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Idea in brief

More and more corporates conduct 
company building. Instead of merely 
investing in start-ups or cooperating 
with them, they now prefer to build 
their own ones. Over the course of 
such company building projects, exis-
ting corporate personnel (e.g. from in-
novation departments or an in-house 
venture builder) or external resources 
are usually relied on in the initial phase. 

Only after a successful proof of concept (POC) 
and the start of the roll-out of the freshly bu-
ilt start-up does the creation of an indepen-
dent team – which now has to be recruited –  
begin. This recruiting of a completely new 
team usually poses great challenges for the 
parent company. The usual corporate recrui-
ting rules and mechanisms from the cor-
poration no longer work for the start-up. 

Within the following whitepaper, we provide 
an insight into which roles and positions are 
usually necessary for a corporate start-up 
and which positions can be filled optionally. 
Then we show which seven common mista-
kes corporates make when recruiting for their 
own start-ups and we present five basic rules 
that we have imposed on ourselves in terms 
of recruiting to find the right staff for corpo-
rate start-ups. We want to provide corpora-
tes facing the challenge of staffing a corpo-
rate start-up with a practical guide to action. 

In the whitepaper, we do not only present our 
perspective and experience as a company 
builder, but we have also obtained experien-
ce values from recruiting practice of Gregor 
Tschurtschenthaler. He is a headhunter spe-
cialized in start-ups and expands our expe-
rience with specific headhunter insights.
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The ideal team setup for a corporate start-up
HOW TO 

A common saying in the start-up world is that investors do not invest in products, but in teams. The 

relevance of the right team setup for success is almost common sense, especially in the early-stage 

phase of a start-up. In the meantime, however, it has also been empirically substantiated: Studies from 

the USA and the Netherlands show that 60% of all start-ups who failed, did so due to incorrect team 

composition or the team itself (Harvard Business Review, What Makes a Successful Startup Team, 2019). 

Those who work with a company builder  
avoid the problem of an incorrect team setup by 
„buying“ a well-rehearsed team. As a company 
builder, we usually provide the entire team for 
corporate start-ups in the first 6 - 18-months 
development phase. In many cases, corporates 
do not have the human resources required for 
the development phase of a start-up and there-
fore rely on us as a full-service provider. Not only 
do we provide all the necessary resources for 
setting up a business model, but we also bring 
the methods, technological skills and the right 
founder spirit required for a start-up to the table. 
A new, dedicated team is only recruited once a 
corporate start-up has passed the MVP phase 

CEO CTO/COO Business Developer Marketing Manager Operation Manager

1 1-2 1-21-3 1

and the business model is about to be scaled up.  
The positions sought here range from CEO/
venture manager to business developer, key 
account manager and software developer to 
operational employees such as customer sup-
port staff. With the staffing of an own team, we 
are gradually withdrawing as a company builder 
since the roles we previously took on can now 
be represented by the start-up itself. Regardless 
of the very different business models that we 
encounter in corporate start-ups, we still mostly 
see the same or very similar job profiles that are 
necessary for an independent team. As a rule of 
thumb, we therefore fill the following roles in the 
early-stage-phase of a start-up:

HOW TO: THE IDEAL TEAM SETUP FOR A CORPORATE START-UP

Early stage - basic setup

https://hbr.org/2019/03/what-makes-a-successful-startup-team
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CEO
First and foremost, the CEO should be someone who thinks or acts like an entrepreneur. In ad-
dition, he should have experience in leading and building a team, further developing and driving 
the business model and, above all, be the ‘representing face’ to the outside world.

Ongoing business model and product development
Further development of vision and corporate identity
Recruiting, HR & personnel management
Goal setting and monitoring of progress and goal achievement
Management and commercial tasks

RESPONSIBILITIES CEO:

CTO and/or COO complete the founding team and serve as operational counterparts to the CEO 
and as sparring partners in all strategic matters. The CTO and COO are also responsible for the 
design of the product or service development.
Depending on the business model and the technical complexity of the products/services, either 
just a CTO or a COO or both positions may be required.
RESPONSIBILITIES CTO:

Evaluation of and decision making regarding technological selections
Controlling the implementation and quality assurance
Functioning as an interface between product and management

Operationalization and organization of business tasks
Process optimization and product control
Establishing the corporate structure and personnel management

RESPONSIBILITIES COO:

CTO/
COO

BD

Business developers are responsible for the co-development and implementation of new busi-
ness ideas necessary for start-ups. In contrast to being employed in a corporate, they are invol-
ved in almost all areas of the company in an early-stage-phase. They also support the founding 
team in sales and acquisition services, in the operationalization of the business model, but also 
on a conceptual and strategic level.

Analysis and development of new business areas and sales markets

Project management and interface to marketing, operations, and development
Maintaining customer contacts

Participation in the business plan
Monitoring & reporting of progress

RESPONSIBILITIES BUSINESS DEVELOPER:

EARLY STAGE - BASIC SETUP IN CORPORATE START-UP TEAMS 6
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OM
Operations Managers back up the team and are particularly responsible for answering daily inqui-
ries and handling day-to-day business.

Customer support + taking care of customers
Deadline-, cost-, and quality management
Quoting and invoicing
Supplier control
Optimizing internal processes

RESPONSIBILITIES OPERATIONS MANAGER:

Marketing managers are responsible for ensuring that the potential customers find, understand, 
and buy the developed products/services. They ensure that the purchase process (funnel) is op-
timized and designed as simply as possible.

MMRESPONSIBILITIES MARKETING MANAGER:

Brand development, communication + PR
Online and offline marking for products & services
Ongoing monitoring of the relevant KPIs
Creating content

EARLY STAGE - BASIC SETUP IN CORPORATE START-UP TEAMS

Aside from these roles within a team, it is evident that corporate start-ups usually require one 
person to act as the interface between the actual start-up team and the corporate steering board. 
Ideally, this is an experienced person who, on the one hand, knows the start-up world and its needs 
very well and, on the other hand, is also well acquainted with the group structure. This person is 
considered a kind of facilitator who helps the start-up to use the existing, unfair advantage of 
the corporate and at the same time ensures that the start-up is not involved in core corporate  
processes and can focus on building the new business model.
In addition to the fixed roles within a team that were actually required in each of our previous 
corporate start-ups, we also fill the following optional roles depending on the business model, the 
degree of maturity of the start-up, and the technological environment within which it operates:

...

7

(IT-) Development Designer Agile Project Manager Sales, Key Account

2-5 1-21-3 1

Early stage - optional setup
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DES
Ongoing adaptation of the design of a product or service can represent essential success  
factors for a start-up. With designers, it is important to distinguish between industrial,  
product, UX, UI, and graphic designers, which may be required depending on the product  
and service offered.

Graphical identity and branding of the company
Design and graphic design of products and services
Ongoing optimization of usability from a design point of view

RESPONSIBILITIES DESIGNER:

APM
Agile project managers help to lead the development team (development + design). They are 
the ‚translators‘ of the business-side product requirements and ensure that these requirements 
are technically, correctly implemented. In addition, they are responsible for a smooth technical 
implementation process. In accordance with the nature of a start-up, the use of agile project ma-
nagement methods (e.g. Scrum or Kanban) is a good idea.

Interface between product and implementation team

Monitoring, documentation, and quality assurance

Implementation of requirement criteria for the product
Steering and monitoring of the implementation team

RESPONSIBILITIES AGILE PROJECT MANAGER:

SKA
Ideally every employee in a start-up should do sales, but complex products (especially in the  
B2B area) often require explicit sales or key account expertise to professionalize sales.

Ongoing acquisition of new customers

Presentations and pitches for the customers

Responsibility of the sales cycle from research to contract conclu
Ongoing contact upkeeping and CRM developmentsion

RESPONSIBILITIES SALES, KEY-ACCOUNT:

EARLY STAGE - OPTIONAL SETUP FOR CORPORATE START-UP TEAMS

DEV
For early-stage start-ups with a digital product or service it can make sense to set up their own 
development team right from the start – depending on the technological depth and the technolo-
gy used. This also reduces the dependency of the tech stack on external providers and increases 
the value of the company.

Soft- and hardware development
Documenting the technical setup
Selecting and implementing the scalable technologies

RESPONSIBILITIES (IT-) DEVELOPMENT:

8

Establishing a sales pipeline



9

Clearly defined job profiles meeting the dynamic requirements of a start-up are therefore the first 
essential step in finding the right team setup for a corporate start-up. It is important to clearly define 
which tasks the team will take on, which tasks and responsibilities remain with the parent company, 
and which tasks are outsourced to external service providers.

As soon as the actual recruiting and staffing process for a corporate start-up then begins, we 
often observe that the corporate as the parent company falls back into classic corporate pat-
terns, despite ambitiously formulated job profiles, which hinders staffing with the right start-up 
personalities. Employees from the line are brought into play for vacancies, various departments 
(legal, HR, etc.) report deviations from corporate governance, and various management le-
vels try to influence the filling of vacancies. In other words, the usual corporate policies threa-
ten to take over the start-up and the start-up spirit that was previously preached and praised 
is quickly forgotten. The corporate demands emerging at that time not only present obstacles 
to the optimal team setup of a corporate start-up, but can also turn into an existential risk for 
it (Harvard Business Review, What Makes a Successful Startup Team, 2019). Therefore, we 
would like to list the most common obstacles to recruiting in corporate company building here. 

We created our own Recruiting & Staffing Canvas for the staffing and recruiting of a company buil-
ding project. This canvas makes it easier for us to clarify which positions should be filled by us as 
a company builder, which by the corporate itself, and which by external staff.

This list of roles reflects the personnel mix of numerous start-ups. I see one main 

challenge in personnel planning and role definition: In a start-up, several func-

tions are often initially assigned to one person and later split up. And because 

start-ups often grow rapidly, the personnel structure may be outdated again in just 

a few months. So, what is the best way to deal with this challenge? First of all, 

you have to accept that it‘s perfectly okay for start-ups to change their personnel 

structure and responsibilities frequently, because start-ups in particular thrive 

thanks to people who are, according to Silicon Valley investor icon Paul Graham, 

„relentlessly resourceful“ – i.e. types who find a solution for every problem, re-

gardless of whether it is in their area of competence or not (Relentlessly Resour-

ceful, Paul Graham, 2009). It is therefore in the nature of things that these gene-

ralists first take on several positions before the start-up enters the phase where 

splitting up a position is more efficient. For example, it is not uncommon that the 

CEO is initially the product owner/project manager who is there to make important 

product decisions immediately and quickly. In the same way, a marketing manager 

often does classic business development, and these roles are only separated later.

„

Gregor 
Tschurtschentaler

HOW TO: THE IDEAL TEAM SETUP FOR A CORPORATE START-UP

https://hbr.org/2019/03/what-makes-a-successful-startup-team
http://www.paulgraham.com/relres.html
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7 recruiting mistakes in corporate company building 
you need to avoid

DON´T

The dilemma of regionality1 Especially in the DACH region, many corpora-
tes are strongly regionally rooted due to their 
ownership structure. The company headquar-
ters or general offices are in the outskirts or in 
rural areas. Most of the employees come from 
the region. Therefore, many of these compa-
nies claim from the very start that the head-
quarters of a newly founded start-up and thus 
also the job location of its employees must be 
in the immediate vicinity of the headquarters of 
the parent company. In the very beginning re-
cruiting should therefore begin in the regional 
environment of the corporate.
This regional expectation however is in strong 
contrast to the supra-regional claim to the busi-
ness model of the corporate start-up. Ideally, 

this should be designed to be as international 
and scalable as possible – especially when it 
comes to business models with a digital com-
ponent. However, the targeted global scalabili-
ty is severely limited by the recruiting focus on 
one‘s own region, since rural personnel mar-
kets are often very limited, and the specific hu-
man resources required for the start-up are not 
available here. Start-ups find themselves drawn 
in a global “War for Talent” that was proclai-
med already 10 years ago. In order to remain 
competitive not only on the product side, but 
also in terms of recruiting, corporate start-ups 
have to demonstrate a high degree of flexibility  
(Forbes, How To Win The Startup War For  
Talent, 2021).

I often notice that in a start-up, the original employees have a massive impact 

on success. Depending on the business model, it can therefore be very difficult 

to choose a rural location where the required pool of personnel is chronical-

ly limited. Companies often have the best intentions in wanting to build their 

own start-ups close to their headquarters: e.g. arguing that the new software  

venture absolutely needs to be in touch with the technology department. In rea-

lity, however, it can often be easier to bring „digital“ employees to attend 

regular appointments at the headquarters than to relocate. A regionally rooted 

corporate should therefore think carefully about how essential it really is that 

all employees are permanently present at the location. Today‘s top candidates 

often no longer see why they should work in a certain place, especially when they 

can do their jobs more effectively at home. In my daily work as a headhunter, 

this is an important aspect of almost every job position. Also, more and more 

„conventional“ roles that weren‘t traditionally seen as remote compatible are 

working very well online. Within my own network, two people have recently accep-

ted remote leadership roles typically associated with „imperative“ face-to-face 

communication: one in an HR leadership role and the other one in a marketing 

leadership position.

„

Gregor 
Tschurtschentaler

DON‘T: 7 RECRUITING MISTAKES IN CORPORATE COMPANY BUILDING YOU NEED TO AVOID

https://www.forbes.com/sites/asheemchandna/2021/10/28/how-to-win-the-startup-war-for-talent/?sh=58af14e552b3
https://www.forbes.com/sites/asheemchandna/2021/10/28/how-to-win-the-startup-war-for-talent/?sh=58af14e552b3
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Clash of interests with the parent company

2 Ideally, a corporate start-up can search for sui-
table staff independently from the recruiting 
and HR guidelines of the parent company. Ho-
wever, if the start-up finds the right staff with the 
right skillset to manage the next growth steps, 
a clash of interests often arises within the pa-
rent company. The employees of the start-up 
are young, dynamic, and have in-depth know-
ledge of digital technologies and new business 
models. They are exactly the kind of employees 
every innovation department of a corporation is 
desperately looking for, which is why this can 
be the beginning of a clash of interests that 
hinders the development of the start-up, sin-
ce the company also wants to use the highly 
qualified employees originally intended for the 

start-up for its own operations work. The result 
of such a mixture of areas of responsibility is 
then part-time entrepreneurs who are stuck 
between innovative operations work and the 
development of the corporate start-up. It must 
be clearly defined at this point that employees 
of the start-up are not going to be used for in-
novation, digitization or marketing agendas of 
the parent company. Otherwise, this leads to a 
complete dilution of the start-up‘s goals or their 
achievement. In addition, it leads to a cultural 
problem within the start-up, as it cannot diffe-
rentiate itself sufficiently from the parent com-
pany. It is important to define very clear rules in 
advance that guarantee the start-up’s personal 
autonomy to anticipate this clash of interests.

As a former start-up founder, I know first-hand: start-ups are fragile. You start 

from scratch and first have to build up the product, customers, and processes. In 

this strenuous and mentally demanding phase, employees must be able to work ful-

ly concentrated and autonomously. What if employees cannot fully concentrate on  

the start-up? If employees in the corporate e.g. also have to provide internal „consul-

ting“ work (e.g. for the innovation department)? Then you risk breaking up the fragile 

start-up. Here is what Paul Graham had to say about that: „The trouble with consulting 

is that clients have an awkward habit of calling you on the phone. Most startups operate 

close to the margin of failure, and the distraction of having to deal with clients could 

be enough to put you over the edge. Especially if you have competitors who get to work 

full time on just being a startup (How to Fund a Startup, Paul Graham, 2005).“ The client 

named by Graham can also be an internal customer relationship that arises because of an 

internal innovation project and distracts the corporate start-up from its core activity.

„

The forgotten HR- departments,  
employee organizations, and corporate guidelines3 Another recruiting obstacle for corporate start-
ups is the lack of coordination with the HR de-
partments, employee organizations, and corpo-
rate guidelines, or coordination that happens too 
late. Recruiting has already begun, but without 
having clarified the corporate’s governance re-
garding HR-topics which are still relevant for the 
start-up. Before the actual recruiting, the emp-

loyee organization and/or the HR department 
should be convinced why exceptions to group-
wide HR guidelines are beneficial for the start-up. 
To win a team of entrepreneurs and people with 
a start-up background for a corporate start-up, it 
is important to offer them the right framework 
conditions. The benchmark for these frame-
work conditions are other start-ups and not the 

Gregor 
Tschurtschentaler

DON‘T: 7 RECRUITING MISTAKES IN CORPORATE COMPANY BUILDING YOU NEED TO AVOID

http://www.paulgraham.com/startupfunding.html
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Lacking pace4Closely linked to the previous obstacle, corpo-
rates often lack the necessary pace in the appli-
cation process. The market for (digital) talents 
is very dynamic and fast-paced. Application 
procedures that take weeks or months are sim-
ply unsuitable for winning start-up personalities 
for the corporate start-up. Ultimately, it compe-
tes with established start-ups, digital agencies, 
and other dynamic companies that are charac-

There is a reason why successful start-ups offer more free time management, success 

sharing, and other incentives such as remote work, free choice of hardware or budget 

for further training. The reason for these start-up HR models is that they are proven 

and attractive to creative and pragmatic candidates. If you don‘t join in here, you 

are at risk of losing the best candidates to companies that offer these models. In 

start-ups, the agile way of working in particular has proven itself. A rule of thumb 

is to simply focus on the required result of the work, but leave it up to the employee 

when, how, and where the result is achieved. Well-known models are SCRUM in software 

development, or OKRs (Objectives and Key Results) in the general management of the 

start-up. The focus is always on receiving the result at an agreed-on deadline. The 

employees themselves are responsible for finding the best solution.

„

As a headhunter, I see the demand for digital talents every day. The difficulty of 

filling these positions poses problems for even the most agile start-ups. In order to 

recruit successfully, all unnecessary impediments must be removed. Pace is everything. 

But why is pace so important? Here is a specific example: A good senior software engi-

neer may receive five job offers per week. Candidates who start an application process 

usually get several job offers. Ideally, you want to be able to choose the best one out 

of several options. The more time a company lets pass, the higher the risk that the 

candidate will start negotiations with a competing company and receive other job offers. 

From the employer‘s point of view, the labor market has developed into a demand market 

and therefore, as with other markets, the following applies: „Time kills all deals“ - 

every salesperson knows that and in recruiting acting fast is more relevant than ever.

„

terized by very lean and fast recruiting proces-
ses. For our own start-ups, we have found that 
no more than two weeks should pass between 
initial contact with applicants and the binding 
acceptance or rejection regarding the adverti-
sed job opening. Corporates that stick rigidly 
to their standard recruiting process and do not 
impose a new, faster process for start-up re-
cruiting are simply not competitive.

parent company. If a corporate determines the 
salary, incentives, working hours (keyword: all-
in-contract), and employee benefits for the new 
start-up strictly according to existing corporate 
guidelines, this will cause a massive obstacle 
in recruiting. Therefore, exceptions to corporate 
governance are required for corporate start-ups 

that remain majority-owned by the parent com-
pany. If HR departments and employee organi-
zations are not involved in this design process 
at an early stage, this can lead to considerable 
friction with these stakeholders during the actual 
founding and subsequently to significant delays 
in recruiting, as they can block or delay recruiting.

Gregor 
Tschurtschentaler

DON‘T: 7 RECRUITING MISTAKES IN CORPORATE COMPANY BUILDING YOU NEED TO AVOID

Gregor 
Tschurtschentaler
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The non-existing business tech guy5On the one hand, an early-stage corporate 
start-up (like any start-up) faces the challenge 
of significantly specifying the business model 
and validating it with real customers, while at 
the same time making the right and essential 
technological decisions, as it is usually at a 
technological crossroads. Choosing the right 
tech stack is essential for the further develop-
ment of the company and a highly complex 
and challenging task. At the same time, there 
are a large number of strategic and business-
related decisions and areas of responsibility. 

Here corporates often make the mistake of 
looking (often due to cost factors) for a person 
who combines both the business and the tech 
perspective and is therefore supposed to be a 
hybrid of thoroughbred entrepreneur and nerdy 
techie genius. However, a look at successful 
start-ups reveals that these two roles are usu-
ally separated from each other in the form of 
a CEO and a CTO for good reasons, because 
both areas of responsibility require completely 
different skills and personalities (Early Stage 
Startup Basic Team Setup, page 6).

Mixing up the agendas of the CEO and the CTO actually fails to appreciate how 

complex and time-consuming both job positions are. A common misunderstanding is 

the comment: „In Silicon Valley most CEOs are technologists“. Yes, that‘s right. 

In a typical Silicon Valley tech start-up, it is often (though not always) the 

case that the CEO also has a tech background. That doesn‘t mean he‘s still ac-

tively working on the technology - that‘s up to the CTO and the tech team. The 

reason why technologists often make good start-up CEOs is that in a tech start-up 

dozens of landmark decisions are made every week that affect the way the product 

is built. It is faster when the CEO understands both technical and business im-

plications. A „general“ manager, who is always dependent on explanations from 

the CTO, is often too slow here and lacks the „gut feeling“ to make trend-set-

ting decisions. Technical domain expertise is therefore a real advantage in a 

tech start-up. But that doesn‘t influence the fact that the start-up CEO is a 

CEO – i.e. a full-time manager and decision-maker, even if he is far more deeply 

involved in design and product decisions than a corporate CEO.

„

Gregor 
Tschurtschentaler
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The blurred employer brand

6 Highly qualified employees have high expec-
tations on their employer and choose their 
next career step very carefully. They therefo-
re need a clear picture of their future employ-
er‘s area of responsibility, culture and vision. 
At this point, corporate start-ups are unfor-
tunately often very inconsistent in their em-
ployer branding towards the applicant. They 
often mix up the perspective of the corpora-

tion with that of the start-up. However, the 
interview should only focus on the (product) 
vision of the start-up and the tasks within the 
start-up. The same applies to the entire ap-
plication process: A suitable applicant who 
applies for an agile start-up and then encoun-
ters a lengthy corporate application process, 
will get the impression of a very inconsistent 
employer brand.
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No corporate legacy picks7We consider so-called corporate legacy picks a 
no-go. Employees who have proven themselves 
in their regular operations work in the corporate 
may be highly qualified employees in their do-
main, but they are often the wrong people for a 
start-up! The position and also the very special 
culture in a start-up define clear requirements on 
a professional and personal level. This applies in 
particular to the management or founding team 
in a start-up spun off by a corporate. A renowned 
manager from a corporation may have years of 
management experience and useful domain 
knowledge for a start-up, but in many cases he 
or she is unsuitable as the CEO of a start-up. A 
study published in the Harvard Business Review 
compared the results of psychological tests of 
4,000 entrepreneurs and 1,800 business leaders 

from different countries (Hiring an Entrepreneu-
rial Leader, Harvard Business Review, 2017). In 
doing so, essential differentiating characteris-
tics of entrepreneurs in comparison to corporate 
business leaders were identified. They especi-
ally differ in terms of their ability to perform in 
uncertain situations, their strong desire to be 
creative and have full responsibility for projects, 
and their strong marketing and sales personal-
ities. These differentiating characteristics can 
be easily tested in job interviews, for example, 
by simulating sales situations to test the ability 
to convince customers. In general, applicants 
from this group can of course also apply for the 
start-up, but exactly the same standards and 
processes must be applied for these internal ap-
plicants as for external candidates.

I read the most interesting thoughts on this subject in Ben Horowitz‘s „The hard 

things about hard things“. Corporate staff often excel at being defensive, i.e.  

they are good at prioritizing (e.g. „This quarter we‘re only focusing on project 

x.“) and understand the strategic component behind the respective decisions (e.g. 

which stakeholder needs to be involved in order for something to really be imple-

mented). They are therefore above all good at understanding, continuing to operate 

and optimizing existing processes. However, in a brand-new start-up, relationships 

and content must first be established. This creative phase often lasts several ye-

ars before a start-up enters a more stable phase. This requires people who are good  

at being on the offensive: building prototypes, trying things out and trial &  

error - often before you even know what you want to achieve with it. Facebook‘s motto was 

not „think carefully and analyze extensively“ but „move fast and break things“. So is it 

impossible for a corporate employee to be a good fit for a start-up? No, it is not impossi-

ble for corporate employees to fit into the start-up BUT they must have a creative drive.

„

DON‘T: 7 RECRUITING MISTAKES IN CORPORATE COMPANY BUILDING YOU NEED TO AVOID

Gregor 
Tschurtschentaler

These seven aspects represent a subjective and incomplete list of common mistakes that we 
have observed several times in the course of our company building work for corporates. Of course, 
there are numerous other mistakes that can be made during the recruiting process and from which 
we are not immune. However, it is worth considering at least these points before starting recrui-
ting, as they can have a massive impact on the entire process.

https://hbr.org/2017/03/hiring-an-entrepreneurial-leader
https://hbr.org/2017/03/hiring-an-entrepreneurial-leader
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5 recruiting rules for corporate start-ups
DO 

In positive contrast to the seven previously mentioned mistakes that we try to avoid in recruiting for 
our start-ups, we have also developed clear recruiting principles. These rules are based on our own 
experience as a company builder, but also represent rules that we have observed in other successful 
start-ups and scale-ups. We have tried to summarize these rules into five essential principles.

The majority of candidates we talk to during 
the recruiting process for our start-ups are in 
further interviews at the same time or already 
have a concrete offer from another employer. 
Right now this competitive situation is par-
ticularly pronounced in the area of software 
development or performance marketing. We 
therefore try to give each candidate an accep-
tance or rejection within two weeks of the initial 
contact and invite the candidate to a maximum 
of three interviews.

1.   
FAST
PROCESSES

I do recommend the same: inform the candi-

date within two weeks whether you plan on 

hiring him/her or turning the candidate 

down. But how do you actually manage to 

form a detailed opinion within just two 

weeks? I call this „Hiring Readiness“. 

Everyone involved has to „wait“ for can-

didates and answer important questions: 

In which calendar week are we expecting 

most of the candidates for interviews? Are 

all those involved and responsible then 

present and available (e.g. no other dead-

lines, holidays, etc.)? Do all parties un-

derstand the basics of good job intervie-

wing techniques and candidate assessment? 

(Book tip: Hire with your Head, Lou Adler) 

So what it takes is a commitment to going 

through the recruiting process quickly.

DON‘T: 7 RECRUITING MISTAKES IN CORPORATE COMPANY BUILDING YOU NEED TO AVOID

Recruiting and staffing needs to be ret-
hought on a transregional level and inde-
pendent of one‘s own location! The fight 
for talent is being fought on a global stage, 
not in the Austrian province. Purely regio-
nal recruiting hinders the scalability of a 
start-up. Every corporate start-up should 
be open to set-ups in other countries or 
hybrid working models. Remote work is 
now a standard in the industry, especial-
ly in software development. Numerous 
start-ups also go so far as to open new 
locations based on decisions driven by 
HR analytics in regions where they expect 
the greatest recruiting successes for their 
specific business model (Who Is Winning 
the Talent War, Gartner, 2022). 

2.
TRANS-
REGIONALITY

In general, I see two strategies that may 

be superior to the classic „start-up must 

be at the headquarters“ attitude. One stra-

tegy is to set up a satellite office in a 

large city or a suitable region, namely 

where you expect a large pool of startup-

specific (e.g. digital) talent. The other 

strategy is to give remote work and hybrid 

work a real chance. Stephen Wolfram is an 

inspiration for outstanding remote set-ups, 

for example. He has been the remote CEO 

of Wolfram Research for almost 32 years. 

Likewise, Gitlab is not only a successful 

„fully remote“ software start-up, but also 

publishes an impressive, publicly accessi-

ble Employee Handbook. 

Gregor Tschurtschentaler 

https://writings.stephenwolfram.com/2019/02/seeking-the-productive-life-some-details-of-my-personal-infrastructure/
https://about.gitlab.com/handbook/
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3.
TEAM CHOOSES
TEAM

Gregor Tschurtschentaler 

In the final selection of a candidate, his or her 
future immediate team members should have a 
say and take over part of the evaluation. They can 
judge very well whether the candidate is an asset 
professionally and fits into the team as a person. 
Ideally, professional peers should already be pre-
sent in the first round of applications. In addition 
to the direct professional peers, a so-called „bar 
raiser“ can also take part in the final interview. A 
„bar raiser“ is an objective person from a different 
discipline who is supposed to observe and judge 
the interview as an outsider. Companies such as 
Amazon have been using the concept of “team 
chooses team” very consistently for years and 
this is an integral part of their corporate philoso-
phy (refer to Interviewing at Amazon). In addition 
to more effective recruiting and the selection of 
the right candidates, this approach also helps to 
strengthen team cohesion and the corporate cul-
ture within a start-up, as the team is involved to a 
large extent in essential decision-making proces-
ses. However, an experienced CEO/leader often 
has a very good intuition about who fits into the 

For me it‘s a positive aspect that the em-

ployees in a start-up are heavily involved. 

But good interviewing is a skill that requi-

res two things: good interview technique and 

a certain amount of life experience. That‘s 

why I think it‘s important that the inter-

viewer with the most experience in the spe-

cific segment (usually the manager anyway) 

has the last word and takes responsibility 

for the final decision. Excellent resources 

for interview techniques include Lou Adler‘s 

„Hire with your Head“, Marc Andreesen‘s le-

gendary blog article „How to hire the best 

people you’ve ever worked with“ as well as 

„The art, science, and labor of recruiting“ 

by Vinod Khoshla, that specifically describe 

the hiring process in start-ups.

team. Inexperienced, young employees may not 
have developed the right instinct for this. It the-
refore makes perfect sense that either manage-
ment or a hiring manager has a veto right or ma-
kes the final decision.

DO: 5 RECRUITING RULES FOR CORPORATE START-UPS

4.
ALTERNATIVE
INCENTIVES

A start-up thrives thanks to employees who are 
passionate about the product and the vision 
of the company. Applicants must therefore 
already understand in the interview what the 
start-up stands for and what it wants to achie-
ve. Therefore, it is advisable to clearly commu-
nicate what the short and long-term goals of 
the start-up are and at the same time to check 
where the applicant can contribute to achie-
ving them. The applicant must understand the 
product and identify with it. An applicant who 
would not buy or consume the company’s own 
product is the wrong applicant for the start-up. 
In a start-up, every employee is ultimately also 
the seller of the product and must be able to 
pitch it. A clear employer brand also includes 

an independent and self-confident corporate 
culture, which the employees not only support 
but also help to shape. A fair salary is of course 
an important component for young, motivated 
employees. Ultimately, in addition to the usu-
al benefits, it is often above all the corporate 
culture and the spirit of the team, the product 
vision, and alternative financial incentives (key-
word phantom stocks, profit sharing, etc.) that 
convince employees. The vision, goals, and 
corporate culture should then be communica-
ted openly and transparently on the company‘s 
central communication channels (e.g. website, 
social media) as part of consistent employer 
branding (How to Boost Employer Branding for 
Startups, Builtin, 2020).

https://www.amazon.jobs/en/landing_pages/interviewing-at-amazon
https://pmarchive.com/how_to_hire_the_best_people.html
https://pmarchive.com/how_to_hire_the_best_people.html
https://www.khoslaventures.com/the-art-science-and-labor-of-recruiting
https://builtin.com/employer-branding/employer-branding-for-startups
https://builtin.com/employer-branding/employer-branding-for-startups
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5.
OMNI-CHANNEL
RECRUITING

We previously talked about the archetypal 

start-up employee: the employee who walks 

through walls, who is not afraid of “trial 

and error”, and who does creative pionee-

ring work.. The best way to attract such 

employees is by making their achievements 

and efforts financially rewarding. Char-

lie Munger often spoke about the „power 

of incentives“: „If you put sugar on the 

floor, the ants will come“. This way of 

thinking has arrived at corporate start-

ups but has not always been implemented. 

So why do only a few corporate start-ups Gregor Tschurtschentaler 

Based on the job position to be filled, we use 
different recruiting channels for our start-ups 
and combine them with each other. Sometimes 
we use all of them at the same time. We rely on 
classic recruiting via specialized agencies, use 
freelance headhunters and recruiters, activate 
peers from our network and ask for recommen-
dations and finally we also contact suitable can-
didates directly (e.g. via LinkedIn). This direct 
contact has proven to be particularly successful, 
especially when it comes through a manager or 
the founder of the start-up, as this generates ad-
ditional value for the applicant. In addition to the-
se recruiting channels, we can also recommend 
establishing a referral program. If a current emp-
loyee brings a new colleague into the company, 
he or she receives a bonus. Empirical figures 
from the USA underpin our approach: there start-
ups also rely on a multi-channel strategy and on 
average have a hiring ratio of three. One third 
of the candidates applied passively, 1/3 of the 
candidates were actively sourced and 1/3 of the 
candidates were hired through employee refer-
ral programs. This three-way split hardly differs 
between early stage, expanding – or late stage 
start-up (Startup Hiring Trends, 2017-2018).

DO: 5 RECRUITING RULES FOR CORPORATE START-UPS

introduce these incentives? Firstly the 

fear of contractual commitment, especial-

ly when the revenue situation and the suc-

cess of the start-up are still in limbo. 

Secondly a legally complicated situation, 

such as in Austria with GmbH shares. In my 

opinion, the simplest form of overcoming 

these hurdles is profit sharing, which is 

paid as a bonus. Here the owner only pays 

in the event of financial success. The 

distribution of profit sharing within the 

start-up is up to the management.

A healthy mix of different recrui-

ting channels is usually the best 

and most efficient way to recruit. 

One should not rely on just one chan-

nel, but make the decision based on 

the cost, duration and effort of the 

individual options. A common questi-

on is: when to involve a headhunter? 

Here I see four appropriate times: 

First, when you want to address de-

dicated, highly qualified candidates 

who are not looking for a job (i.e. 

would not apply). Secondly, if it 

is not clear who is actually being 

sought and an experienced headhun-

ter can support you with options and 

suggestions. Thirdly, if you want 

to hand over work and, for example, 

only want to interview a few, prese-

lected candidates. Fourthly, if the 

personnel is needed quickly, because 

active headhunting is completed much 

faster, especially in difficult per-

sonnel markets (such as in software 

development).

Gregor Tschurtschentaler 

https://startuphiringtrends.com/
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At the end of the day, three steps are required for successful recruiting of a corporate start-
up. The first step is the clear definition of the required team setup for the early phase of 
the start-up. The second step is the derivation of the required job profiles from the defined 
ideal setup and the third and final step is consistent recruiting in the style of a start-up. In 
general, company or venture building is characterized by the fact that corporate processes 
are cut off as much as possible that contradict the nature of a start-up and could hinder its 
development path. This disconnection must not only happen in the definition of the value 
proposition, the brand and the processes, but must ultimately also happen consistently in 
recruiting. With the definition of clear job profiles and compliance with a few rules that we 
have tried to show in this white paper, consistent and ultimately successful recruiting for 
corporate start-ups is made possible. 

Finally, I would like to share one positive insight for corporates: Cor-
porate ventures have the potential to be far more attractive employers 
than normal start-ups. The reason is that many start-up veterans also 
know the disadvantages of start-ups: unrealistic goals, tedious and ti-
me-consuming fundraising and venture capitalists who quickly turn off 
the money tap if the start-up grows more slowly than expected. A capi-
tal-strong, long-term thinking owner who also has the necessary patience 
to make  new developments successful can be a huge advantage. This is 
especially true for start-up veterans who are entering a phase of life 
where they are looking for a little more stability - for example, if 
they have a young family or are planning to start up. This is a Corporate 
Venture‘s opportunity to offer a professional home that combines action 
and stability - a perfect combination for many candidates.

CONCLUSION

Gregor Tschurtschentaler 
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