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A STRUCTURED APPROACH TO ENSURING 
SUCCESSFUL CORPORATE STARTUP  
COLLABORATIONS

Technology is developing at an unforeseen speed. We see new and disruptive solutions emerging 
in almost all domains ranging from robotics to AI to blockchain. The most popular organizational 
forms profiting from these developments are startups. They create new business models and often 
successfully compete against established corporations by offering new or better value propositions. 
Startups have become a valuable source for corporates as they offer a good insight into current 
and emerging trends and technologies. Furthermore, startups can be allies to accelerate innovation 
and guarantee long-term success. 
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KEY CONTENTBut let’s take a reality check. Looking at the outcome of 
numerous initiatives, only a few corporate enterprises 
have been profiting substantially and in a sustainable 
way from a startup collaboration. Why? There are a 
number of different reasons. After experimenting with 
different corporate startup collaboration formats, 
scouting a couple of thousand startups and trying to 
connect them with each other, we put all experiences 
together to form a best-practice format which we call 
the Startup Factory. This paper is providing you with 
an overview of the format Startup Factory and 
elaborates is key success factors. We try to provide 
answers to following questions:

 M What are the challenges of the common  
corporate startup collaboration models?

 M How can you resolve these challenges within 
your organization?

 M How can you achieve great results in a short 
period of time by collaborating with startups?

 M How can you make the success in  
collaborating with startups sustainable?
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STARTUP FACTORY – A DEFINITION

Startup Factory can be defined as a corporate startup program, where a selected group of  
mature startups implement joint projects with the established company. Thereby, participants 
work on opportunities and challenges formulated by different business units with the goal of 
quickly developing a proof-of-concept within the range of three to five months. 

The distinguishing characteristics of Startup Factories are: 

 M A highly output-oriented approach 

 M A relatively short period to gain an ROI due to a tight time-line, the short duration of the 
program and high-quality innovation projects

 M Rapid validation by implementing joint prototypes, e.g. internal employees and external 
startups working closely together as one team

 M A large number of international startup applications, increasing the chances of success

THE STARTUP FACTORY 
AN OVERVIEW 
The genesis of the Startup Factory program has been the lack of sustainable success many  
other formats provide. Some of the more popular formats are startup pitching events, corporate 
accelerators and/or corporate venturing. 

Some of the major challenges we identified are: 

 M How to identify the best startup companies 

 M How to select the most promising partners

 M How to be quick in the decision-making process 

 M How to provide a sound legal framework for both parties – the startup and the established 
company

 M How to form in-depth relationships between the startup and the established company

 M Finally, how to achieve a positive ROI from the activities
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Our answer to a number of those questions is the Startup Factory (SUF). Here is an outline of the major 
differences between Startup Factories and the common corporate startup collaboration formats:

Description Advantages Disadvantages In relation to Startup Factory

St
ar

tu
p 

Ev
en

ts

A small circle of preselected 
hand-picked (e.g. 5-15) start-
ups are invited to present their 
teams and products/services 
at a booth and/or pitching 
event. External corporates 
are invited to the often-public 
event to network with startups. 

 M An innovative PR &  
marketing initiative

 M Low cost and low effort

 M Fast access to the relevant 
startup ecosystem 

 M Good networking  
possibilities

 N The lack of a clear pro-
cess on how to proceed 
further after the event 
reduces the chances of a 
successful cooperation 

 N Lack of clear selection 
process

 N Focus is on marketing 
rather than innovation

 M SUF provides a clear and structured  
process how to select the right start-
ups and enter a strong collaboration

 M SUF provides not only access to the 
startup ecosystem, but provides 
access to the world’s best startups, 
individually tailored to the needs of 
your organization
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Corporate Accelerators are 
typically programs that are 
organized in batches lasting 
4-6 months. They are built-
up to be either very broad 
(providing mentoring, market 
access, investment) or very 
specific (thematic niches) to 
be attractive for startups and 
thus be successful for the 
company. Selected startups 
usually receive office space, 
strategic and technical sup-
port, intensive coaching and 
access to customers, experts 
and partners. The main idea is 
to take equity in startups and 
to support them to scale in the 
best possible way. 

 M Helps corporates gain 
exposure to startups,  
engage with them and 
stay close to innovation

 M Build-up an international 
portfolio of startups with  
a minor equity stake  

 M Access to new markets 
and business fields   

 N Difficult to find valuable 
synergies with the core  
organization as this is 
not the major goal 

 N High cost and resource 
intensive with no  
guarantee of success

 N 4-6 years before  
achieving a ROI 

 N No or low matchmaking  
between startup and  
corporate

 M Primary focus of the SUF is developing 
of a validated prototype, therefore 
focus lies on corporate needs

 M High matchmaking between startup 
and corporate through a multistage 
selection-process and intense stake-
holder engagement phase

 M High success rate at the end and  
short-term ROI

 M Finding synergies between the  
organization and startup builds  
a core aspect 
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Established companies do not 
drive innovation by themselves 
but buy up or invest in the mid 
to late-stage of startups.  
Reasons for doing so are 
access to talent, customers, 
know-how and/or technology.

 M  An innovative PR  
& marketing initiative

 M Fast access to the relevant 
startup ecosystem 

 M Good networking  
possibilities

 N Active management of 
portfolio 

 N High expenditure 

 N No guarantee of the 
success of integrating 
the startup with the 
corporation‘s product 
line, brand or company 
culture

 M SUF is a yearly initiative; there is no  
long-term commitment

 M > 60% success rate of integrating the 
project with the corporation‘s product 
line, brand, or company culture
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HOW IS IT DONE? 
The core elements of the process are a strong on-boarding of key stakeholders within the 
company, a high-number of startup applications to allow for a strong selection, team building 
between internal employees and startups, and a focus on running through a proof-of-concept 
(PoC) to allow well-grounded management decisions. 
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Engagement Scouting

1 Month 1 Month 1 Day 3 Days

Selection Acceleration Phase

4 Months

01 02 03 04

Working on Proof-of-Concept

WHATAVENTURE – OUR EXPERIENCE

We have carried out a number of different startup corporate collaboration formats and have 
worked with over 100 international brands. We have been running Startup Factories in a variety of 
industries ranging from agriculture, retail, energy and mobility to engineering. Thereby, we have 
been looking at different topics such as quantifying emotions, automating customer communica-
tion and applying collaborative robotics or new e-mobility solutions. Based on our experiences, we 
continuously shape our programs and methodologies as well as develop new ones to become the 
best partner for corporates to drive innovation.
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STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT  
Set the foundation of success

Define the goal of the program 

First, set the focus for the program. Do you want to optimize the existing processes or do you 
want to radically change it? Should the innovation activities support your core business or give you 
access to new markets and customer groups? How strongly do you want to involve your current 
resources and assets in these activities? How fast do you need outcomes? Are there specific 
technical challenges you want to confront or are you looking for input concerning trends or search 
fields? 

Generally speaking, we can differentiate between three innovation horizons: incremental, enabling 
and radical innovation (see illustration below). The less radical the innovation activities are, the 
more you need the involvement of the business unity. 

Different types of innovation

Startup Factories are an ideal approach for enabling innovations by starting new products,  
services and incremental innovation whilst integrating new technologies. Applying new  
technologies in order to optimize current processes can often lead to new services and  
products being offered on the market. 

Engagement Scouting Selection Acceleration Phase
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Engage your key stakeholders 

Early involvement of relevant internal stakeholders is an essential success factor for your innova-
tion activities. Following the definition above, a key role is typically played by the head of business 
units. He/she provides key employees and funding as well as relevant information, contacts and 
data for the implementation of the new projects. They are also key to driving the roll-out and 
ensuring the successful integration of the project into the company portfolio or transition into the 
corresponding line. To ensure their commitment and involvement, it is critical to align the scope of 
the search field with their requirements; that means to identify topics or search fields that matter 
to them, help them achieve their goals and/or solve an important problem. Managing stakeholder 
expectations well ensures their commitment throughout the process and helps build up trust. Do 
not only engage decision makers that are willing to support you, but also those that are perhaps 
not keen on your plans, but still necessary for their success. Ask yourself: Who is the sponsor of 
the project (i.e., provides the necessary budget)? Who is responsible for its implementation and 
maintenance?

Defining the search fields

Most organizations struggle to identify very crisp search fields but here comes the good news: 
a detailed definition of the search field is not absolutely necessary. On the contrary, a broader 
search field often helps startups identify a potential opportunity you might not have had on your 
radar. Topics and possible use cases arise from the many applications made during the scouting 
phase and in this way help to set a clear focus for the program. 

STARTUP SCOUTING
Find the right partner

The next step, after identifying relevant search 
fields, is to scout for the best startups, talents 
and experts for the program – for more details 
concerning how to identify the most promising 
startups see our brand new Cheat Sheet. 

STARTUP SCOUTING CHEAT SHEET 1

STARTUP 
SCOUTING 
CHEAT 
SHEET

There are many diff erent reasons why a company 
or accelerator should collaborate with startups, 
such as improving internal processes, building 
new products, broadening their product range and 
many more. It’s very important to know your goals. 
Only then you’ll be able to make the right decisions 
during the following steps and pitch your program 
to the relevant stakeholders.

 a Develop new, innovative products or services
for existing or new markets

 a Improve internal processes 

 a Adopt solutions from startups instead of
building them on your own

 a Find new technologies and identify trends

 a Position yourself as an innovative company

 a Find and invest in promising ventures

 a Fully take advantage of your assets
(e.g. infrastructure, customer database, know-how, …)

Successful innovation often requires input from 
external brains, startups, and talents. That’s one 
of the reasons why startup programs have gained such 
well-earned fame and recognition in the last couple of 
years. As we “speak”, there are more than 1,000 open 
calls for startups on F6S*. And that’s just one indicator 
that the competition for next-gen unicorns has surged 
and that fi shing for the best startups has become one 
of the most important disciplines for successful innova-
tion and accelerator managers.

01

We have gathered our lessons learned from years 
of startup scouting and thousands of applications. 
Here is our cheat sheet for startup scouting to 
make you one of the best out there.

Example: 
Up- and Cross-Selling

GOALS
CHECKLIST

You most probably have an existing customer 
base to whom you can off er a new product or 
service from your startup partners. You can 
extend your value chain or increase revenue 
with up- or cross-selling.

* Search result for accelerator/programs on www.f6s.com

Find more information on 
how to find the best startups 

in our cheat sheet

Engagement Scouting Selection Acceleration Phase
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www.whataventure.com/whitepaper/startup-scouting
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Key to success in this phase is to generate a high number of applications. Thereby the number 
of applications obviously depends on the search field. The application rate is ideally above 100 
applications in order to be able to apply a tough selection process. An additional benefit of a high 
number of applications is that the screening exercise gives your management and experts a  
comprehensive overview on emerging trends and technologies on the market.

What are the startups we are looking for? 

Following the fit of the startup with the search field, the maturity of the startups plays an import-
ant role. Business units are always under pressure to deliver results and have very little room for 
experimentation. Startups at a later stage are faster in delivering tangible results in a proof-of-
concept phase as they already have a validated technology or product they can build on.  
 
Following-up with early stage startups is a challenge as they will take significant time to reach this 
point. To guarantee a high quality of startup applications, it is also important to scout on a global 
scale. 

What are startups looking for?

The number one reason more senior startups are joining such programs is to identify new busi-
ness opportunities. The biggest risk is wasting a lot of energy and resources to gain established 
corporates as partners without any success. Hence startups are looking for structured ways to 
quickly qualify a potential partnership and only enter a more serious relationship once given the 
green light. 

WHAT ABOUT INVOLVING PARTNERS  
OTHER THAN STARTUPS!?

The core idea of the Startup Factory is to involve external technology providers. We are mostly 
looking for startups but obviously these could also be SMEs, agencies or universities as well as 
other big corporates. For us, startups are often the preferred partner because they are ready 
to enter new partnerships, are more open to thinking outside the box, bring more flexibility to 
adjusting their technology and core offering and build on state-of-the art technology.
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SELECTION & INNOVATION CAMP 
Form teams around strong use cases in three days

Select your future partners

After hopefully receiving a significant number of 
applications, the next step is about selecting the 
most promising startups. We apply a multi-stage 
selection process to ensure a high success rate 
at the end of the program. 

There are different instruments that can be ap-
plied to assure a good selection. To identify the 
top eight – fifteen projects we typically organize 
three selection rounds involving domain experts 
and managers of the established company. The 

first round is a pre-ranking in which the innova-
tion team ensures that all necessary information 
for decision making is collected. In the second 
round, domain experts go through the provided 
information and select the top 20 – 40 start-
ups. Those startups are then invited to pitch 
their company and solutions through a remote 
session. The final selection is made by top-man-
agement, considering recommendations made 
by domain experts. This step assures ownership 
of the startups by top-management. 

The roughly 10 startups that have been selected are invited to participate in a two to three-day 
innovation camp. Besides selecting interesting partners, the benefits of an innovation camp are:

 M The exposing of a significant number of experts and top-managers to new technologies 
and innovative solutions both broadening their horizons and stimulating new ideas

 M The creation of new networks within the company through common discussion rounds, 
shown to be an effective instrument against silo culture

 M All participants being trained and educated in state-of-the art innovation methods (such as 
lean startup, design thinking, business model canvas etc.)

*in all past projects, we achieved an implementation rate of >60%

Number 
of Startups

3-5 
projetcs
realized*

Define 
your goal 100-150

Longlist: 80-120 
Shortlist: 20-40

Invited Startups: 10
5-7

Engagement Scouting Selection & Innovation Camp Acceleration Phase
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Innovation Camp: three days to develop strong use cases 

The Innovation Camp is an in-depth assessment of the pre-selected startups. The core of the  
Innovation Camp is to elaborate use cases between the startup and the corporate within an  
intense workshop format. This assures the right selection of teams for the proof-of-concept 
phase. During the Innovation Camp, cross-functional teams are formed between employees and 
external startups. The employees are ideally appointed by the head of business units and are  
domain experts who have a good understanding of their organization in terms of needs, assets 
and the technology road-map. Heads of business units take the roles of mentors and  
jury members. 

The main tasks during the Innovation Camp is to identify use-cases, define solutions, elaborate  
the business opportunities and most importantly, define the proof-of-concept phase, the budget 
needed, as well as a sponsor for each project. The end (and highlight) of the Innovation Camp is 
the final pitching in front of a jury formed by the management and decision makers. The jury de-
cides which teams should enter the proof-of-concept phase, ideally comprising between five and 
seven projects. If too few are selected, the overall ROI is put at risk, too many may result in the 
organization being unable to absorb them.

THE PROOF-OF-CONCEPT PHASE 
Build prototypes and validate the business  
opportunity within 12 – 16 weeks

The main goal of the proof-of-concept phase is to develop and validate the previously selected 
use cases. By maintaining deadlines within a tight schedule and fully incorporating your internal 
experts into this phase, functional pilots will be developed within just four months. The internal 
sponsor supports the project by advocating its realization within the organization. The proof-of-
concept budget is ideally provided by the internal innovation team. This is an additional motiva-
tion for the internal sponsors to join the Startup Factory. The proof-of-concept budget covers the 
expenses of the team during the testing phase, e.g. the renting of equipment, the development of 
missing technology, etc. 

Engage the right facilitators to guide innovation teams by providing extensive methodological and 
content know-how, and by coaching them. This way, you will ensure that high quality project work 
is completed on time. Facilitators are crucial partners within corporate startup programs, as they 
optimally manage the interface between the organization and the startup. As a facilitator in the 
role of pacemaker, it is not only important to give teams the methodological support they need, 
but also to encourage teams to think outside the organization. A good facilitator is well-connected 
within the innovation ecosystem and uses the power of this asset to guide the teams to success. 

04
Engagement Scouting Selection Acceleration Phase
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From the experience of managing many corporate startup programs, good facilitators should 
know exactly what needs startups as well as corporates have and advise both sides on legal 
issues before entering the cooperation. They should also challenge teams and help them set up 
an excellent business case as well as provide support in prototyping and validation to ensure that 
fact-based and tested projects are available at the end of the program. Furthermore, facilitators 
meet the needs of stakeholders on their own grounds and keep them on track as well as making 
sure they are well informed about progress and remaining committed to the projects. Don’t forget 
to set the format for legal cooperation with each startup individually. To ensure speed concerning 
legal decisions, we have elaborated a set of standard cooperation forms. The questions that need 
to be clarified here are the interface for the startup, the intellectual property and investment.

At the end of the proof-of-concept phase the jury again decides which projects will be continued. 
Here the head of business units play a critical role, being the ones that typically need to integrate 
and maintain the projects within the respective business unit.

Don’t forget to communicate your decisions and spread success stories about your lighthouse 
projects inside and outside your organization – effective communication is always a big part of 
successful innovation.
 

THE BENEFITS IN A NUTSHELL
A Startup Factory offers a variety of advantages on different levels for all involved stakeholders. 
Here are some of the core benefits. 

Achieve a return on Investment (ROI)

Probably the greatest impact of the Startup Factory is expressed in the organization’s ROI. Thanks 
to the way the program is structured (i.e. has a clear time-line, a clear decision-making structure, 
blocked time resources from employees and validated innovation methodologies), Startup  
Factories not only ensure a high success rate at the end of the program, but also enable a  
relatively short time to achieve an ROI when compared to other corporate startup programs  
and innovation activities. The Startup Factory delivers: 

 M Access to innovative products, services and cutting-edge technologies

 M A high success rate at the end of the program

 M A functional and validated proof-of-concept after a short time

 M A high level of involvement in and acceptance by the management board

 M A successful adherence to time-frames due to it being a well-structured program

 M Lower overall expenses due to the omission of co-creation and ideation as well as  
the utilization of synergies and resources
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Significant impact on your company culture 

The tight cooperation with startups involves a new way of doing business. Corporate teams  
commonly encounter agile innovation methods and become more flexible and open to new ways 
of working. By letting employees work on real innovation projects based on lean methodologies, 
you ensure that corporate culture changes in a sustainable way. The intensive way new methods 
and techniques are applied during the program ensures that they are easily integrated into the  
organization’s business routine even after the program ends. Programs such as the Startup  
Factory significantly help to foster and establish an entrepreneurial and dynamic mindset  
within the entire company. 

The active participation of employees in innovation programs has a certain “coolness” factor, since 
these projects are highly visible among decision makers and within the entire organization. As well 
as education in lean innovation methods, your employees will substantially benefit from a know-
how transfer with the external startup. Ultimately, by incorporating all business units into innova-
tion activities, employees will feel much more empowered and motivated to think outside of the 
box. 

Strengthen your brand image in the market

The active communication of innovation activities helps you to position yourself as a leader  
within your ecosystem. This is not only important for attracting new partners or customers but 
also potential new employees. The Startup Factory in general and the new innovation projects in  
particular are ideal content for enhancing your image in the market.

Photocredit: Wien Energie, Daniel Willinger
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Scalability and replication of the program

Due to the clear definition of the program and extensive guidance, the process is easy to scale 
and replicate. The Startup Factory is a new approach to driving innovation within your organization 
with outside partners. Most companies have not adapted their internal processes to the require-
ments of external partners such as startups where fast decision-making is key regarding, for 
example, legal issues, procurement or IT. With the Startup Factory you will set the foundation for 
future cooperation with startups by adapting your internal processes to their requirements, thus 
being able to innovate faster and with greater agility.

In order to ensure sustainability and make Startup Factories a standard process for your  
innovation activities, you need to consider the following points.

 M Startup Factories are not only about getting to know lean and agile methods and  
collaborating with startups, but about sustainable know-how transfer between the internal 
employees and the external startups and facilitators. Startup Factories provide not only a 
framework but also a tool-set and the understanding of how to innovate successfully.

 M It is not only important to provide employees with the necessary know-how for the next 
startup factory but also to coach executives and make innovation the number-one priority 
on their agenda.

 M Innovation activities are resource-intensive, and the most important resource therein is 
your employees. Therefore, it is necessary to properly reward employees and managers 
who offer resources and take risks, thus motivating them to participate in Startup Factories 
on a continuing basis.

 M As mentioned before, make your successes visible and communicate continuously and 
clearly what has been achieved during the Startup Factory in order to sustain the impact on 
a long-term basis. Use the Startup Factory to position the topic of innovation within your 
organization.

 M Who is the Startup Factory owner and responsible for its success? Define the right  
organizational form to make the program last. Should it be its own strategic business unit, 
a cost or a profit center, or something else? 
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HAPPY INNOVATING, 
Your WhatAVenture Team

About WhatAVenture 
WhatAVenture is a worldwide operating innovation consulting firm. We guide new business ideas to success. 
The focus of our work is the combination of corporate power with startup agility. Our proven methods 
enable intrapreneurs to quickly validate and implement their business ideas. WhatAVenture serves both as a 
sparring partner for CEOs and innovation managers in creating an innovation culture, as well as an external 
team for the execution of new business ideas. Our client base ranges from energy suppliers, banks, automo-
tive and transportation companies, to aid organizations and international universities.

www.whataventure.com
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To summarize, the Startup Factory is a strong initiative to drive 
successful collaboration with outside partners such as startups and 
provides a number of benefits to kick-start hands-on innovation 
activities inside your organization.  
Some key benefits are: 
 

 M Impact on the whole organization due to the high-intensity 
of the program

 M Profound insight into the startup landscape and  
innovation trends

 M No obligatory long-term commitment

SUMMARY & KEY BENEFITS


