementation of Al
Founder Z described their method for processing the advice: “Mainly the idea is to take
everything what he tells and kind of and try to understand his perspective and then think
about our perspective and discuss with another founder and after that making the final deci-

sion and based on the instincts and facts”.

Founder O utilised the advisory board in a similar manner to Founder Z, presenting existing
options for review, but also highlighted the advisors' role in providing psychological support.
Founder O detailed the range of topics discussed: “it's very wide range from just different
ideas of concepts of the product what could happen but then I guess more interaction is about
our current status and what should be the focus on at each moment getting the focus in is |
guess the best and most discussed thing and even like mental health and stuff Yeah”. When
presenting strategic choices, Founder O maintained a structured approach: “let's say we have
three options, and I think we should do option but I can say on why I believe we should do
the option, but I will present all the other options until they will share their own feedback

about it”.
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4.1.3 The practical influence of advice

When asked about what role the advisors realistically played in their startup, Founder X
answered, “So every decision that the company made was done by me or one of my C suite
guys. The advisors didn't make any decisions. They just advised me to do the decisions. But
I would say they were company advisors. They didn't know everything. But my personal
advisors they had more influence than actually I knew on at the time to me because they had
an influence to me and then I had influence to the company decision. So technically they had

influence for the decision maker”.

Founder X also explained that the advisors had influence over final choices: “Before the call
to the advisor, I had one or two options. So, let's call A and B. And then the advisor gave me
a third one. So, there's a C option. Then it comes back to my desk and my decision. Should
I trust the advisor with the C option, or should I move forward with A or B option or can I
make a combination of A, B, and C and probably move forward with the D option. so that
was what I did. I was basically trying to ask what they would do then combine that to things
that I do know knew and then trying to combine the complete answer and move forward
with that”. The founder further noted that the outcome was “always the hybrid version. It
comes back to down the things that I said earlier. If you and me have a conversation, you
disagree with me, we have a conversation about the topic, the third third option or the con-

versation down to the option third three and that's the best one”.

In Founder Y’s case, the advisor also had a substantial influence on the company. When
asked about their influence on decisions, the founder described a concrete situation where
the advisor changed the course of the startup: “Yeah, I think actually one of the choices we
had originally was to build very slowly and not sell to customers in the beginning because
we were maybe too afraid to reach sales before we had any product to sell. and he told us
that that was a worst decision that we would ever make and that we should just start selling
regardless that we have anything or not. and so we tried to go against that decision of his to
kind of start selling right away. But then really realized that it's worthwhile building these
connections right away. So we kind of flipped our strategy and we started selling really ag-

gressively”.

However, much like Founder X, Founder Y explicitly stated that the founders retain all for-

mal decision-making power: “decision-making nothing. Zero%. So he doesn't have a final



22

say on anything and he also requested that when he started he said he doesn't want to have
any decision-making powers or anything like this it was important for him and we didn't
really understand why at the time but I think over time we've understood why and still to this

day he always said an advisor is there to give advice and that's it”.

Founder Z described how advisors have generally influenced their strategic directions:
“Many times we have been having different ideas that okay this is the place where we want
to go and that direction, we opened this market and this way and so on. And then he had an
idea that he listened and ask some questions and think together about what is the market and
what is the competitor landscape and what is our competitive advantage and how does we
fit on that market and what is take to our energy if we go there and so on. And after that

discussion and questions and ideas we are everybody and agreed okay let's focus on that”.

The founder also noted that advisors provide a “critical 10%”. When asked to elaborate, the
founder explained: “I wouldn't say that we couldn't call the right shots and go the right di-
rection. even though we don't know is it the right or wrong but let's say you go the right
direction but mainly the good advisor for our perspective has been helping us to go to the
right market and making a right angle to enter the market. So it's been like a okay I know we

can do this...”.

When asked to describe a situation where advice from an advisor significantly influenced a
strategic decision in the startup, Founder O stated that “it happens to almost all every month.
It also comes in what order do to specific things. Do you hire a mobile app developer before
you have done 100 sales or 200 sales? So the sequencing of stuff or something”. Later, how-
ever, the founder elaborated that the overall influence of the advisors is paradoxical: “Same

time both it's a lot and not a lot”

4.2 The role and purpose of Advisory Bodies

Now we move to examine the risen roles and purposes of advisory bodies. There were 2
predominant paradigms regarding the role and purpose of advisory bodies — the first high-

lighted by the Resource-Dependence framework and the second by Stewardship framework.
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In the first case, representing Resource-Dependence, Founder X utilises advisory bodies,
including both company and personal advisers, primarily to obtain external perspectives on
decision-making. In this case, Resource Dependence Theory is particularly prominent, as
advisers are used to access networks and develop capabilities, as Hillman et al. (2000) pre-
sents in more traditional board of directors. The founder emphasises the role of advisers in
both learning and access, noting that they are used “to get a second opinion... and to open

doors or teach specific skills”.

Similarly, Founder Y demonstrates a strong Resource Dependence orientation, particularly
through reliance on external connections. Advisers are positioned as key intermediaries to
relevant stakeholders, such as investors and venues. This is reflected in the founder’s ap-
proach of consistently turning to the adviser first in such situations, as highlighted by the
statement: “we’ll always ask him first”. In both Founder X and Y’s cases, Morkel and Pos-
ner’s (2002) findings that from a network perspective, advisory board members may func-
tion as central nodes within systems of weak ties, connecting the firm — particularly in en-

trepreneurial contexts — to valuable external relationships, were prominent.

However, in both Founder X’s and Founder Y’s cases, there were relevant Stewardship-
Theory-oriented occurrences visible, such as advice guidance in strategic matters, which
shows that the underlying nature of the advisory bodies is Stewardship, and the Resource
Dependence role is an additive role. The value of external strategic input has also been high-
lighted in the broader CEO advice-seeking literature, which identifies external perspectives
as especially valuable when navigating uncertainty and strategic pivots (Ma et al. 2019;

McNaughton, 2026).

In contrast to the first and third cases, Case 3’s Founder Z only represents a Stewardship
approach. Here the advisors contributed specific value in targeted areas, described as the
“critical 10%”, particularly in relation to refining strategy and market entry. The interactions
reflect a more Stewardship-oriented dynamic, as seen in board of directors’ environment by
Nicholson & Kiel (2007), where the roles support rather than connect. The founder presents
problems alongside proposed solutions and seeks reflective input, emphasising that advisers

“ask good questions and make you... make the decisions”.

Also, in the case of Founder O, the purpose of the advisory board aligns predominantly with

Stewardship. Unlike the more resource-driven cases one and two, advisers are used here as
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coaches and sparring partners, providing not only strategic input but also psychological sup-
port. The founder highlights the emotional demands of entrepreneurship, noting that the pro-
cess “can be very dark and lonely... and they can motivate you”. Decision-making authority
remains firmly with the founder, indicating a high degree of cognitive independence and a

clearly Stewardship-based relationship.

4.3  Foundations of advisory trust and power

All four cases point to a consistent pattern regarding the foundations of trust and influence
in advisory relationships. Across all interviews, founders emphasise that the most important
criterion in selecting and relying on advisers is not solely expertise, but the personal “fit” or

intuitive assessment — often described as “vibes”.

Founder X highlights the importance of initial interpersonal impressions, noting that trust is
largely based on “the feeling... when I first met them”. Similarly, Founder Y identifies trust
as a prerequisite, while experience remains secondary, suggesting that credibility is rein-

forced — but not determined — by prior achievements.

This emphasis becomes even more explicit in the case of Founder Z, who places strong im-
portance on interpersonal energy and belief, arguing that advisers should create “momen-
tum” and demonstrate confidence in the venture, even in uncertain situations. While exper-
tise is acknowledged as valuable, it is framed as complementary rather than decisive.
Founder O reinforces this pattern by directly characterising adviser selection as “expert

based on vibes”, indicating a combination of competence and intuitive trust.

Taken together, these findings suggest that the influence of advisory actors is not derived
solely from expert power but is strongly grounded in referent power. Highlighted by French
and Raven (1959), personal characteristics such as credibility, perceived alignment, emo-
tional resonance, and the ability to inspire confidence are clear signals of referent power.
These appear to play a central role in shaping advisory influence. This highlights that the
effectiveness — and potential power — of advisers is embedded not only in what they know,

but in how they are perceived by founders.



25

4.4 Strategic decision-making with advisories and informal power.

While advisory bodies are heavily utilised for resource acquisition and Stewardship, their
role in strategic decision-making reveals a complex dynamic between formal authority and
informal power. Across all cases, the founders explicitly maintained that formal decision-
making authority remained exclusively within the startup's executive team. However, the

advisor’s degree of influence on the decisions varied.

In the case of Founder X, advisers were utilised to generate alternative perspectives. The
formal boundary of authority was unequivocally stated: “every decision... was done by me
or my C-suite team”, and “the advisers didn't make any decisions”. However, the advisory
bodies exhibited substantial indirect influence. Founder X described a process where the
advisers' input is treated as an additional variable rather than a directive: “I had options A
and B... the adviser gave me a C option... could I combine them into a D option”. This
resulted in “always the hybrid version” of a decision, so ultimately, the advisors had direct
influence on decisions. Additionally, Founder X acknowledged the subtle nature of informal
power when speaking about personal advisors, noting: “they had more influence than I
knew... they influenced me, and I influenced the company”. Founder X also stated that he

initially rejected advice to step down as CEO but was eventually convinced by the advisers.

Founder Z demonstrated cognitive autonomy, attributing a specific, targeted value to advi-
sory input, described as the “critical 10%” needed to refine market entry. Founder Z typically
presents problems alongside proposed solutions, seeking reflective, Socratic input rather
than direct instructions. The adviser influences the company's direction by challenging as-
sumptions: “he listened, asked questions, and we thought together about the market... then
agreed to focus on that”. However, compared to Founder X, Founder Z explicitly stated that
they have at times rejected advice when the adviser lacked sufficient market understanding,

noting situations “where he's telling to go that direction” without adequate insight.

Founder O uses advisers to break free from internal biases, noting that founders “live in our
own bubbles” and that advisers can “describe the situation... objectively”. While Founder
O asserts that advisers change the strategic direction of the company “almost every month”
regarding operational sequencing, the founder maintains that their power is paradoxical:

“both a lot and not a lot”. Founder O emphasises the ultimate limitation of advisory
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influence, stating advisers “won't ever build the business for you”. Similarly to Founder Z,
Founder O also reported rejecting advice multiple times when it did not align with their
preferred direction, for example when an adviser suggested “a very old type of sales pro-

cess”.

However, Founder O’s case also highlighted a structural constraint linked to Agency Theory.
Despite the evolving needs of a growing startup — which Resource Dependence Theory sug-
gests should trigger a change in board composition — Founder O noted the lock-in effect of
equity compensation: “I have not changed any advisers... they own a little bit of your com-
pany”. This indicates that formal agreements can hinder a startup's flexibility, as early-stage
advisers may not possess the skills needed when the firm reaches higher levels. This finding
aligns with McNaughton's (2026) observation that equity-based compensation, while effec-
tive in aligning advisor interests with firm success, can create structural rigidities that limit

founders' flexibility in adapting advisory composition as the firm's strategic needs evolve.

In stark contrast to the deliberative approaches of Founders Z and O, Founder Y’s case ex-
emplifies a phenomenon of highly increased influence. Like the others, Founder Y explicitly
stated the adviser has “decision-making... zero”, acting merely as “another brain behind the
scenes”. Yet, a discrepancy exists between this lack of formal power and the adviser’s actual
strategic influence. Founder Y admitted to weakening of cognitive autonomy after early mis-
steps: “I’ve been proven wrong enough times... that I don’t ignore it anymore”. This ten-
dency closely resembles a shadow director role, highlighted by McNaughton (2026), mean-
ing that the advisor influences the company by directing the actions of formally appointed

directors.

4.5 Cross-case summary

The four cases indicate two predominant ways of utilising advisory bodies in early-stage
startups: a Resource Dependence orientation and a Stewardship-based orientation. All cases
reflected elements of Stewardship, while two of the four also demonstrated a strong reliance
on advisers for access to external connections, including stakeholders, investors, and net-
works. In all cases, the influence of advisory actors is not derived solely from expert power

but is strongly grounded in referent power. Personal characteristics such as credibility,
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perceived alignment, emotional resonance, and the ability to inspire confidence play a cen-
tral role in shaping advisory influence. This highlights that the effectiveness and potential
power of advisers is embedded not only in what they know, but in how they are perceived

by founders.

While all founders maintained formal decision-making authority, advisers in two cases con-
sistently influenced final decisions. In the case of Founder X, the founder emphasised that
the most effective decisions emerged from combining the perspectives of both advisers and
the founding team. In the case of Founder Y, advisory influence became more pronounced
over time, as previous decision-making errors led the founder to rely more heavily on the

adviser’s input.

In contrast, Founder Z and Founder O demonstrated a higher degree of cognitive autonomy.
In these cases, advisory input was more frequently challenged and, at times, rejected, with
founders relying more strongly on their own judgement. This distinction highlights two ap-
proaches to utilising advisory input: one characterised by strong reliance and integration of
advice into decision-making, and another where advice is treated as one perspective among

several.

Additionally, two structural approaches to organising advisory relationships were identified:
formal arrangements involving contracts and more informal, non-contractual relationships.
These structural differences may influence both the stability of advisory relationships and

the degree of flexibility available to founders in adapting advisory composition over time.

Across all interviews, advisory bodies were generally structured as deliberative forums,
where founders and advisers engaged in discussion, reflection, and the exchange of perspec-
tives. However, the extent to which this deliberation translated into actual influence varied
significantly, ranging from supportive input to substantial indirect impact on strategic deci-

sions.

4.6 Main findings

Findings from the interviews suggest that early-stage startups role of advisory bodies is

through two distinct but complementary frameworks: Stewardship and Resource
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Dependence. First, the foundational role of an advisory body is rooted in Stewardship The-
ory. All founders emphasised the advisor’s role as a supportive, strategizing element in the
background, where founders could seek strategic feedback and emotional support for im-
portant decisions, aligning with Nicholson and Kiel’s (2007) Stewardship definition. While
the specific mechanism to grasp that feedback differed — ranging from seeking active chal-
lenges to merely validating presented solutions — this Stewardship-based role was prevalent

in all cases.

The second role of advisory bodies relates to gathering external resources, such as networks,
investors, and stakeholders. This represents a Resource-Dependence framework, as charac-
terised by Hillman et al. (2000). As illustrated in Figure 3, these two ways do not exclude
one another. Instead, the Resource Dependence role functions as an additive layer that builds
on top of the foundational Stewardship relationship. While all advisory bodies provided
Stewardship, only a subset actively functioned as boundary-spanning resource connectors.

This is modelled into The Dual-Layered Advisory Body Model.

Figure 3 — The Dual-Layered Advisory Body Model. Advisory bodies and the two distinct

use cases, the foundational supportive role and the additive connective role.

Connecting “Resource Dependence” role

External resource 2
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strategic options

Emotional support



29

While the role of the advisory bodies is distinctly twofold, the founders utilisation and eval-
uation of the advice reveal a more complex dynamic. Although the founders explicitly main-
tained formal decision-making authority, advisors frequently influenced even the final deci-
sions, either directly or indirectly. The interviews revealed two primary approaches to pro-
cessing advisory input: one characterised by strong reliance and the direct integration of
advice into decision-making, and another where advice is strictly treated as one deliberative

perspective among several.

When founders maintain a deliberative perspective, the advisor's influence is moderated;
they act purely as a sounding board to help shape options, and the founder retains complete
cognitive autonomy. In contrast, when founders demonstrate strong reliance — which can be
due to past missteps, or the advisor's overwhelming referent power — the advisor's influence
becomes highly pronounced. In these cases, rather than overriding the executive structure,
the founders actively absorb and integrate the informal advice into their core strategy, allow-
ing the advisor to directly drive major strategic outcomes despite lacking formal authority,
representing the shadow director phenomenon as described by McNaughton (2026). This

dynamic is illustrated in Figure 4.

Furthermore, referent power was identified as the primary foundation of advisory trust and
influence. Advisors with strong reputational capital, professional standing, or symbolic pres-
tige may command influence that exceeds the substantive content of their advice. In these
circumstances, influence operates through legitimacy, interpersonal identification, and status
rather than argumentation alone. While expert power was acknowledged as a valuable asset,
founders stressed that successfully working with advisory bodies in early-stage startups fun-
damentally hinges on relational chemistry and mutual belief, often described by the founders
as possessing the right “vibes.” Together, the findings of advisory influence are modelled

into The Cognitive Processing Model of Advisory Influence.
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Figure 4 — The Cognitive Processing Model of Advisory Influence. While advisors lack for-
mal authority, their practical influence diverges drastically based on the founder's cogni-
tive approach. A deliberative perspective results in moderated, indirect influence, whereas

reliance perspective allows informal advice to directly dictate final strategic outcomes.

Informal Advisory Input
(Driven by Referent & Expert Power)

Reliance
Perspective

Deliberative
Perspective

MODERATE INFLUENCE HIGH INFLUENCE
Advisor acts as a sounding board; Advisor contributes significantly to final
influence is indirect strategic outcomes; influence is direct

Formal Executive Decision-Making Line (100% Founder Authority)
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5 Conclusions

The background of this thesis was grounded in a research gap in advisory bodies, especially
in early-stage startups. Although advisory bodies are used widely in startups, the academic
research on the phenomenon is limited, as noted by McNaughton (2026). This bachelor’s
thesis aimed to examine the role and influence of advisory bodies in early-stage startups, and
to especially understand the extent to which advisory input influences decision-making in

practice.

Addressing the first sub-research question regarding how the early-stage startup entrepre-
neurs describe the role of advisory bodies in startups, it was revealed, that the advisory bod-
ies serve two distinct functions: a foundational supportive role grounded in Stewardship, and
an additive connective role driven by Resource Dependence. The specific utilisation of these

bodies is ultimately dictated by the founder’s strategic needs and operational agenda.

Furthermore, addressing the second sub-question, while founders inherently seek expert
power, the actual influence granted to advisors is predominantly driven by referent power —
rooted in relational chemistry, trust, and mutual belief. Crucially, the extent to which these
advisors influence strategic decisions diverges drastically based on the founder. When a
founder maintains a deliberative perspective, the advisor's influence is moderated to a sound-
ing board; however, under conditions of reliance perspective, this informal influence can
become significant, allowing advisors to directly contribute final strategic outcomes despite

lacking formal executive authority.

Finally, addressing the main research question, the results showed that the role and influence
of advisory bodies in early-stage startups are multifaceted and highly dependent on the
founder's approach towards them. The thesis proposed two exploratory models to understand
the role and influence of advisory bodies: The Dual-Layered Advisory Body Model and The

Cognitive Processing Model of Advisory Influence.
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5.1 Limitations

This study serves as an exploratory stepping stone for future research to investigate the pro-
posed models of The Dual-Layered Advisory Body Model and The Cognitive Processing
Model of Advisory Influence in greater depth, as the qualitative sample size restricts the
current findings to a suggestive nature. Furthermore, limitations arise from the maturity of
the ventures examined. Because the interviewed founders operate predominantly at the pre-
seed stage, their governance structures and advisory working models are inherently less for-

malised.

Another significant limitation is that the empirical data was gathered exclusively from the
perspective of the founders, omitting the viewpoints of the advisors themselves. This unilat-
eral approach may introduce bias and provide a one-sided understanding of the broader ad-

visory phenomenon.

Limitations also arise from the collected data sampling. As the data was collected from four
Finnish early-stage startup founders, a limitation to broadening and generalising the perspec-
tive arises. Many startup ecosystems around the world express highly different governance
standards. Additionally, as a student researcher with prior professional involvement in
startups, the author's interpretive position may have influenced the thematic coding process,
representing a potential source of researcher bias. Also, the concise nature of the interviews
(13-17 minutes) was a result of the participants high-pressure roles and time constraints, and
while it provided focused data, it may have limited the opportunity for more expansive nar-

rative storytelling.

5.2 Future research

Future research arises from the limitations of this thesis. Subsequent studies employing
larger sample sizes or quantitative methods could serve to robustly validate the proposed
models of The Dual-Layered Advisory Body Model and The Cognitive Processing Model
of Advisory Influence in early-stage startups. Additionally, future research incorporating a
dual perspective, meaning interviewing both founders and their advisors, would offer a more

comprehensive and balanced view of these complex power dynamics.
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Building upon the core themes of this study, exploring how the utilisation of advisory bodies
varies across different startup industries presents a highly promising avenue for future aca-
demic inquiry. Ultimately, to rigorously substantiate the proposed frameworks and address
the geographic limitations of this study, subsequent research must be expanded into wider,
international startup ecosystems to determine how varying cultural and governance stand-

ards impact advisory influence.

5.3 Practical implications

The practical implications of this thesis are primarily directed towards early-stage startup
founders. First and foremost, founders must clearly define the primary purpose of their ad-
visory bodies to ensure they are being utilised effectively. As noted by Ikdheimonen (2024),
informal advisory bodies must possess a clearly defined justification for their existence. By
articulating this purpose, founders can more deliberately leverage either the foundational
supportive role or the additive connective role of their advisors, depending on what they are

strategically trying to achieve.

Furthermore, founders should engage in active self-reflection regarding how they process
and apply advisory input. They must critically assess whether their decision-making leans
towards a deliberative perspective — using advisors strictly as a sounding board to shape
options — or a reliance perspective, where informal advice directly drives final strategic
choices. Because advisors lack formal executive authority, maintaining awareness of this
informal influence is crucial for founders to preserve their cognitive autonomy and strategic

control.

Finally, founders should be cognisant of the dynamics underlying advisory trust. The find-
ings of this study indicate that trust is heavily driven by referent power, meaning that per-
sonal chemistry, mutual belief, and interpersonal alignment often dictate the ultimate
strength of the advisory relationship. However, founders must remain vigilant to ensure that
this relational "fit" does not overshadow the necessity of expert power. While a strong inter-
personal connection is vital, founders must ensure their advisors still possess the substantive

industry expertise and strategic competence required to genuinely advance the venture.
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Appendices:

Appendix 1 — Interview structure: The numbered primary questions provided the core the-
matic framework; the secondary bullet points served as “probing questions” to be used if the
interviewee required further direction or if specific nuances of the phenomenon remained

unaddressed.
- Theme 1: Background:
o (1) Can you describe your company and its current stage
o (2) How do you currently work or have worked with advisory bodies?
= Formal board or informal?
= Number of advisors?
= Frequency of interactions?
- Theme 2: Founder use of advisors
o (3) How do you work with advisors when making important decisions?
* What kind of topics do you bring to the advisors?
= How do you present the topics for the advisors?
o (4) How do you decide whether to follow or ignore advise from advisors?
= Trust vs expertise?
= Conflicting advises?
=  When have you rejected advice?
- Theme 3: Influence on decisions

o (5) Can you describe a situation where advice from an advisor significantly

influenced a strategic decision?
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= Did the advisor influence the final decision?
* Would the decision have been different without them?

o (6) What role do advisors realistically play in your startups decision-making?
= Are they just “sounding boards” or decision influencers?

= Have the roles changed as the company grew?



