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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to analyze the process of why a Brazilian digital startup company
reached unicorn status the fastest.
Design/methodology/approach – After the literature review, the authors conducted the questionnaire
containing 13 questions used in 18 in-depth interviews conducted in the case study. Saturation point combined
with the independent and in-depth analysis of the researchers is used to achieve internal and external validity.
The primary data collected underwent an analytical approach, followed by a resource-based view (RBV). RBV
does not deal with time. There is a gap in the literature and an opportunity here: to analyze the fastest company
to become a unicorn under the RBV lens.
Findings – The case reveals that value can be found in traditional sectors, as is the case of the real estate
sector. This is a case of a company in the direct home-buying space.
Practical implications – The contribution of this paper is both practical, with the seven lessons, and
theoretical. Resources allocated to a specific context in a specific geographic region shift the attention away
from the absolute value of resources to the timing of aggregating them. Thus, the contribution accounting for
time is new to the RBV.
Originality/value –The originality lies in the analysis of the dynamics of digital businesses with exponential
growth.
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1. Introduction
Digitalization, with the accelerated adoption of technologies in all areas of human life –work,
study, entertainment and relationships – is a path of no return and themost important force of
entrepreneurship and innovation (Berger, von Briel, Davidsson, & Kuckertz, 2019).
Individuals, companies and governments strive to get a hold of the fast-changing
environment and somehow understand its compatibility with their principles, values and
practices (Arlott, Henike, & H€olzle, 2019). However, studies about the dynamics of digital
entrepreneurship in emerging economies are still scarce (Al-Khateeb, 2019).

Contemporary entrepreneurship is driven by digital entrepreneurship, especially in
innovation-driven countries (GEM, 2020). The digital ecosystem includes big techs (such as
Apple, Microsoft, Amazon and Alphabet, among others) and startups of different sizes and
sectors of activity, considering that digital entrepreneurship is defined as the process of the
entrepreneurial venture to create value in digital streams (Sahut, Iandoli, & Teulon, 2019).

Businesses that reach the unicorn status have been growing significantly, but discussions
remain rare in the literature, representing an opportunity: to explore unicorn companies and
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unveil their inner characteristics. There are over 800 unicorn companies worldwide. Such
companies are predominantly located in the US (370 companies or 51.2%) and China (210 or
29%). Brazil is the 8th country in the total number of unicorns, with 12 (CB Insights, 2019). To
encourage research on such companies, this paper seeks to analyze the characteristics of the
startup that reached unicorn status the fastest in Brazil (and one of the fastest in the world),
within only 16 months of operation.

Given this context, this study seeks to answer the following research question: What
makes a startup achieve unicorn status in the fastest way? According to Zahra (2021), future
resource-based view (Barney, 1991) research must consider time. Zahra (2021) states that
startup companies offer an environment where resource combinations are likely to emerge,
emphasizing that time is required to learn and decipher how to convert resources into
commercial applications. However, current RBV studies do not deal with time, thus
representing a gap in the literature as well as an opportunity: to analyze the fastest company
to become a unicorn under RBV lens.

The contribution of this study lies in its analysis of how fast a company became a unicorn.
We start from a literature review, presenting the concepts related to digital economy, digital
ecosystems, and unicorn companies. Next, we explain the methodology and the questions
that emerged from the literature review. Next, a case study protocol is presented with data
collection and analysis. We then offer a discussion from the questions raised, structuring the
results with theoretical implications. Finally, we conclude by presenting seven lessons
learned as a practical contribution and presenting the theoretical contribution.

2. Literature review
2.1 Digital economy and digital business
The digital economy that was enabled and enhanced by technological discoveries since the
1960s has been transforming the business world. After continuous improvements in
hardware and software, we must mention the maturation and popularization of the
technology used by people from all social classes (Met, Uysal, €Ozkaya, & Orç, 2020). This led
to organizations applying digital business paradigms (Drew, 2003; Ghosh, 2002).

The migration process to the economic order dictated by digital business models has
already shown trends that became organizations’ paradigms: declining transaction costs,
broader supply of information via the internet, and instability of business models (Whitley &
Darking, 2006). Customer service and the creation of superior and exclusive value
propositions should be at the heart of strategy and innovation initiatives (Bei, Jin, & Ieee,
2005). Despite the antiquity of the studies, these premises remain true. Technology offers
great opportunities and also great threats (Met et al., 2020).

One of the essential characteristics of digital business models is their constant evolution
(Baber, Ojala, & Martinez, 2019), both in modern service-based economies (Bygstad, Aanby,
& Iden, 2017; Hirte & Roth, 2018; Peter, Kraft, & Lindeque, 2020; Pin, 2014) and in emerging
economies (Boojihawon & Ngoasong, 2018; Grabra & Manole, 2017; Mahmud, 2020;
McAdam, Crowley, & Harrison, 2018). In this new paradigm, “digitality” plays a central role
as a means of generating value for the client (Rantala, Ukko, Saunila, Puolakoski, &
Rantanen, 2019), especially when leaders are aware of, and committed to, the process of
digital transformation (Bygstad et al., 2017; Locoro & Ravarini, 2019).

Modularity, open innovation and platforms are characteristic elements of digital business
models (Sturgeon, 2019). Wiesb€ock and Hess (2020) stress that, in addition to using
technology to provide new solutions for customers, it is necessary to consider the
mechanisms that support the facilitation of digital innovation and the governance of
processes and activities. The latter, far from limiting the generation of solutions, organizes
and directs solutions for the company to prioritize the launch of innovations that meet
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customers’ needs, minimize the risks of failure, and increase the chances of sustained future
growth (Ries, 2011). Sustainable growth also depends on the company’s ability to collect,
analyze and use the information obtained, leveraging improvements in the value chain and
developing new business ideas (Tohanean & Weiss, 2019).

Peter et al. (2020) contribute significantly to the understanding of digital transformation
drivers, namely (1) process engineering; (2) new technologies and digital business
development, supported by digital leadership and culture; (3) cloud and data; (4) customer
focus; and (5) digital marketing. The success of digital businessmodels depends, among other
factors, on the skills acquired and developed by the organization’s leaders (Ravarini, Locoro,
& Martinez, 2020; Sousa & Rocha, 2019). Ratzinger, Amess, Greenman, and Mosey (2018)
assessed the impact of formal partner education on the ability to attract investments. Their
research highlights that companies with partners with a higher degree in management and
technical education are more likely to attract foreign investment. The startups, choosing the
path of experimentation, learning, and rapid adaptations of products and services, aim to
convince, at the same time, (1) potential customers often suspicious of the world of digital
consumption (Konya-Baumbach, Schuhmacher, Kuester, & Kuharev, 2019) and (2) investors,
eager for businesses that offer value and growth drivers (Cavallo, Ghezzi, Dell’Era, &
Pellizzoni, 2019; K€onig, Ungerer, Baltes, & Terzidis, 2019; Panda, 2019).

2.2 Digital ecosystems and digital entrepreneurship
Although lacking a more objective conceptualization (Sussan & Acs, 2017), digital
ecosystems present observable characteristics, among which (1) stimulus to collaboration
between the university, public agencies, and companies; (2) management practices that allow
rapid experimentation of new products and services; and, as White (2012) points out, (3) the
adoption of digital workplaces, seeking to stimulate team�s productivity.

The digital entrepreneur differentiates himself by seeking solutions and business models
feasibility based on the internet and current technologies (Ngoasong, 2018). In addition,
emerging economies play a relevant role in offering solutions to fill institutional voids that
lead to inequality and the weakening of the social fabric (Martinez Dy, 2019; McAdam,
Crowley, & Harrison, 2019).

At the heart of entrepreneurial and digital ecosystems are agile practices, which help to
revolutionize creating and managing a business. This movement, which has roots in the
Japanese movement of Total Quality and in software development practices popularized in
the 1990s and 2000s, is called Lean Startup Approach, LSA (Carroll & Casselman, 2019;
Ghezzi, 2019; Ghezzi & Cavallo, 2020; Sanasi, Ghezzi, Cavallo, & Rangone, 2019). These
practices have been influencing a new generation of digital entrepreneurs (Remane, Hanelt,
Nickerson, & Kolbe, 2017; Tangour, Gebauer, Fischer, & Winkler, 2019), the creation of new
products and services, and the improvement of the value chain and organizational processes.

The economic relevance of the digital industry giants that have been successful in creating
ecosystems around them (Valdez-De-Leon, 2019), as in the successful experience of digital
transaction platforms (marketplaces) (H€anninen, 2019), demonstrates the seriousness of the
theme. However, even considering the value that many digital businesses generate for their
customers, a broader approach should also consider how traditional businesses are affected
by the new digitality paradigm (Rantala et al., 2019). The resistance of actors who feel harmed
by the generated innovations can cause institutional turbulence, limiting the economic
opportunities of digital entrepreneurship (Geissinger, Laurell, Sandstr€om, Eriksson, &
Nykvist, 2019).

Furthermore, according to Rodrigues and de Noronha (2021), the digital business model
adopted by startups can support traditional businesses facing systemic crises. Analyzing the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic, the authors list three main actions, namely (1) the
adoption of new digital platforms; (2) strategies to increase the network of partners; and
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(3) adaptations in the provision of payment services. Access to financial resources for
developing digital entrepreneurs is vital to leverage the digital innovation process, especially
in emerging markets (Balodi, Jain, & Das, 2021; Tanrıkulu & Ermiş, 2021).

2.3 Unicorns
Unicorns are companies whose value exceeds US$1 billion. The term “unicorn”was coined by
Aileen Lee, founder of VC fundCowboyVentures in 2013 (Lee, 2013). In Lee’s paper (2013), she
states that the process of becoming a unicorn is not a sprint race but a marathon. Observing
39 companies in her studied published in 2013, she stated it takes seven years on average for
the company�s value to exceed US$ 1 billion. Lee’s paper (2013) also pointed out the founder�s
background is from well-known universities with technical degrees. Lee stated that unicorns
tend to raise a lot of capital over time (beyond Series A). Additional series seed funding of a
startup may go further to Series B, C, D, or E (series are new cycles of raising investments,
depending on the potential of the business and the market’s expansion possibility. The
amount of capital-raising on each series is not defined previously).

Unicorns play an essential role as catalysts of innovation and often impact regional
economies (Acs, Stam, Audretsch, & O’Connor, 2017). Jinzhi and Carrick (2019) conducted a
two-stage case study involving 68 Chinese unicorns, followed by a deeper analysis of two of
them. The authors identified three main catalysts: strategic alliances, strong government
relations, and founders with appropriate experience and skills.

Chillakuri, Vanka, and Mogili (2020) point out the difficulty of Indian startups, usually
lacking elements found in sustainable ecosystems, such as government support, elimination
of red tape, access to investment, andmentoring programs. Cowden, Bendickson, Bungcayao,
andWomack (2020) argue that unicorn leaders must operate in an environment that balances
corporate governance mechanisms because unicorns are organizations that operate in
environments of extreme uncertainty, where experimentation and learning are present more
often than in traditional businesses (Ries, 2011).

Finally, studying the challenge of creating startups that become sustainable unicorns, Au-
Yong-Oliveira, Costa, Gonçalves, and Branco (2018) proposed a theoretical framework. The
relevance of their study lies in the identification of the fact that unicorns, when facing the
pains of growth, must acquire and enhance four capabilities: (1) constant reformulation,
(2) efficient anticipation, (3) profit generation, and (4) valuation control. Moreover, the
digitalization of the value chain is also a challenge when the organization considers
internationalization (Vadana, Torkkeli, Kuivalainen, & Saarenketo, 2020).

In the next section, we define the path taken to analyze Company A (the case study of
this paper).

3. Methodology
3.1 Bibliographic portfolio
The papers used in this research were extracted from the Scopus and Web of Science
databases. The databases were consulted in two phases, aiming to extract papers containing
(1) documents on the topic “digital business” and (2) on the topic “unicorns,” as explained in
detail next.

3.1.1 Phase I. Avoiding the potential loss of relevant papers, generic search terms were
chosen (1) “digital business” and (2) “digital entrepreneurship”, on both bases. The queries used
at phase I are shown in Table 1. The complete process is presented in Figure 1. In the first
rounds of extraction, we use the terms “startup” and “startup”. However, the term “digital
business” proved to bemore appropriate, as it returnedmore complete results. Next, we use the
term “unicorn”, which allowed new papers to be added to the base. Thus, 307 documents were
found, downloaded, and incorporated into the portfolio.
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3.1.2 Phase II. Papers on the topic “unicorns” were extracted according to the parameters
presented in Table 2. The complete process is presented in Figure 2. Thus, 26 documents were
found, downloaded, and incorporated into the total portfolio. Using the software VOS Viewer
(Figure3), a heatmapwasbuilt containing the occurrences of thekeywordsof thepapers (Phases
I and II). The highest occurrence of words is concentrated in the middle. The small distance
between the clusters formed demonstrates the homogeneity of the portfolio used in the research.

3.2 Single case study
Despite the lack of consensus on the appropriate criteria for evaluating qualitative studies,
methodological consistency (Dixon-Woods, Shaw, Agarwal, & Smith, 2004) and rigor in
interpreting results (Lincoln, Lynham, & Guba, 2011) are often considered to analyze the
research design. In addition, problems regarding the validation of the qualitative study are

Baseline Parameter

Scopus TITLE-ABS-KEY (“digital business” OR “digital entrepreneurship”) * all years; * all themes
Web of science TOPIC: (“digital business” OR “digital entrepreneurship”)

Refined by: WEB OF SCIENCE CATEGORIES: (MANAGEMENT OR BUSINESS)
Timespan: All years. Indexes: SCI-EXPANDED, SSCI, A&HCI, CPCI-S, CPCI-SSH, ESCI

Initial extraction: 
631 documents

Scopus (426 results)
Web of Science (205 results)

Step 1:
131

duplicated 
items

Step 2:
18 with missing 

information

Year, author and 
title

Step 3:
136 non-

aligned items 
with the len 

adopted

Step 4:
39 items not 
found (and, 

therefore, not 
downloaded)

Final result: 
307

documents

Baseline Parameter

Scopus TITLE-ABS-KEY (“unicorn” AND “entrepreneurship”) * all years; * all themes
Web of science TOPIC: (entrepreneurship) AND TOPIC: (unicorn)

Timespan: All years. Databases: WOS, DIIDW, KJD, RSCI, SCIELO
Search language 5 Auto

Initial extraction: 
43 documents

Scopus (22 results)
Web of Science (21 results)

Step 1:
09 duplicated 

items

Step 2:
0 with missing 

information

Year, author and 
title

Step 3:
0 non-aligned 
items with the 

len adopted

Step 4:
08 items not 
found (and, 

therefore, not 
downloaded)

Final result: 
26

documents

Table 1.
Queries used in Phase I

Figure 1.
Results of paper

extraction (Phase 1)

Table 2.
Queries used in

Phase II

Figure 2.
Results of the paper
extraction (Phase 2)
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mitigated through appropriate techniques, such as the triangulation between research and
theories (Leung, 2015; Mariotto, Zanni, & Moraes, 2014).

The approach used to study this case is exploratory (Yin, 2003), identifying objective and
subjective elements present in the narrative of interviewees. From this step, we then
conducted the analytical approach from the primary data collected and then confronted the
results with existing theories. Finally, following Eisenhardt (1989), we took enfolding
literature comparison with conflicting literature. It is worth mentioning that case studies
typically combine data collection methods such as interviews, questionnaires and
observations.

CompanyAwas founded in 2018 in Sao Paulo, the biggest Brazilian city (both in the gross
domestic product (GDP) and population), and operates in the real estate sector (in what has
also been called proptech). The company has been exploring opportunities in a traditional
sector that usually offers little space and willingness for innovation. Even so, the company
became a unicorn in Brazil faster than any other: in only 16 months.

The first Brazilian unicorn was created in 2012 in Sao Paulo and surpassed US$1 billion in
market value in 2018 (six years later). Company A’s main digital competitor in Brazil was
founded in 2013 and became a unicorn as late as 2019.

Company A’s business model is called online direct home-buying. This business model is
unique in Brazil and consists of purchasing a home from its owner, improving it with
technology and other methods, and rapidly listing it on the market. The company gains from
the appreciation and protects itself by charging a fee from the owner, which protects the
company from depreciation. This model is attractive because it allows sellers to sell their

Figure 3.
Analysis of the
portfolio of papers
(Phase I and Phase II)
using the VOS viewer
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homes immediately. For the buyer, the transaction costs are reduced due to the online direct
home-buying model. However, the properties must comply with specific characteristics
defined by geographical region, size and materials used in the construction.

RBV emphasizes the analysis from the perspective of resources and not fromproducts and
services generated (Wernerfelt, 1984). Thus, we consider it to be adequate for the context of
this research. According to RBV, economic value is created by co-specialization by either
increasing the willingness of customers to pay for products or services or reducing other
costs (Barney, Ketchen, & Wright, 2021).

In 2019 and 2020, acquisitions weremade to improve new fronts (Table 3). After two years
of operation, the growthmade the company reach the number of 700 employees (of which 200
were hired during the pandemic of COVID-19). This hiring was also due to the expansion of
operations to Rio de Janeiro, the second largest Brazilian city.

3.3 Data collection
The researchers conducted the interviews in the period between July and November 2020.
The recordings of the interviews were transcribed into text. To contribute to replicability and
to verify the internal validity of results from the interviews, the authors used Iramuteq (0.7
alpha 2), an open software used for statistical analysis of the texts.

The sample selection in qualitative research considers the sample representativeness
(Table 2 shows the profile of the professionals interviewed). Methods such as triangulation
with the researchers were employed to increase internal validity. The 20-h recorded file of
interviews can be tracked and audited.

We adopted the snowball sampling technique inwhich respondents are asked to encourage
the participation of other people (belonging to the target audience) in the research (Alam,
2021; Cunningham & Carmichael, 2017). To define the ideal sampling, the technique takes
into account the authors’ judgment in order to verify the saturation point of the data collection
(Bhattacharyya, 2020; Izadfar, Sharififar, & Mohammadkazemi, 2020; Martins & Nunes,
2016). The authors asked respondents to nominate other professionals from key areas in the
company to collaborate with the research. As a result, the saturation point of the 13 questions
was reached after 18 interviews (Table 4).

At the end of each round, we checked the answers. When the repetition of responses in
each question was detected more than three times, it was considered that the saturation point
had been reached for the given question (Table 5). When this happened with all questions, the
interviews were terminated. Saturation, combined with the independent and in-depth
analysis of the three researchers (authors of this paper), contributes to improving the
research’s internal validity and the research protocol.

3.3.1 Questions. The papers used in the literature review allowed us the identification of
key themes that should be addressed. The questions used in the interviews are supported by
the systematic literature review conducted by this research (Table 6).

3.4 Data analysis
Discourse analysis seeks to understand the meaning of narratives, considering language not
only as a communication system but also as a tool to express ideas, feelings, and views of

Company Field of activity Acquisition in

B Property reform November/2019
C Data analysis February/2020
D Coliving April/2020
E Rentals and short stays July/2020
F Credit September/2020

Table 3.
Companies acquired

by Company A
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individuals about the reality contemplated (Brown, Brown, Brown, Gillian, & Yule, 1983;
Eisenhardt, 1989; Johnstone, 2017). The technique was used in the effort to analyze the audio-
recorded interviews, guiding the authors in understanding the interviewees’ speeches from
their social context, which may impact their perception of reality. For example, a company’s
collaborative and social aspects and the actors that compose it (including managers and
employees) often generate subjective and contradictory perceptions regarding the relevant
issues and themes of professional daily life.

The authors analyzed the transcript of the 18 interviews, identifying the critical elements
exposed by the professionals interviewed. The authors were guided by the main objective of
the paper, each of the questions used in the interviews, and the knowledge of the organization
that was progressively acquired. This allowed them to fill gaps and align conflicting views
observed during the interviews. When necessary, the interviewees were consulted afterward
to clarify points that were not entirely understood in the analysis of the transcriptions.

Questions Saturation point reached in the following interview

Q_01 8th
Q_02 11th
Q_03 18th
Q_04 14th
Q_05 6th
Q_06 18th
Q_07 12th
Q_08 18th
Q_09 18th
Q_10 18th
Q_11 12th
Q_12 12th
Q_13 14th

Identification Organizational role Position

Interviewee_01 Commercial Technician
Interviewee_02 Analytics Technician
Interviewee_03 Channels Management
Interviewee_04 Channels Technician
Interviewee_05 Technology Technician
Interviewee_06 Product Technician
Interviewee_07 Marketing Technician
Interviewee_08 Marketing Technician
Interviewee_09 Finance Technician
Interviewee_10 Finance Technician
Interviewee_11 Analytics Management
Interviewee_12 Legal Management
Interviewee_13 Human resources Technician
Interviewee_14 Human resources Technician
Interviewee_15 Human resources Technician
Interviewee_16 Technology Technician
Interviewee_17 Technology Technician
Interviewee_18 Legal Management

Table 5.
Saturation point

Table 4.
Interviewee’s data
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4. Results and discussion
In this section, we analyze the transcriptions of the 18 interviews and the corresponding
literature. The organization follows the same sequence used in the interview questions. The
company adds value in a traditional sector and explores the RBV through its VRIO analysis,
as valuable (V), rare (R), inimitable (I), and organizationally (O) embedded at the beginning
(Barney, 1991, 1996). All session is analyzed through VRIO framework.

Addressing the potential of innovative new businesses, Ries (2011) argues that a
successful business should offer exponential value and growth over time. Housing is a topic
of great social relevance due to chronic deficiencies often observed in emerging countries
(Martinez Dy, 2019; McAdam et al., 2019), and “it is a sector historically marked by
inefficiency, bureaucracy, and customer experience below expectations, and not keen to
accelerating changes through technology” (Interviewee_01). Here, we apprehend lesson one:
efficient investment attraction in a market with a backlog of demand.

The experience accumulated by one of the partners, a company focused on Sao Paulo
prime neighborhoods, contributed significantly to the sector selection. “In this period, it
worked primarily with an elderly population – supposedly averse to technology – which
was a challenge” (Interviewee_08) and a rare occurrence (R) that, incidentally, is
highlighted by Konya-Baumbach et al. (2019), when they point out that operational
excellence is the basis of user experience by gradually acquiring the confidence to using
technology.

ID Question References

Q01 What elements were predominant for the choice of the
real estate sector by the partners?

Carroll and Casselman (2019); Konya-
Baumbach et al. (2019)

Q02 How does the company track and incorporate changes
in its customers and user�s profile?

Konya-Baumbach et al. (2019); K€onig et al.
(2019); Panda (2019)

Q03 What strategies does the company use to deal with
copycats of its products and services?

Aversa et al. (2019)

Q04 What are the most relevant stakeholders? Thomas & Autio (2020); Sussan and Acs
(2017); White (2012); Hofmann and Giones
(2019)

Q05 How does the presence/absence in a digital ecosystem
enhance the competitiveness of the company?

Ghosh (2002); Beliaeva et al. (2019)

Q06 Are the employees encouraged to act like
entrepreneurs?

Locoro and Ravarini (2019); Sousa and
Rocha (2019)

Q07 How are the new ideas and projects from employee
evaluated?And howare successful solutions rewarded?

Locoro and Ravarini (2019); Sousa and
Rocha (2019)

Q08 What leadership and management skills are most
needed to maintain the company’s growth?

Locoro and Ravarini (2019); Sousa and
Rocha (2019)

Q09 What individual contribution skills are most demanded
by the company?

Stoian and Tohanean (2019)

Q10 How does the company deal with the pains of
organizational growth?

Vadana et al. (2020)

Q11 What are the main strengths and weaknesses of the
Brazilian business environment, as an emergent
economy? How do they positively and negatively affect
digital businesses?

Valdez-De-Leon (2019); Pin (2014) (Both
authors analyze emergent economies)

Q12 How can digital companies contribute to overcoming
the weaknesses observed?

Valdez-De-Leon (2019); Pin (2014)

Q13 How the theme of sustainability – environmental and
social – is addressed in the organization’s daily life?

Rantala et al. (2019) Table 6.
Questions and sources
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“The company is concerned with strengthening its brand by means of establishing
trustworthy relationships to increase growth” (Interviewee_09), primarily through electronic
word-of-mouth (Mihardjo, Sasmoko, Alamsjah, & Elidjen, 2019).

“The company conducts tests of products and services aimed at customers and brokers,
collecting feedback and adopting solutions according to the response of these audiences”
(Interviewee_01). “The acquired know-how materializes in the business rules”
(Interviewee_16) and “applications developed to support internal teams” (Interviewee_18).
The company growth is due to applying the Lean Startup Approach (LSA), as Ghezzi (2019)
pointed out, although the author did not consider the real estate company in its original work.
Here, we apprehend lesson two: rapid experimentation of new products and services.

Among the techniques used and commented on during the interviews is the persona. “It is
helpful to understand the current and new niches of action” (Interviewee_07) for accelerating
the experimentation of new solutions (White, 2012). This can often prevent one from
considering the (digital) business model only from the technology aspect (Slywotzky &
Morrison, 2001), as if technical innovation was, by itself, a guarantee of customer satisfaction.
This is valuable (V) and organizationally (O) embedded at the beginning.

In addition, the entry into the credit market, through the acquisition of a fintech company,
and the exploitation of a residential real estate fund offer constituted differential ingredients for
companyA. “The company’s businessmodel has significant entry barriers, including the large
volume of capital required to operate” (Interviewee_01). Another important aspect is the
company’s use of resources as data technology and digital innovation. Data science dealing
requires a team of highly well-trained people (Interviewee_01; Interviewee_11). Besides,
establishing trustworthy relationshipswith brokers is also regarded as an essential competitive
advantage (Interviewee_01; Interviewee_04; Interviewee_08), which is in line with the findings
of Konya-Baumbach et al. (2019). The authors argued that positive customer ratings might
serve as a trustworthiness signal for digital innovations. This is inimitable (I) at the beginning.
Substitutability (Barney, 1991) is not easy to have in this context due to the innovativeness of
the solutions. Here is lesson three: use of data and digital innovation as tech resources.

The generated relationship networks are among the potential competitive advantages for
digital companies born and raised with the support of university innovation agencies
(Thomas & Autio, 2020). “The company was not incubated in an innovation agency, but the
fact that experienced partners founded it facilitated the business designing and
establishment” (Interviewee_02). The development of these relationships considered, from
the beginning, that real estate brokerage is often regarded as a low added value activity.
“Indirectly, the company has been helping to rescue the dignity and confidence of the realtor
profession” (Interviewee_04). The establishment of key partnerships is valuable (V), and it
confirms the findings of Beliaeva, Ferasso, Kraus, and Damke (2019). Then comes lesson four:
improvement in communication and relationship with brokers through digital platforms.

“The company was benefited from its partners’ experience” (Interviewee_03). “This fact
also contributed to the attraction of venture capital investments to bear the costs of real estate
operation and acquisition” (Interviewee_01), as mentioned earlier. The fact that the fastest-
growing startup company in Brazilian history does not come from an incubator is a finding
that collides with other authors (Carayannis & Von Zedtwitz, 2005; Hatakeyama & de Melo
Pinto, 2020; Tschanz et al., 2020).

“Company A has become a hub of important actors in the real estate sector”
(Interviewee_09), predicting that, in the future, the company itself could be the chain’s
strong link, stimulating the launch of new businesses (Hofmann & Giones, 2019). It is
valuable (V) and opportunity-driven. Here comes lesson five: design of a consistent innovation
strategy and partnerships.

The company’s fast growth follows Cavallo et al. (2019) findings that show the role played
by venture capital funds in the scaleup phase. Our own work confirms this finding. The fast
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attraction of the investors is related to a business model that has thrived in California (Open
Door Labs), then being replicated for the first time in an emerging economy and a traditional
sector of a dynamic city. “These ingredients seem the proper combination for the fast-
growing startup” (Interviewee_02). Inimitable (I) and organizationally (O) embedded at the
beginning. Then, lesson six is connection with startups (matchmaking) to solve company
demands.

In Series A, the company was able to raise about 20 million dollars. In Series B, it raised
approximately 70million, and in Series C, 175million. In addition, the company participates in
some real estate funds in Brazil, inwhich over 100million dollars are available to execute their
operation. With all these investments, in January 2020, the company reached the market
value of 1 billion dollars and became the fastest unicorn in Brazilian history (Interviewee_02).
Contrary to Chillakuri et al. (2020), who stressed the difficulty of a startup to attract investors
in emerging economies, company A was able to attract investors until Series D.

In addition, the attitude of business owners is part of a startup’s very essence (Ries, 2011).
This is corroborated by the professionals (Interviewee_16; Interviewee_17) and is regarded
as extremely valuable (Interviewee_02; Interviewee_03; Interviewee_05; Interviewee_06;
Interviewee_13).

“Although there is no formal program for the submission of ideas, employees have, within
the limits considered in the OKRs (Objectives and Key Results), autonomy to test proposals
that contribute to activity improvement” (Interviewee_14). In cases where greater
responsibility is involved, leaders, CDO (Chief Digital Officer), and CIO (Chief Information
Officer) evaluate proposals from the employees, which confirms the high quality of human
resources. Thus, it is possible to see that analytical skills are essential but not sufficient for
forming high-performance teams (Stoian &Tohanean, 2019). Without the commitment of the
leaders (Bygstad et al., 2017; Locoro & Ravarini, 2019), the competences lose their vigor. This
resource is also valuable (V).

Interviewee 2 stresses out that one founder is graduated from Harvard and the other from
Wharton. The founders’ skills are in tune with the findings of Sousa and Rocha (2019) and
Ratzinger et al. (2018). Founders’ higher education plays a significant role in the probability of
receiving funding (Ratzinger et al., 2018). This is also in tune with Lee’s assumption (Lee,
2013) that the founders of unicorns come from well-known universities and hold technical
degrees, and with Jinzhi and Carrick (2019), who emphasize the appropriate skills and
experience of the founders. According to (Barney et al., 2021), managers and entrepreneurs
can be essential to value creation in aggregating resources and capabilities. It is valuable (V)
and signals lesson seven: capable employees (CDO, CIO) and teams as human resources.

Regarding the sustainability practices, the company helps, through a partnership with a
social program, the renovation of properties for people living in poor communities in Sao
Paulo (Interviewee_03). Internally, the company has been discussing topics such as racial and
gender diversity (Interviewee_02; Interviewee_03; Interviewee_04; Interviewee_10). “The
recruitment process does not consider the school attended by a candidate nor his English
fluency, but his achievements and results and his projected potential” (Interviewee_15). Thus,
digital businesses can accelerate the adoption of sustainable practices using technology
(Chen, 2019) and promote financial performance by improving management skills (Ukko,
Nasiri, Saunila, & Rantala, 2019).

Conversely, various interviewees mentioned some of the chronic deficiencies of the
Brazilian environment (and other emerging economies), such as (1) excessive taxes, (2)
bureaucracy, (3) very plastered labor laws and (4) lack of transparency. In their view, some of
the company’s internal practices can mitigate the impact of such deficiencies, valuing results
more than compliance with schedules (Interviewee_10; Interviewee_04), and “the search for
solutions and establishment of transparent relationships with clients, transcending
bureaucracy” (Interviewee_04).
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“The historical falling of the interest rate in Brazil can bring many financing
opportunities” (Interviewee_02). A major limitation for the area is that there is no standard
interest table for the real estate sector; therefore, “pricing remains a significant challenge”
(Interviewee_08). Overcoming this and other chronic problems generated by institutional
voids (McAdam, 2020; McAdam et al., 2019) can be achieved with cooperation between
players in the sector. It is valuable (V). According to Barney (1991), when the competitive
advantages are based on complex social phenomena, the probability of other firms’ imitating
is significantly lower.

5. Final remarks
From our study, we apprehended seven lessons, namely (1) efficient investment capture in a
market with a backlog of demand, confirming the findings of Cavallo et al. (2019); (2) rapid
experimentation of new products and services and assimilation of lessons learned, as pointed
out by Ries (2011) and Ghezzi (2019); (3) use of data and digital innovation as technological
resources, according to Konya-Baumbach et al. (2019); (4) improvement in communication
and relationship with brokers through digital platforms, what is in tune to the finding of Le
Dinh, Vu, and Ayayi (2018); (5) design of a consistent innovation strategy and partnerships,
according to Beliaeva et al. (2019) and Barney (1996); (6) connection with startups
(matchmaking) to solve company demands; and finally (7) capable employees (CDO, CIO) and
teams as human resources, as we find in Locoro and Ravarini (2019), and Rodrigues and de
Noronha (2021). These lessons are according to the VRIO framework; nonetheless, we
emphasize that the lessons identified by this research are not exhaustive.

Resources are significant justification for the fast-growing performance of unicorns.
According to RBV, investorswill be where they can appropriate the most economic value, and a
firm’s resources and capabilities used to create such economic value must be rare (Barney et al.,
2021). Company A did present a rare and inimitable (at least temporarily) online direct home-
buyingmodel, associated with the massive use of apps and 4G internet since 2013 in Sao Paulo.

According to Zahra (2021), financial resources are not enough since synchronization
between intangible resources – such as the quality of the firm’s human capital – and the
quality and experience of its founders/managers, is required. This observation fits well
Company A. The positive reputation of the founders, associated with their relationships and
networking, was also a fundamental process of attracting investments and a potential source
of competitive advantage (Barney, 1991).

Uniting value and growth prospects in the long term, the company facilitated investors’
attraction and supported partners, managers, and teams in the ever-deeper knowledge of the
needs and desires of owners, buyers and brokers. Value and growth are two aspects that
should be present in a digital business with high potential for future results (Ries, 2011).

The case studied reveals that value can be found in traditional sectors with pent-up
demand, as real estate. Even though in Ghezzi (2019) work, none of the companies was from
the real estate sector, our work extends and corroborates his findings and confronts Lee’s
(2013) assumption, since Company A did become a unicorn in a sprint run, not in a marathon.

The company realized the possibility of using research in data science technologies
(artificial intelligence, machine learning, big data, cloud computing) as resources to simplify
the purchase and sale of real estate, thus developing solutions and improving the relationship
with brokers, realtors, sellers, and buyers. Barney et al. (2021) state that research capabilities
can sometimes generate innovative technological ideas, and according to Zahra (2021), the
value of resources such as knowledge is defined by a combination with other resources and
not only by the relation supply-demand.

Macroeconomic factors have also played a significant role in CompanyA’smarket. After a
severe political and economic crisis during the period of 2014–2017 in Brazil, there has been a
slow economic recovery. The basic interest rate of the Brazilian economy (SELIC) has reached
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the lowest levels in its history: fromAugust/2016 toAugust/2020, SELIC fell from 14.25 to 2%
(BACEN, 2020).With themore generous supply of credit, competition among themajor banks
for credit demanders and low real estate prices have created the ideal conditions for
generating opportunities in the real estate sector.

The answer for the research question “What makes a startup achieve unicorn status in the
fastest way?” regards that is the efficient anticipation (Au-Yong-Oliveira et al., 2018) in a market
with chronic deficiencies as often observed in emerging countries is vital to understand one of
the fastest companies to reach unicorn status in the whole world. In addition, the exploration of
valuable opportunities in a traditional sector that usually observed little space and willingness
for innovation (Martinez Dy, 2019; McAdam et al., 2019) is also necessary. Resources allocated to
a specific context in a specific geographic region shift the attention away from their absolute
value to the timing of aggregating them. This time issue is new to the RBV (it is noteworthy that
time was understood in this study as the speed to become a unicorn).

Despite the research method chosen to avoid misinterpretation of the questions and bias,
this paper shows as a limitation the data collected from a single case study in a specific sector.
Therefore, future studies should analyze the relationship between the founders and the
institutional approach, such as the role played by incubators, accelerators, and other aspects
present in the innovation ecosystems, considering different unicorn categories.
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