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Abstract

Despite the central role of Product-Market Fit (PMF) in startup theory and practice,there
has been little research that provided contextualized accounts of how startup founders in
emerging markets experience the pre-PMF stage and even less that has examined how product
managers and founder cognition create a joint constitution of the PMF trajectory. The purpose of
this study is to address these two gaps by examining how early-stage startups in Georgia develop,
pursue, and recognize PMF.

This study adopted an interpretivist philosophical paradigm and an abductive reasoning
approach consistent with the Research Onion Framework. It also employed a qualitative mono-
method design using a multiple-case study strategy. Five founders of early-stage startups from the
Georgian Innovation and Technology Agency (GITA) were interviewed. These founders
represented companies across education technology (EdTech), gaming, aerospace, robotics, and
educational hardware sectors. Data were analyzed through pattern-matching and cross-case
comparison.

From the study, three primary findings emerged regarding the entrepreneurial process.
First, PMF recognition in Georgia is primarily experienced and retrospective versus instrumental
and prospective. Since there are no formal analytical tools (e.g., customer relationship
management [CRM] systems or a large enough user base for statistical retention analysis) for
measuring PMF, founders use qualitative indicators of demand, a felt shift from product-pushing
to market-pulling. This expands process-based PMF conceptualizations by identifying when
experiential recognition is the only viable way to evaluate validation. Second, while product
development follows general lean guidelines, founders adapt these principles significantly: the
minimum viable product (MVP) must be redefined for hardware as validating internally versus
simplifying externally; pivots are often initiated based on mentoring from accelerators rather than
solely based on market data; and founders commonly build additional revenue streams to enable

ongoing pre-PMF operations due to capital constraints. Third, founder cognition represents a
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critical variable in the PMF trajectory, categorizable along an investment—detachment
continuum: those who tend to invest themselves emotionally into the business are likely to delay
pivoting longer and interpret negative feedback differently than those who are detached.
Founders utilizing metacognition—knowing what needs to remain constant within their
organization relative to what needs to be changed—are more likely to make efficient pivots.

The study further documents Georgian entrepreneurial ecosystem as a strict contextual
moderating factor. Due to an ‘innovation graveyard” phenomenon where domestic institutions
express verbal support for local startups but do not subsequently purchase their products,
Business-to-Government (B2G) companies are displaced toward early international adoption
before domestic validation, resulting in a reversal of typical internationalization sequences. GITA
serves functions beyond its grant-making capacity, actively facilitating cognitive reorientation via

accelerator programs, which carries direct implications regarding public innovation policy.

Overall, the study contributes to existing literature related to PMF, lean entrepreneurship,
and emerging market entrepreneurship by developing the first systematic empirical examination
of PMF pursuit in the Georgian startup ecosystem. Practical recommendations are offered for
founders, accelerator programme designers, and policymakers seeking to strengthen conditions

for PMF attainment in capital-constrained emerging market contexts.

Keywords: Product—Market Fit, startup lifecycle, lean startup, entrepreneurial cognition,

emerging markets, Georgia, product management, multiple case study
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