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Intro
To successfully drive innovation is not easy, especially within a corporate environment. 
Innovation needs a different setting, management, and mindset than that required for the 
corporate’s day-to-day business. Many corporates have already realized this. Therefore, they 
have established innovation units, hubs or labs, and have launched intrapreneurship programs. 
However, many promising innovation projects buzz around in the corporate world without any 
clear direction.
 
We at WhatAVenture want to guide our clients in the successful realization of their innovation 
projects. Two years ago, we started off with our own company builder, where we act as 
entrepreneurs ourselves. We have developed a strong execution team with which we support 
our clients in successfully realizing their innovation projects by validating, building and selling 
their new business ideas. 

To deepen our understanding of how to successfully implement radical and disruptive innovations 
in the corporate field, we decided to conduct interviews with more than 40 companies 
from different industries. After collecting the success stories and pitfalls of so many different 
corporate innovation projects, we are now happy to share the knowledge gained in this study.

Johanna Zauner

Johanna strongly believes that great business ideas need great execution and she 
loves to help innovation teams in doing that by giving them the right tools and 
guidance to bring their inspirational ideas to life.

Bernadette Zrenner

With her positive energy, Bernadette always strives to combine her psychology 
background with business acumen to help teams on their innovation journey in 
validating ideas and bringing them to success. With executing scouting projects, 
she also finds the best startups and new technologies to drive innovation in 
corporates.

About the authors

Philippe Thiltges

Besides being Co-Founder and CEO of WhatAVenture, Philippe founded three 
other companies and supported the setup of numerous corporate spin-offs. In 
the last years, Philippe shaped the innovation landscape, especially in the DACH 
region. He supported more than 100 companies in developing and implementing 
sustainable innovation structures that create success with innovation.
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About the 
study 

In the last eight years, WhatAVenture has 
guided more than 250 clients in different 
innovation topics, where we have seen many 
different approaches and hurdles regarding 
entrepreneurship within corporate structures. 

To shed light on success stories and pitfalls, 
we have conducted the first major study of 
corporate startups in the DACHI region 
(German, Austria, Switzerland and South 
Tyrol, Italy). The study is based on qualitative 
data obtained from interviewing more than 
40 senior innovation managers and 
innovation project leads from mid-sized to 
large companies. In choosing the study sample, 
we focused on companies with more than 500 
employees as well as on innovation projects 
of a more radical nature. 

The range of questions covered topics 
such as setup, innovation vehicles, teams, 
stakeholder management as well as financing 
and the overall impact of such innovation 
projects. 

The insight provided by this study will help 
to set the foundation for top management 
and senior innovation managers (as well 
as future project leads of corporate startups) 
to successfully set up and steer innovation 
projects within the corporate environment. 

50% 
with >10,000 
employees 

18% 
10,000 - 5,000 
employees 

22% 
5,000 - 1,000 
employees 

10% 
under 1,000 
employees 

Germany Austria Switzerland Italy

D A CH I
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The study is structured in thematic blocks, 
where each chapter first discusses the results 
of the study, that are summarized in the key 
learnings. Moreover, we share best practice 
and stories gathered during the interviews 
to give you examples of how to solve specific 
challenges. In the section “How To”, we 
provide you with a list of recommendations 
and aspects to consider for the respective 
topic.

To conclude, we have derived some 
Checkpoint Questions, that should be 
discussed within every project to successfully 
bring the idea to market. No time? At least 
have a look at these questions! Happy 
reading!

...and many more!

40+ companies 

How this study is 
structured

20+ different industries

Automotive

Utilities

Oil & Energy

Consumer Goods

Telecommunications

Cosmetics

Transportation

IT & Services & Computer Software

Construction

Industrial Engineering  

Medical Devices

Warehousing

Chemicals and Plastics

Insurance and financial services

Pharmaceuticals

Aviation & Aerospace
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Abstract
To learn from the various innovation 
projects and programs that we have 
executed in the corporate field over the 
past eight years, we at WhatAVenture 
conducted a study about corporate 
entrepreneurship. 

We talked to innovation managers from 
more than 40 companies about their 
innovation and intrapreneurship activities. 
What makes this study unique is our 
particular focus on radical and disruptive 
innovation since these projects are, by 
nature, more challenging. 
 
Our participants shared the various key 
factors that brought them to success. In 
this study, we walk you through the different 
stories they shared. One major success 
factor that we identified is the validation 
of the organizational embedding of the 
corporate startup in the mother company 
early in the process. This entails answering 
questions around strategic fit, sponsorship, 
organizational and legal structure, etc.  
This is why, in this paper, we re-examine 
the “desirability – feasibility – viability” 
validation framework and add the topic of 
“contextuality”. 
 
We also discussed the ideal set-up for a 
corporate venture and the spin-off versus 
business unit dilemma. This is the biggest 

dilemma we encountered in corporate 
startups that focus on more radical and 
disruptive innovation.  
 
As a result, we reflect on factors such 
as funding needs, positioning, 
administrative structure, employee 
incentivization, and legal and tax reasons 
- all playing a crucial role when making 
decisions about spinning-off. 

Whether it is finally a good idea to spin off 
a project or not, it often comes back to the 
business model and strategic fit and the 
resulting synergies to corporate assets and 
knowledge.
 
In the study, we also address topics around 
team staffing and stress the importance 
of the intrapreneurship teams being 
able to execute the project with a certain 
autonomy. This comes back to the top 
management incorporating an innovation 
culture where radical and disruptive ideas 
get the chance to be pursued. 
 
Thank you to all the participants who 
provided such valuable insight. It was a great 
pleasure to talk with you.
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Get started with the right  
setup
From the very start of every innovation project, evaluate the fit of the corporate startup to the 
corporate vision, strategy, and portfolio of the mother company.

Chapter 1

It all starts with ideas, but where do they come 
from and how to select the best ideas?

Continuous innovation is the engine that drives highly successful companies. Innovation must 
be part of every corporate strategy. Ways to structure the various playing fields of innovation 
include: 

1. Optimization of the core business, i.e., incremental innovation or core enhancements

2. Reshaping and complementing the core business, i.e., adjacent innovation

3. Exploring new business models and technologies, i.e., disruptive or radical innovation. 
Disruptive innovation projects are the sort of big ideas that many of us have in mind when we 
talk about innovation, they may disrupt the current industry, make other solutions obsolete 
or entirely transform the value proposition.  

“85% of the projects are incremental because there is no room for disruptive 
ideas and there is no process to drive them further - we have ideas, but they 
starve because nobody takes care of them.” 



C
h

a
p

te
r 1  W

h
at m

ake
s co

rp
o

rate
 startu

p
s su

cce
ssfu

l

8

Idea competition

Program

Management

Customer

Other internal source

16%

16%

25%

9%

34%

How do firms direct their innovation budget

On average, firms direct 70% of their innovation budget to core enhancements, 20% to adjacent 
innovation, and 10% to disruptive projects. In our study, we explicitly looked at the more radical 
innovation projects. We investigated the main reasons behind the above ratio.

Fit with the corporate strategy

We found that for most corporates, new ideas must fit with the corporate strategy. One key 
success factor or selection criterion that was repeatedly mentioned was the importance of a good 
alignment with the strategic goals of a company. The overall corporate strategy thus clearly 
defines the playground for innovation and the fertile ground for new ideas within a company.

Source of ideas

Most new ideas and innovation projects find their origin in idea competitions and 
intrapreneurship programs, whereas only around 25% of ideas come from the management 
team. This ratio is quite logical if you take into consideration that idea competitions and 
innovation programs aim to generate a high number of potential ideas. This large number of ideas 
is subsequently needed to fill the innovation funnel. Such programs usually come with concrete 
search fields. As a result, these defined “playing grounds” are highly influential in shaping a 
corporate’s innovation landscape.

1 https://hbr.org/2012/05/managing-your-innovation-portfolio 

Main origin of ideas
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18%

18%

6%

15%

43%

Business unit

Innovation lab/unit

Spin-off

R&D

Other

How does that affect the idea selection?

The respective search fields are usually dictated by the corporate unit or specific business units 
taking part in the program, and their respective goals. A corporate/business unit strategy is 
usually focused on driving the core business forward and winning the market. This means 
that innovation projects within corporate boundaries often have the mandate to deliver a piece 
of strategic innovation to enhance the core business or find new products and services 
around the core, with respect to the corporate ecosystem and the given context. As a result, a 
big proportion of all ideas are incremental or adjacent innovations and are mostly within the 
initial business model logic. 

Simply speaking, corporate startups do not enjoy the same freedom as greenfield startups to pivot 
and experiment in unknown waters. There is no “home” for disruptive ideas, i.e., a business 
unit manager or top management member who could finance or support the project, since the 
disruptive idea may hijack the core business. There may be a lack of knowledge about a different 
market or customer group, or a cultural clash between the corporate culture and the “startup 
culture” that is needed to drive forward disruptive business ideas. It is therefore no coincidence 
that only a handful of people reported that ideas were selected because they go beyond the 
core business within their company. 

Once an idea is born and has gone through initial assessment and validation rounds, the question 
arises as to who should take over. This brings us to the next question: 

Where should the corporate startup be located?

In our study, we were looking for more radical and disruptive innovation projects among 
the participating organizations since these projects are harder to manage than incremental 
innovation projects. Looking at where these projects are located, results show that almost 50% of 
the innovation projects find a home in innovation labs or units, followed by nearly 20% in business 
units and 20% in spin-offs. 

Where innovation 
projects f ind their home
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Are (radical) innovation projects better off outside 
business units?

One shared opinion among the respondents was that the more disruptive a project is, the 
more important it is to separate it from the mother organization. The majority agreed that 
everything that plays into the core business should be incorporated in a business unit, whereas 
more radical ideas which do not play into a business unit’s strategic goals should be part of 
an incubator or be a spin-off. 

Why is this? The answer is quite simple. Every business unit manager has his/her goals to pursue 
regarding to which projects the available budget is allocated. Innovation projects that do not play 
into the mid-term profit and loss calculation of a business unit and that even cut off resources 
from strategically more important projects, are prone to being neglected. Moreover, depending on 
the scope and radicality of the ideas, we are also talking about different time horizons in which 
an innovation project starts bearing fruit. Whereas incremental projects may already pay off within 
a year, realistic time frames for innovation projects of a disruptive nature start at two to three 
years. According to some respondents, the time frame is also heavily dependent on whether 
the project stays within the corporate boundaries or whether it becomes a spin-off. 

 

Key learnings

The further away the new business idea is from the core activity of a company, the higher the 
probability that you will run into the following challenges: 

 M The project does not fit the goals and the existing KPIs of the corporate or the business unit.
 M There is a lack of knowledge regarding the business model logic, market, etc. 
 M The grade of uncertainty of the project stays high for a long time and may bring no expected 

return in the short term.
 M There is neither a logical home for the idea, nor a project sponsor, as the management do not 

see it in their scope (lack of knowledge regarding the business model logic, customer group, 
etc.).

“Disruptive innovations have more potential if they are put outside the 
organization.”
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Desirability

Does the market/target group want this idea? 
Does the idea provide value for the potential customer group? 

Feasibility

Can we build and deliver the solution? Are there any showstoppers 
(technical, regulatory, IP or market access issues)? 

Viability

Is the idea profitable enough? 
Can we make a sustainable business out of the idea?

Contextuality

Validating the organizational embedding of the corporate startup in 
the mother company.

Deep dive: Contextuality

To collect and validate business ideas, the innovation literature recommends phrasing 
hypotheses and testing these along three types of innovation risks1. These are:

Desirability
Does the market 
want the idea?

Viability
Is the business case 

sustainable?

Contextuality
Is there strategic fit and 

clear organizational 
ownership?

Feasability
Can we implement 

the idea?

The reality for corporate startups demands a fourth dimension to be added:
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Corporate startups also face the complexity of becoming embedded in an existing structure 
and thus face extra challenges that can be included under the risk of CONTEXTUALITY2. This 
prompts questions such as:

 M Does this fit with the corporate vision, strategy, and portfolio? Do we have an unfair advantage 
in running this project, i.e., can we leverage our corporate assets in a way that secures us a 
competitive advantage? Is the idea within our core business model?

 M What is the required management commitment for this project? Is there a project sponsor?

 M Is there a logical home for the project, now and in the future? 

 M Do we have the required budget? Who is funding the project? 

 M Should the corporate startup be ultimately transformed into a spin-off or be part of the 
mother company? Do we support a spin-off?

If your answer is “No” to most of the above questions, it is not recommended that you start 
the project since the risk of contextuality will become fatal sooner or later. This is 
especially true for many projects running through corporate innovation programs. There might 
still be a successful proof-of-concept phase, which is financed by the innovation budget, however, 
once the project falls out of the program, the discussions start regarding how to move on with this 
idea. 

“Adding the corporate context as an explicit part of the validation work for 
every innovation project from the very beginning is thus essential for the 
long-term success of corporate startups, and also saves a lot of time and 
budget in the end.”

References:
1. David J. Bland & Alexander Osterwalder 2020: Testing Business Ideas: A Field Guide for Rapid 

Experimentation

2. Frank Mattes & Ralph-Christian Ohr 2018: Scaling-Up Corporate Startups: Turn Innovation Concepts Into 

Business.
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 M One key success factor is whether the innovation project plays into the strategy 
of a company. This can be on a business unit level or on a corporate level. If you want to 
drive innovation in all its fields, including disruptive innovation, you need to anchor this in 
the corporate strategy and, it needs a clear strategic commitment on a top-level basis. If this 
commitment is absent, the innovation landscape is probably only of an incremental nature. 

 M Every innovation endeavor needs a home, i.e., a unit which finances and ideally, 
supports the project. For core business topics, we suggest that this is within the business 
unit, where the new product or service would find its logical home in the future. For non-core 
business ideas, it needs the support from the top management level. However, it is important 
that the innovation matches the goals of the respective unit, otherwise you face a lack of 
willingness to allocate finances and resources.  

 M The top management must give the corporate startups the freedom to pivot and change 
their idea along the validation journey.

 M Prepare for future organizational settings early on. If it is a spin-off, you should recruit 
internally or externally a motivated venture architect who may take over the startup at 
some point. If however, it is a new branch or product within the company, then a respective 
sponsor who could potentially commercialize the new product or service needs to be involved 
early on. 

 M Many of these aspects are discussed under the concept of “contextuality”, which tackles 
questions regarding management alignment, governance, staffing, fitness, etc..

How to
set up a good innovation framework for the entire 
innovation playground (incremental, adjacent and 
disruptive)?
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Chapter 1

Check Point Questions
 � Is there a logical “home” for the new business idea and a project sponsor? 

 � Is there already a strategic decision made by top management to enter the relevant (new) 
market, and is there a corresponding budget? 

 � Is the implementation of the respective idea anchored in the divisional goals or in the 
corporate strategy? 

1
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Find out early if you should 
consider a spin-off
Innovation projects that are far away from the core business or operate under a different business 
mode logic are likely to backslide in a corporate environment. Consider spinning them off early in 
the process in order to let them flourish. 

Chapter 2

Creating value by separating corporate assets

Companies have been splitting off their new businesses for decades. So why is it still hard to 
establish a working framework for how and when to initiate the spin-off? Looking at the examples 
from our innovation study, companies rarely consider the possibility of spinning off their 
successful intrapreneurship projects because of corporate culture boundaries and the 
associated bureaucratic effort. If an innovation team considers spinning off its project, it is 
usually quite late in the project. Therefore, staff contract discussions or share distribution 
discussions complicate the process and slow it down even more.

In connection to the fourth innovation framework dimension, contextuality, we highly 
recommend considering a potential spin-off very early in the project and discussing this with all 
relevant stakeholders. 

“Whether it is a good idea to spin off a project or not, often comes back to 
the business model f it.”
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1. Distance from the core business

If an idea is too far away from the core business, it means the project will have no “natural home” 
in a business unit and will have a hard time evolving. For example, this would be the case if an 
energy supplier’s innovation team had the idea to rent drones. It is improbable that this would be 
a strategically relevant topic, nor is there a business unit with expertise in renting drones where 
the project could be integrated. So, the project has a much greater chance of being successful if it 
is its own entity, i.e. a spin-off. 
However, if it is a strategically relevant topic and the corporate wants, for example, to reposition 
itself, it should not become a spin-off, rather new business unit should be created for it. By 
spinning off a project that does not fit into the corporate’s core business, the corporate can also 
explore new opportunities and other markets, which it can potentially leverage later.

2. Business model logic differs significantly

The other important reason to spin off a project is if the innovation project operates under a 
significantly different business model logic. This means that the customer segment, the revenue 
model, the value chain, and the revenue model differ significantly from the corporate’s business 
model. Take a luxury watch company compared to a low-price brand as an example. The luxury 
brand has completely different customers, very different suppliers for its watch parts (gold vs. 
plastic), manufactures the watches in a very different way (mostly handmade vs. made on an 
assembly line in high volumes), and so on. The luxury brand could not manage to suddenly sell 
extremely cheap watches and vice versa.

The corporate and the innovation project have different motivations. The preeminent reason 
why a parent company will spin-off a business is because it expects it to be more successful 
when it becomes an independent entity. The other reason is the exact opposite; the corporate 
wants to eliminate the innovation project and intends to shut it down. In this case, the 
corporate will either maintain a very small share in the new company, or none at all.

When and why spin off a corporate startup?

In the following section, we report other reasons mentioned by our participants regarding when 
and why an innovation project should be spun off. The reasons do not have to be true for 
each and every company, but a couple of them usually appear together.
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3. Funding

Validation of an innovation project takes place in the first year or two in the parent 
company, e.g., in the framework of an intrapreneurship program. After that, the corporate 
startup should start the go-to-market phase and scale its business. This often requires 
substantial resources. If the parent company cannot or does not want to provide all or part of 
the required money, the startup will need to attract external investors. Those investors are usually 
venture capital companies or strategic investors. However, from our experience VCs rarely invest 
into corporate startups due to political reasons. They tend to see corporate spin-offs as operating 
too slowly and as lengthy processes or not independent enough to keep up with their regular 
startup competitors. Looking for strategic investors that are not only able to provide you with 
money but also with expertise or a customer base, is the better option.

4. Positioning

As mentioned earlier, radical ideas are often high risk and success is uncertain. A corporate 
wants to protect its reputation and does not want to be associated with a risky product that might 
also be far from its core business. This could confuse customers and weaken the core business. 
It can be a good idea to position the corporate startup differently in the market and spin it off in 
such cases. It can then use a different company name and logo so that there is no apparent 
link between the corporate and its startup. This also gives the startup more flexibility to 
experiment with new brands, channels, and marketing tools. Positioning goes together with 
the fit to the business model. There is usually no fit to the corporate’s business model if there is a 
need for different positioning.

One example here is our tiny house startup Wood_Space. It is a joint venture between the Italian 
timber construction company Rubner and our firm, WhatAVenture. Rubner builds luxury homes 
and airports made from timber. Offering tiny wooden houses does not fit into their positioning, so 
they decided to spin it off.

http://woodspace.com
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5. Administrative structure

Big corporates, with many employees, hierarchical structures, different departments, and often 
varied geographies, are by default much less flexible than startups. However, to keep up with 
the speed of other startups, corporate innovation projects should consider a spin-off. 
Startups are not restricted by “heavy” corporate procedures and can operate freely. The new 
management can operate much faster and independently in their decision-making, and payment 
and accounting processes (“management at arm’s length”).

6. Motivation

To push the corporate startup, you need to ensure a motivated team. Salaries and 
incentivization are important elements. Corporate startups are not like regular startups. The 
founders/CEO and all team members get decent salaries from the beginning. Usually, the salaries 
are similar to what the team members have earned in their previous corporate jobs. For the 
founders, it is usually a little bit more. If it is less than what they have earned in the corporate, the 
founders and employees often get compensated with some company shares or success-based 
numeration. 

From our experience, it is uncommon and unnecessary for the founders to get 50% or more 
shares, as in a normal startup. This is because the salaries are much better and the risk is 
much lower since the spin-off is usually only realized when the idea has been validated and early 
success has already been achieved.

One option ito ensure long-term commitment and motivation is to provide the employees with 
phantom stocks. They are an employee benefit whereby selected employees receive the 
right to a cash payment at a designated time in the future, based on the performance of the 
firm’s estimated value or stock price. The employee retains the benefits of stock ownership 
without the company needing to issue actual stock. Since business development and sales are 
key activities in every startup, we recommend motivating the employees with success-based 
numeration to ensure that they keep up with their sales KPIs and receive a sales bonus once a 
certain number of customers are acquired.
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7. Legal and tax advantages

There are some legal reasons why an innovation project may need to be spun off, e.g., regarding 
some spending processes. A spin-off can operate without a corporate cost structure, 
creating a more objective and transparent view. Radical innovation ideas are risky. Companies are 
often unwilling to take on big risks, considering their responsibility to stakeholders. As a spin-
off, these innovative projects can unlock value as an independent operation. However, it is a tricky 
situation for corporates. When a project gets spun off, it creates a lot of public attention. In 
theory, you can outsource the risk with a spin-off, but, in reality these risky projects stay inside 
the business unit so as to not draw a lot of attention from stakeholders and the public and also to 
hide the costs better. 

On the other hand, an investment is not treated as an expenditure. So, in the first and second 
year, it does not reduce the EBIT. Ultimately, the management has to consider both sides and 
decide what is most important to them.

Key Learnings

Whether it is a good idea to spin off a project or not, often comes back to the business model fit.

The further away an innovation project is from the corporate’s core business, the less it will profit 
from leveraging the core corporate assets, and the less the corporate will benefit from having it in 
its structures. 

Projects, which are further away from the core business are usually radical or disruptive ideas. 
These are also more likely to receive external funding due to their new and innovative idea. To be 
able to receive an external investment, an innovation project must be spun off. 

Incremental innovations are usually quite closely related to the core business and improve it. 
Hence there is no need to spin it off. Check out on the graphic on the next page to find out how 
the business model fit is related to the types of innovation and the spin-off potential.
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Deep dive: Employee motivation in spin-offs

The Head of Innovation from a German machine manufacturing company shared her experience 
from years of leading the intrapreneurship programs. She considers that the motivation to go 
into a spin-off is usually a very personal, intrinsic one. 

The employees from the corporate innovation teams who decide to take the chance are usually 
young. The age ranges from 25 to 35, and they are mostly male. At this age, most of them do not 
have big responsibilities, such as a mortgage or children. Having worked for a couple of years in 
the corporate, they crave new experiences and strive to extend their skillset. 

There is no safety net or warranty in place that enables employees to return to their jobs at the 
parent company if the startup fails. However, from her experience, very few people want to go 
back into the corporate after having experienced the startup agility. 

However, the interviewee said that all the people who move to a startup gain such broad, 
useful expertise that the corporate is glad to have them back, assuming it was not that 
individual’s fault that the startup failed. The salaries are usually a little bit lower than in the 
corporate, but the new company’s founders also receive some shares. The team is often a mixture 
of those who spin the company off and those who decided to stay employed in the corporate.  
The latter usually receive phantom stocks.

BUSINESS UNIT STRUCTURE
SPIN-OFF STRUCTURE

NEW 
MARKETS

NEW 
OFFERINGS

EXISTING
MARKETS

EXISTING
OFFERINGS

Radical or 
disruptive 
innovation

developing new 
business models/

products that don’t 
exist yet

Adjacent 
innovation 

expending and 
improving the core 
business with new 

products

Incremental 
innovation 

Optimizing core 
products for 

existing costumers
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How to
motivate your corporate startup employee?

Once you have decided that you want to spin off an innovation project and create a new entity, 
questions arise for the project owner and founder-to-be: how do you staff your team? Do you 
have team members who will also transition to the startup?

Every person has his/ her own motive to work. One person might be motivated to work in a 
corporate startup by the fact that he/she can experience new ways of working and gather new 
expertise. Another reason might be that he/she can work on his/her own idea, “my idea, my own 
baby.” Another person might be very passionate about a topic or the (good) cause of the venture. 
These are all considered as intrinsic motivation, meaning the person’s reason to act comes 
from within their character. 

On the other hand, there is extrinsic motivation, which is reward-driven behavior. Extrinsically 
motivated employees work for the salary, (real) shares, or phantom stocks of the company. 
Employees of corporate startups also get similar salaries to what they received in their corporate 
jobs, so this is not usually the key motivator to join a corporate startup. However, changing to 
a corporate startup may result in a new job responsibility such as CEO or founder, seen as an 
impressive career milestone for some.

There is no right or wrong motivation to drive one further. It is important to consider the two 
types of motivation and talk about it freely to find the right motivation plan. Switching to a 
corporate startup does not usually mean a big salary drop. The people who want to move 
to a startup are usually quite young and have not worked their way up a corporate career ladder. 
They are more willing to give up their corporate jobs. Their age also means that they are more 
willing to take the risk and uncertainty that startups carry. Another aspect mentioned by our 
study participants is that these employees are ready for a new challenge, they want to gather new 
knowledge, and they want to experience the exciting startup dynamic.
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Chapter 2

Check Point Questions
Are you ready to spin off? A corporate should ask:

 � Strategy - Is the innovation project/corporate startup distanced from the core business and 
current business model?

 � Structural/Legal - Is it necessary to spin off the startup due to structural or legal reasons?

 � Capabilities - Do you see capabilities in the startup that indicate that it could be successful on 
its own?

 � Finance – Will you provide additional capital to the innovation project if necessary? 

Are you ready to spin off? An innovation project/corporate startup 

should ask:

 � Commercial (market, trends, competitors) - Is your project’s idea properly validated? Could 
first sales be successful? Have you looked carefully into the market, trends, and competitors?

 � Product/Technical – How far has product development progressed? 

 � Financial/Business Case - Can you cover your own expenses?

 � Legal - Are there legal reasons why you should spin off an innovation project?

2
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Gain key stakeholder 
commitment for your project 
Corporates and startups operate on two different paradigms which makes stakeholder 
management even more critical and challenging. 

Chapter 3

Main success factor for corporate  
innovation projects

When asking our study participants to name the top three success factors for corporate innovation 
projects, we repeatedly heard the key phrases: ongoing stakeholder management, support and 
sponsorship coming from the top, expectation management, top level commitment. They also 
mentioned the challenges that arise when pitching within the corporate world. 

What makes this process so arduous? Corporate startups need a home that is protected by 
a business unit manager or by top management who finance and support the project. Strong 
strategic intent from the very beginning assures this stakeholder buy-in. However, more radical 
innovation projects rarely integrate smoothly with the goals of a business unit or even a company, 
since they are likely to differ from the core business logic of the mother company. As a result, 
(business unit) managers are often unwilling to allocate finances or resources to innovation 
projects that do not support their own objectives.



C
h

a
p

te
r 3  G

ain
 key stake

h
o

ld
e

r co
m

m
itm

e
n

t fo
r yo

u
r p

ro
je

ct

24

1. Uncertainty

Organizations are not prepared for corporate startups in terms of planning and return on 
investment, especially if middle management is not embedded into long-term planning. Their 
focus is on P&L and mid-term planning. As a result, there is pressure on innovation teams to 
show return on investment and break even quickly. One study participant described the 
reality quite frankly: There are two paths a startup can take: (1) get along without big funding 
and investment and become a “nice” thing on the market or (2) think in radical and large 
dimensions, which brings in high and risky investments. In the latter however, the goal is not to 
break even quickly but to rocket growth – and that is something that the corporate world does not 
understand. 

Startups are not normally profitable for the first two to five years, whereas with a new product 
introduction you might celebrate success much earlier. Radical innovation projects need 
huge investment, investment that is tied to immense risk, especially in the early stages where 
uncertainty is still very high and the business model is still unclear. These are all factors that make 
it difficult to have the full support of the management.

Ongoing stakeholder engagement and buy-in is key to secure financial and managerial support 
from the top. So, what do you present to them if the project’s uncertainty is still high as it is 
expected in the early stages? This is the next challenge, the reporting. 

2. Reporting

Corporate startups often run the risk of an expectation clash as they are rarely able to deliver 
the KPIs that you see with classical product introductions, such as contribution margin, growth in 
certain markets, etc. In contrast, early-stage ventures are focused on learning as much as possible 
and even later-stage teams apply “startup KPIs” such as burn rate or traction metrics. (See Deep-
Dive: Measuring the Value and Applying a Stage-gate Based Tracking below.)

Main challenges when pitching innovation  
projects to key stakeholders

“If you compare yourself with the group [classical KPIs], you will always lose.”
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After mastering all the hurdles that our study participants shared with us and maybe even 
winning the CEO as your biggest supporter and sponsor, do not become complacent. Some of 
our interviewees experienced a change of the CEO or a poor annual result, and in one shot, their 
beloved project died.

In a corporate world, stakeholder management and buy-in, especially from your project 
sponsor, determine the fortunes of your innovation project. This gets even trickier the 
more radical the new business idea and the more distant it becomes from the core activity of a 
company. All in all, stakeholder commitment must be:   

 M present from the very beginning (taking into account that there might be high investments 
in the future),

 M empowering (in the sense that the team needs autonomy to act instead of micro-
management and micro-reporting), 

 M aligned with the strategic intent and goals of the respective project sponsor (moving 
radical innovation topics implicitly into the area of responsibility of the top management/
board of a company).

Finally, it is essential to set the right amount of reporting and interference by the 
management into the team’s agenda. You want to ensure that all your key stakeholders 
are well-informed and involved in order to give you full backing. At the same time, too much 
interference and reporting might slow you down and cause unnecessary concerns. Interestingly, 
our study participants advised startups to be brave and risk getting a “slap in the face” once in 
a while rather than always waiting for micromanagement approval from the top.
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Deep dive: Your Ecosystem 

At WhatAVenture, we usually generate a list of important stakeholders at the start of every 
innovation project. This list can include not only internal stakeholders that are relevant for 
the execution of the project (e.g., regarding sales, marketing, legal, procurement), promotors or 
sceptics, but also external stakeholders (e.g., partners, government, etc.). 

Together with the team, we place all parties on a matrix according to their willingness/ability to 
support the project and their relevance for the success for the project. In this way we identify the 
most critical stakeholders. For each stakeholder, we then define their respective objective, 
possible challenges and required actions. 

The stakeholder-engagement plan needs constant revision and has to be an integral part of 
project management throughout the entire journey. 

Download now

Download for free 
The Ecosystem Matrix

https://www.whataventure.com/resources/ecosystem?utm_source=website&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=study_intrapreneurship_pdf&utm_content=download_pdf
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There was a common agreement among our study participants that in the early stage of an 
innovation project, KPIs simply do not make much sense and that it is even harder to put KPIs on 
radical projects. In the beginning, the focus should simply be on learning and fast iterations.  

The first phase is therefore usually defined by milestone-based tracking (e.g., problem 
validated, problem-solution fit achieved, hypotheses validated, etc.). It is important not to make 
the milestones too rigid as the focus becomes merely achieving a specific number, and the 
learning and iteration aspect is lost. Once the corporate startup matures, the set of KPIs used 
changes towards later-stage validation metrics, such as traction metrics or a net promotor 
score. As late as the actual spin-off or during scaling, the reporting is then carried over to classical 
KPIs that are suitable for an established business. 

Finally, the definition of milestones or KPIs should be tied to specific gates and budgets, making up 
a stage-gate based tracking system which, ideally, is closely aligned with the innovation funnel 
of a company. Looking back at our projects and the responses of our study participants, we have 
collected several excerpts from different KPIs and milestones that have been used in our/their 
innovation projects. 

These may vary from project to project but could serve as inspiration for your next adventure. 
One final note here: the solution is not to pick dozens of KPIs at once, but to select a few 
metrics that are strongly connected to the strategy, business model, product or service type and 
respective maturity stage of your startup, often also called the North Star of your business. 
The North Star should get everyone in the team to focus on one common goal and briefly reflect 
on the overall development of the project. This can be an effective communication tool for other 
stakeholders in the company. 

Measuring the value and applying a stage-gate 
based tracking

“In the early stage, you just test the learning curve. The goal is to learn, pivot and 
change, so you measure how fast you learn. In the later stage, you switch to  
milestone-based learning and f irst traction metrics like customer conversions.”
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Excerpt of applied KPIs/metrics split into  
lean-startup validation categories

LEARNING KPIS

Problem Validation

Identify a valuable 
problem to be solved. 
The focus is on the 
problem.

 M Dissatisfaction with 
existing solutions

 M Market size analysis

 M Portfolio fit

 M etc.

Problem-Solution Fit

Create a minimal version 
of the solution that 
allows maximum amount 
of validated learning. 

 M Landing page 
conversions

 M Number of LOIs

 M Number of pilot 
customers

 M Goodness of the 
algorithm

 M Number of 
established 
partnerships

 M Positive Business 
Case

 M etc.

Solution-Market Fit

Develop a first version 
of the solution that 
solves the problem. 
Generate traction in 
the market. 

 M Landing page 
conversions

 M Number of LOIs

 M Number of pilot 
customers

 M Goodness of the 
algorithm

 M Number of 
established 
partnerships

 M Positive detailed 
Business Case

 M etc. 

METRICS

Scaling 

Ensure the traction of 
the business model 
becomes apparent.

 M Number of first 
customers

 M Burn rate

 M Net Promotor 
Score

 M Engagement rate

 M Revenue Growth

 M Retention rate

 M Conversion rate

 M Customer 
acquisition costs

 M etc. 
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How to
manage the corporate world?

 M Manage your project sponsor well. The role of the project sponsor can be as an enabler of 
scale-up success. At best, this role not only includes the financial backing of the project, but 
also the role of a sparring partner, strategist, visionary and communicator who can defend the 
corporate startup against sceptics on the management board. 

 M It is essential that the innovation project plays to the personal goals of the sponsor. This 
strategic alignment might be on a business unit level for more incremental projects, or on a 
corporate level for radical projects that are then backed by the CEO or the board. 

 M Such sponsors also need to have a bilingual approach and be receptive to the startup 
paradigm of long-term impact and high risk. A good project leader therefore must also 
be aware of managing expectations and possibly even educating the project sponsor on 
startup thinking. 

 M Fight for your rights! Make sure to receive a certain autonomy and freedom to act and make 
decisions, otherwise micro-management and process conformity will sooner or later kill your 
innovation endeavor.

 M Ultimately, more than one person is usually required for the final decision-making. Constant 
stakeholder mapping and engagement with your network of supporters throughout 
the organization is key to ensuring that you have all the backing you need once decision day 
arrives.
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Chapter 3

Check Point Questions
 � Do you have an active project sponsor who takes on the role of both investor and sparring 

partner? 

 � Do you have a good overview of all relevant stakeholders and know the ones who are both 
critical for the success of your project and have the power to support you? 

 � Do you have a plan of how to approach all important stakeholders? 

 � Have you defined clear KPIs or milestones for your project? What metrics best capture the 
core value that your product delivers to customers (i.e., your North Star)? 

3
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Talk about money and secure 
your budget 
The success of the project heavily depends on the budget allocation. You need a corresponding 
budget that is well-aligned with the strategic goals, well-managed and sustainable.

Chapter 4

“Play it safe” and still live the “startup dream” 
 
Starting a new business is not simple and it requires a high level of investment. For 
venture-based startups, having enough financial resources is one of the biggest challenges to 
tackle along the way to success. How does this situation differ for corporate startups? It seems 
that corporate startups find themselves in a rather cozy situation: they always have a 
protecting company that can back them up if they incur any financial losses. The intrapreneurs 
do not have to convince any investors or bargain about share distribution, and if the project 
ultimately fails, they still have a job. However, in reality, intrapreneurs often have to struggle 
with the fact that a corporate startup often has too many resources to die, but too few to actually 
flourish.  
 
To find out more about the budget aspect within the corporate startup world, we asked our study 
participants the size of the budget they received for their innovation projects and what challenges 
they have faced regarding the financial aspects of their venture.

Indeed, we see that the financial aspect might be less of a threatening and critical 
situation than for venture-based startups. One interviewee, for example, admitted that he 
would rather work in a corporate spin-off, as he can “play it safe” and still live the “startup dream”. 
However, there are still many hurdles along the way and money remains a critical factor for all 
startups. 
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Budget allocation according to maturity stage

Looking at the data on behalf of the received project budget, it is hard to give a benchmark value 
regarding what is spent in which phase. This is due to three factors. First, not all of our interview 
partners were able to give us more insight due to privacy reasons. Second, depending on the 
type of company and anticipated growth rate, innovation projects differ significantly in their 
nature and in their investment needs. For example, new hardware or software, or even a 
medical product being developed require greater cash resources to pay for testing and designing 
the prototype, patenting, etc. Third, budgets are not transparent since corporate startups often 
consult internal legal or marketing departments, which makes it difficult to actually apply real 
costs.  
 
Nevertheless, one can observe a connection between the maturity stage of the project and 
the respective allocated budget. Early validation activities, including prototyping, customer 
exploration and winning first customers, are rather cheap and can be done for a five to six-digit 
sum. However, almost all of our study participants agree that scaling up an idea requires 
investment volumes above the one-million threshold. 

This insight clashes with two other realities that we have observed. First, more radical innovation 
projects still bear a high level of uncertainty at the point of scaling, which makes it even harder 
to convince the management to provide such a huge investment under high risk and limited 
predictability. Second, companies tend to build up innovation processes with a focus on ideation 
and the front end of the innovation funnel, and thereby often neglect the need to include  
financial resources at the very end. This will naturally result in a loss of speed or even a project 
stop, since it was simply not thought through.

FIRST  
VALIDATION CYCLE

<100K € 100K-1M € >1M €

FIRST 
CUSTOMERS

SCALING
THE BUSINESS

STOPPED

Maturity stage of the startup

12%

17%
22%

61%

27%

52%

9%

Budget allocated overall
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Budget allocation along milestones 

Regarding the time frame, the budget was either approved on a yearly basis or a stage-gate 
approach (i.e., an operational roadmap for moving products from ideation to launch, passing 
by different milestones). For both approaches (yearly or milestone-based), study participants 
highlighted the risk of a switch in the management or project sponsor, or just in the priority 
setting within the strategy, which can easily kill a project budget. However, with the first approach 
of annual planning, there is also the issue that innovation projects often have a lead time of just a 
couple of months which makes the yearly planning for a budget quite difficult. 

“This is especially diff icult with the medium-term budget planning. Innovation 
projects often have a lead time of three months, which makes planning very 
diff icult.”

Budget allocation according to strategic f it 

As mentioned before, a strategic shift can have a fatal effect on an innovation project. So, 
once again, strategic fit and commitment on the part of the project sponsor are decisive points 
for getting enough financial resources. This leads us back to our previously discussed framework 
of contextuality, i.e., finding a logical home for your corporate startup, where it will receive the 
required budget and support (see Chapter 1). 

Moreover, we observed a special “ease” amongst our study participants regarding the entire topic 
of funding. They reported that there was a strong commitment to the specific project 
from the board. 

Budget allocation comes with autonomy 

What we have also experienced in a series of interviews, is that winning the budget is not enough. 
After the budget is confirmed, innovation teams are often confronted with long approval 
processes or even worse, with micro-management, having to request approval for every tiny 
expense they want to make. 

Winning the budget might only be the first battle of the war, gaining the autonomy to use it is the 
actual goal. This freedom not only allows the team to operate far more efficiently and flexibly, but 
also helps them to fully identify themselves with the project, and act as “real entrepreneurs”. As 
one interviewee stated briefly and to the point “the more entrepreneurial, the better”.
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Budget allocation without any gap 

Venture-based startups face the challenge of being stuck at so-called “funding gaps”. These 
gaps occur when there are not enough funds available to finance the further development 
of the new company. Such a funding gap is quite typical for early-stage startups that struggle to 
move from bootstrapped financing to the first seed investments. Whilst they may not be able to 
finance their company with their own resources anymore, they still lack the required traction to 
convince investors to put money into their venture. 

“We have always wondered what we would do if this was not our company’s 
project but our private project.”

Corporate startups are in the fortunate position of already having an investor on board, i.e., 
their corporate. However, we have found two other funding gaps that innovation teams might 
encounter in a corporate setting. 

Firstly, when talking about the source of ideas, we noticed that around 50% of the innovation 
projects come from idea competitions or programs. However, if we now look at the usual 
time frame of such programs, most of them are allocated at around 6-18 months. It normally 
takes between two and five years for (more radical) innovation projects to reach a positive cash 
flow. This means that the time between the exit of the “protective framework” of a program and 
becoming financially independent is crucial for the survival of a corporate innovation project. 

Secondly, corporate startups that have already been spun off might face the challenge of being 
independent as an organization but still dictated to by the mother company that may still 
own all or most of the shares. This can be a tricky situation if the startup needs further funding or 
wants to enter strategic partnerships to accelerate growth, but the mother company is not willing 
to cede any power.  

Key learnings

The inherent risk of innovation makes it hard to apply traditional corporate funding mechanisms 
and makes every investment a risky bet. This is why stakeholders are usually very keen on 
innovation, but when it gets down to contributing with one’s own budget, it becomes difficult 
to get them on board. The primary criterion for funding origin is again finding a strategic fit: 
the project goals need to match the sponsor’s goals. In the case of disruptive innovation, the 
funding origin needs to come directly from the board or a dedicated innovation fund, as they 
tackle a business idea outside the known territories of the business units of a company. This also 
appears plausible looking at the time frame of a project; disruptive innovation usually has a 
longer project term which makes it hard for business units to consider them in their medium-term 
budget planning. Thus, a different funding logic must be found for such long-term projects.
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Deep dive: setting up a dedicated innovation fund

Imagine your radical innovation project has successfully completed the proof-of-concept phase. 
For the next phase, the project would need greater investment in the region of one to two million  
euros – a sum that is probably too large for the innovation department. Unfortunately, your idea 
does not play into any strategic goal of a business unit or does not pay back within a business 
unit’s planning horizons. This is a common dilemma that we have encountered in many different 
corporate settings. 

To keep such projects alive, we recommend setting up a dedicated innovation fund, i.e., a 
structured fund that supports innovation projects of already medium maturity that differ from the 
core business of a company and/or require a long period of time before actual pay back. 
The allocated innovation fund is dedicated play money for specific projects chosen by a 
defined jury. Thus, the question of go or no-go is erased, rather the question is who gets the 
already planned budget. In this way, the company manages to fundamentally change the question 
from “Should we invest?” to “Where should we invest?” and thus paves the way to become a 
highly innovative player on the market. 

There are two criteria that are decisive regarding the funding origin. Projects that are either 
not within the core business and/or have a long project timeline should be financed beyond 
business units. This can be a dedicated innovation fund managed by the innovation unit or direct 
sponsoring by the board (see deep-dive).

DIVERGENCE 
TO CORE 

BUSINESS MODEL

LONG 
TIMELINE

SIMILARITY TO 
THE BUSINESS 

MODEL

SHORT
TIMELINE

DEDICATED 
INNOVATION 

FUND

BUSINESS
UNIT
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Deep dive: the WhatAVenture Business  
Idea Journey

Have a look at our Business Idea Journey and use it as inspiration to come up with your individual 
stage-gate model. For each phase, think about:

 M the milestones to be reached for a positive “go” decision and the respective evaluation 
criteria,

 M all formal requirements (e.g., submission sheets, pitch format, project roadmap, etc.), 

 M a budget corridor, 

 M the required decision-making bodies.  

Funding innovation projects

SCALEASSESSEMENT 
& ENRICHMENT

IDEATION VALIDATION & 
PROOF OF CONCEPT

MINIMUM VIABLE 
PRODUCT

 M Develop a 
validation 
roadmap

 M Elaborate and 
refine the idea

 M Identify 
risks and 
assumptions

 M Market Entry

 M Develop 
operations 
around the value 
proposition

 M Establish internal 
processes 
(Marketing, 
Development, 
etc)

 M Product/solution 
refinement

 M Increased 
sales and value 
delivery

 M Enter new 
markets

 M Find further  
investors

 M Acquire top 
talent

 M Optimize 
operations

 M Develop the MVP

 M Acquire the 
first (paying) 
customers

 M Set up the brand

 M Evaluate the 
business case

 M Validate market 
desirability 

 M Validate solution 
& technical 
feasability 

 M Validate 
economical 
viability

 M Validate 
contextuality

>1M €50-150K € 200K-1M € CASE BY CASE

 M Check-in 
on the 
idea: 
problem, 
business 
unit need, 
strategy fit, 
etc. 

SETUP

MINIMUM VIABLE 
COMPANY

20-50K €
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How to
budget for innovation projects?

For many corporates, innovation and finding new business has become a strategic priority to avoid 
disruption by competition. However, missing budgets or clear funding accountability can create 
tension that can soon become an elephant in the room. Here are some principles for setting up a 
well-functioning funding scheme that helps teams to innovate faster. 

 M From the top down: Your available budget for different innovation projects should be 
dependent on your innovation portfolio, which in turn must reflect the innovation strategy 
which is ultimately derived from the corporate strategy. If disruptive innovation and new 
business is your dedicated goal, nail it down and make it measurable by introducing a 
portfolio ratio that states how many resources should be dedicated to core, adjacent or 
disruptive innovation. Otherwise, radical innovation is prone to be compensated by “safer” 
options when there is freedom of choice. 

 M Treat it like a startup: Venture-based startups are running through different funding 
stages, such as pre-seed funding Series A, B and C, that relate to respective conditions 
and investment volumes. Series A rounds, for example, raise approximately two to 15 
million dollars and start once a business has already developed a track record. Likewise, 
we recommend corporates to implement a similar stage-gate approach, which reflects the 
innovation process from the idea generation to scaling. For each phase, it is essential to define 
milestones and “budget corridors”, i.e., an investment range that is feasible for the current 
maturity stage and level of uncertainty.

 M Treat it like risk capital: Considering risky investments as “play money” makes it easier for 
managers to entirely pivot or to kill ideas at a certain point if they show no relevant traction 
after several validation rounds. In this way, you avoid clinging to ideas, that “must succeed as 
we have already invested a lot of resources into it”. 

 M Think it through: Think about scaling from the very start. Who should the sponsoring party 
be? Will you want or need external investors at a later stage? The funding origin might change 
throughout the project lifecycle. This is common for projects within innovation programs. 
Teams running through such a program usually receive a Proof-of-Concept budget by the 
program that comes from a general innovation budget. However, as soon as a project drops 
out, the funding should either come from the business unit or from the board/ corporate 
innovation fund. The latter is to be considered if it is not within the core business and/or has a 
long project timeline.
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4
Chapter 4

Check Point Questions
 � How well-aligned is your innovation strategy, portfolio, and innovation budget? 

 � Do you have a transparent innovation process/stage-gate model in place, including clear 
milestones and budgeted corridors for the different phases?  

 � Do you have well-balanced budget dispersion across the entire innovation process, 
considering the rising investment volumes for more mature projects? 
 

 � When kicking off an innovation project, do you have a clear picture of current and future 
funding sources?  

 � Can the team freely use the provided resources without being slowed down by any purchasing 
or approval processes?  
 
All in all, securing funding seems to be a tough topic, not only for venture-based but also for 
corporate startups. This may be the fate of true innovation: it is risky, it may not be within the 
core of the business, it may not play into the strategic goals. All these factors make it quite 
hard to get the required budget. This is why there needs to be a lot of trust and faith in the 
project and the team.
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Build your team for 
success  
Never take the team as given. It must be re-evaluated at each stage of the project’s lifecycle.

Chapter 5

Timing and team 
 
In 2015, Bill Gross, founder of the business incubator Idealab, gave a TED talk entitled “the biggest 
reason why startups succeed”. He revealed the insight he gained from a study of more than 200 
companies. The most important factor for startup success was found to be “Timing”. This 
was closely followed by the second most important factor, the “Team”. Our study reflects 
a similar picture; topics around team, staffing and skillsets were among the top three success 
factors mentioned by our study participants. 

“For corporate people, it is often diff icult to pivot, to deal with uncertainty, they 
overplan/overbudget things, … people are not used to it. It is diff icult to f ind good 
people since the company has mostly good marketeers, good scientists, etc. but 
no good entrepreneurs.”
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Representative team roles

Looking at the study results regarding hard skills, we found the following roles to be represented 
in most of the teams: 

1. a project manager or product owner who ensures that everything works out smoothly 
and according to plan, and who is also responsible for budget tracking and stakeholder 
management;

2. a marketing expert who focuses on acquiring new leads and validating new value 
propositions with customers;

3. a technical expert who can either be a software developer, an engineer, etc., depending on 
the use case;

4. a sales expert who is responsible for business development (this role was often united 
either with the project manager or the marketing expert).

Strictly speaking, these roles also reflect the typical setup of a founder team within a venture-
based startup, i.e., the CEO, the CTO and the CMO.

Other vital skills mentioned by the study participants included competences and knowledge in 
lean-startup methods. These were, however, often introduced by an innovation coach who was 
not part of the actual core team.  

Three essential traits intrapreneurs have

We learned from our study that it is important to obtain and master the necessary “hard skills” for 
a specific use case. However, “soft skills” are often more critical on an innovation path and 
ultimately determine the success or failure of a project. Most frequently we heard that “it needs 
entrepreneurs”, but what does that mean? 

1. Drive and personal commitment to the project. Does the market/target group want this 
idea? A corporate startup needs people who steer motivation and enthusiasm for the idea 
within the company. In the startup world, the core team is naturally made up of the founders 
who bring high levels of identification and motivation. Corporate startups need even more 
passionate team members who are willing to go the extra mile to bring their ideas to success 
and behave like startup founders. 

2. A bold attitude. People should not shy away from taking risks, making brave decisions or 
deviating from corporate standards to simply go their own way. 

3. Flexibility and adaptation. People who adapt to an agile way of working, are open to 
criticism and feedback. Therefore, they quickly adopt a startup learn-measure-build way of 
thinking.
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Move with the times

As hard as it may sound, even the best teams may have to change at some point. Innovation 
projects evolve and so do the required skills. We saw a general trend of moving from a generalist 
to a more specialist team. The team often starts off with the idea owner as project lead together 
with other motivated colleagues. This is in many cases a product manager or key accountant as 
they are close to the customer and identify with current difficulties and requirements along the 
customer journey. They identify a new business opportunity, pivot the idea, get different corporate 
departments and stakeholders on board, and ultimately successfully validate the initial idea. 
With the right methodological support, most employees would probably be able to accomplish the 
first validation tasks.

“In the f irst phases of an innovation project, it is important to bring people along, 
that are able to comprehend complex contexts quickly and that have a certain 
commitment to the project rather than a specif ic skillset. Everybody should 
be able to take over any task and specif ic skills can be learned on the go. You 
need highly motivated people, lateral thinkers, whereas in later stages you need 
venture architects and business analysts.

However, moving towards later stages, corporate startups must focus on developing the solution, 
and launching and scaling the ventures into sustainable businesses. This requires experienced 
people with very different skillsets, such as senior digital marketers, growth hackers, software 
developers, and entrepreneurs who understand how to scale a business.

As the project matures, the time requirements for the team members change. Most of the study 
participants strongly committed themselves to full-time work after an initial validation phase 
or first proof-of-concept. Indeed, in most of the teams we talked to, at least part of the team 
worked on the project full-time. This should be true for the project lead, otherwise projects do not 
speed up and they lose momentum. 
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Whose responsibility is it to build the innovation 
dream team?

We noticed two dominant approaches regarding who sets up the team in the beginning. If the 
idea came from the top down, it was usually the board or respective management level that 
selected the team. If the idea formed part of a program, the team was usually built by the 
idea owner taking on the role of project lead. The rest of the team was then nominated 
either by the program management, the business unit leader or staffed by employees from the 
innovation department. The project was often set up as quickly as possible and primarily involved 
people who were currently available. There were also low opportunity costs for individuals joining 
an intrapreneurship program, since, unlike a real startup, participation does not bear any 
risk, is only for a limited period and welcomes change to daily business. 

If you want the top-notch people in your company to work on the next big ideas, these people 
may be difficult to get, and business units may not be willing to free up their resources. Indeed, 
the question of obtaining internal resources was noted to carry substantial potential for conflict 
as departments were often unwilling to liberate any resources of their teams.

“The question of resources is always important as departments do not want 
to free up resources of their teams. It is thus often diff icult to obtain resources 
internally – which can easily lead to conflicts.”

In a few cases, the project leads themselves were able to nominate the team, requiring, of course, 
strong leadership skills. Unlike in the other approaches, here the project lead is able to staff team 
members with a focus on achieving a strong personal fit, a factor that must not be neglected. 
After all, the team will work together very closely and experience a rollercoaster of emotions 
throughout the innovation journey. 

However, once the individuals of an innovation team have been determined, we saw that there 
is little support for interpersonal relationships and group dynamics, and it is often up to 
the team members themselves to become a successful innovation crew, a fact that is indeed 
surprising since corporates usually have well-structured leadership training in place.  
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What we also experienced in several interviews was that the initial team or project lead was 
not challenged or changed. This is a major mistake that we at WhatAVenture educate our 
clients about when they are setting up their corporate startup teams. As already mentioned 
above, since the required skillset for corporate startup team members changes over time, it is 
important to continuously re-evaluate the team setup at different stages of maturity. 

Some interviewees recommended that when building new ventures, new, external people with 
critical skills and a startup background should be introduced at certain points during the 
project lifetime. This also avoids overstretching internal resources, as it would be difficult to staff 
an entire team full-time by relying on internal employees alone. 

“Some of the project team stayed and some went back to the line and their 
old jobs. I, as project leader, wanted to be the boss of the spin-off company but 
someone else was chosen - there was an application process.”

Where to f ind the critical skills?

When not all the relevant knowledge and manpower is available in the team, should you look 
for internal or external support? One would assume that a corporate startup enjoys the unfair 
advantage of having the company as a backbone, with the ability to draw on the available 
expertise in legal, data, IT, sales, etc., or existing networks and customer structures. Indeed, many 
of our study participants responded to leverage in-house expertise. The most used resources 
included legal, IT, communication and marketing, sales, and coaching in innovation methods. 

LEGAL

IT

COMMUNICATION & MARKETING

SALES 

METHODOLOGICAL SUPPORT 

Internal support
37%

22%

15%

15%

11%
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We have already mentioned that resource conflicts are common, as employees are busy in 
running their daily activities and are difficult to get a hold of. This is particularly true for high 
potential employees. Thus, convincing business unit leads to free up their best people for 
innovation projects may cause conflict. Of course, this also applies to topics that are also beyond 
the core business of the company. There is simply not the desire for such projects, and the fact is 
that support only tends to come when there is some personal benefit. 

“You only you have limited time and resources and those often do not align with 
the priorities of the people around you. To get support, it really depends on the 
priorities of the various departments and people.”

Study participants recommended keeping in contact with internal employees and 
departments so as to make use of their goodwill when you need their support. 

However, sometimes the unfair advantage of having all the required resources in-house, 
is also just an illusion and can hinder you in your project progress. For example, one study 
participant shared the story of an innovation project that wanted to validate a new website with 
an online shop together with their internal IT department. However, it turned out that their IT 
department could only think in corporate terms. They were not familiar with building an MVP 
of the website, but instead wanted to build the entire end solution, over-engineering the whole 
project and missing the actual target of validating the problem-solution-fit. Thus, drawing on 
internal resources can also slow you down and present you with additional cultural clashes. 

An even bigger illusion can be the assumption that there are synergies between the company and 
the corporate startup in the first place. This holds especially true if the idea follows a different 
business model, e.g., targeting a totally different customer group or market, using different sales 
channels, or selling software solutions instead of hardware products. Just take the example 
of a heavy industry company that goes for a platform venture. Corporate sales people may be 
excellent in selling hardware, but software topics are new territory. Hence, a deviation from the 
core business of a corporation will probably require skills that are not yet prevalent within the 
company.  
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External support becomes especially relevant for projects that go beyond the core business of a 
company. Moreover, it is also strategically wise not to build up specific knowledge that is not 
reusable for your core business, especially for a more radical project where there is uncertainty 
around its success. 

In our study we saw various options of how such external knowledge was brought into the 
project. The most prominent option described by our study participants was to partner up with 
startups. Startups may already bring in a much deeper customer and market understanding, as 
well as an entrepreneurial mindset and fast-paced working mode. Another favored option was to 
work with a company builder giving you the chance to get access to relevant skills and expertise 
in order to quickly build up new ventures. Lastly, an easy and fast option is to involve freelancers, 
especially for marketing, design, and prototyping. Freelancers offer quick and easy access for 
additional support. 

“There was little support from sales, and sales would also not have helped us in 
the acquisition of new customers. The points of contact between large corpora-
tions and startups are often an illusion: we have a different target group for this 
business model, and we have completely developed this target group on our 
own. There might be synergies in the future when we will be more grown up and 
when we could also work with their structures.”

Key learnings

To sum up, requirements within an innovation project change over times, and the initial validation 
team does not automatically have to be the later corporate startup team, as it needs a different 
time investment, a different skillset and different expertise within the team. The more away a 
venture is from the core business of the company, the more essential it is to hereby draw upon 
external staffing and/or external support, as you may not find relevant synergies and knowledge 
within the own company.
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Going for internal support

 M Familiar with goals and strategies of 
the company

 M Know how to leverage synergies of 
existing resources and structures 

 M Process takes longer due to missing 
startup/agile working mode 

 M Resource conflicts 

 M Reluctant to pivot/move away from 
core business of the company 

Going for external support

 M Bring in new entrepreneurial and 
startup mindset 

 M No resource conflicts, 100% staffing 
on the new venture

 M Bring in critical skills for the venture

 M Are not familiar with the goals and 
strategies of the company 

 M Do not have an internal network to 
leverage

How to choose between internal or external support

Here are the most important pros and cons for external versus internal staffing/support as a 
decision guide for your next innovation project. 

“The factor team just has to f it and needs to be validated just as any other 
assumption. You need to see whether the team works well together or not.”
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Deep dive: Team Harmony

Group dynamic processes can take a lot of energy and time, especially for newly-formed teams. 
At WhatAVenture, we put a lot of emphasis on team building at the beginning of every 
validation project. We developed a workshop format in which members of a new validation 
team find each other as a team and align on the core goals and values for the joint project – a 
tool we proudly call “Team Harmony”. 

The aim of this tool is to enable teams to work efficiently together and to develop a common 
goal. Supported by an experienced coach, the team elaborates on a clear vision for the project, 
the role definition of each team member, shared values, expectations of the project and the 
team, and finally personal expectations. The coach must pay special attention to asking critical 
questions and ensuring a respectful interaction within the team. Of course, the defined elements 
and standards need constant revision and must be re-evaluated at every major change in the 
project or staffing.  

All in all, “Team Harmony” fosters a positive team experience and helps the teams to work 
together efficiently and define clear “rules of the game” right at the beginning of the validation 
journey as an important success factor for the entire venture.

Download template now

Download for free 
Team Harmony Worksheet

https://www.whataventure.com/resources/coatofarms
https://www.whataventure.com/resources/coatofarms?utm_source=website&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=study_intrapreneurship_pdf&utm_content=download_pdf
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How to
build up “Team Awesome”

 M Setup of the team: Knowing now that the team is one of the key success factors, it should be 
handled as such. Instead of hurried staffing using currently available people, invest time and 
effort in finding the top-notch people for your project and equip them with the time and space 
to act. 

 M Challenge the team composition: In view of different profile requirements over time, it is 
important to review the team configuration at the major project milestones (project lead, skills, 
capacity, etc.). Communicate upfront that the team can evolve over time and that the team 
owner does not necessarily have to be the project lead. A neutralization of the name can help 
to reduce interpersonal friction, for example, by using “impulse giver” instead of “idea owner”, 
“validation team” instead of “project team” and so on. 

 M Leadership: Next to the changing required profiles and team setup, it is essential to foster 
soft skills and mindset through training along the way. Most importantly, it needs project 
lead with strong leadership skills for efficient resource management, delegation, team 
coordination, and uncertainty management. The more mature a corporate startup becomes, 
the project leads gradually take on classical leadership tasks, such as hiring and managing 
employees, business planning and strategizing. It is therefore crucial to work together with HR 
to create structures and training in relevant soft skills, startup methods and leadership skills. 

 M Focus on team building: Teamwork is often taken for granted and group dynamics are left 
out of the equation. Ensure that you do not neglect team-building activities and alignment 
throughout the entire lifetime of the project. 

 M Become a networker: Building up a network and “friends” within the organization may help 
you to get the relevant support more easily when needed. 

 M Introduce a skills catalog: Prepare a catalogue of internal and external resources that can 
be easily accessed. An overview of potential freelancers, agencies, consultants, etc., should be 
provided to every intrapreneurship team to reduce the time spent looking for partners, setting 
up contracts, etc. Have, for instance, one legal advisor for innovation projects, who is familiar 
with startup and lean approaches. 
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Chapter 5

Check Point Questions
 � What are the skills required to reach the next milestone?  

 � Do I have the right team to reach the next project milestone?  

 � Is there a good vibe within the team? Is the team working together efficiently?  
 
In case you need more manpower/skills, check the following points:   

 � Is the idea related to the core business model of the company? 

 � Are there potential synergies with the corporate that you can leverage?  

 � Is the corporate willing, able, and quick enough to support the project?  

 � Do I have people with an entrepreneurial mindset and the right skills in my organization?  
 
If your answer is no to several of these questions, look for externals to support you in your 
venture. 

5
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Make innovation culture your 
corporate culture   
Innovation culture is not just another buzzword. It is the fertile ground for every innovation activity 
and it positively changes the entire corporate culture.

Chapter 6

What defines innovation culture?

Scanning through literature and papers, you will stumble across many articles talking about how 
important innovation culture is for fostering innovation in an organization. Similarly, culture (or 
synonyms for it, such as ecosystem, mindset, leadership, spirit) was the most cited element, 
when asking our study participants about the top three success factors for corporate innovation 
teams (mentioned by more than 50%). 

What does this big buzzword “innovation culture” mean and how can intrapreneurship shape 
the corporate culture? By definition innovation culture is an organizational culture that 
values innovation and supports an environment where employees can make innovation 
happen, meaning creating or improving products, services, or processes. It is the outcome of two 
components – (1) the people in an organization, including their leadership style, shared values, 
behaviors, attitudes, communication style, and working practices, and (2) the infrastructure, 
including policies, processes, and systems. This chapter will share our study participants’ 
challenges and experience on this topic. 
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Breakout from corporate structures

The study results show that one reason for the failure of radical innovation projects is that the 
internal cultural difference between the corporate and the innovation project/startup 
is too big. We repeatedly heard in our interviews that corporates and corporate startups need 
very different structures regarding IT, sales, purchasing and invoicing processes, and personnel 
hierarchies. Therefore, several interviewees reported that in order to be more flexible and agile 
they quickly stood up for their own processes instead of hanging onto complex purchasing 
processes, billing processes, and technical structures. 

A favored setting or repeated wish was to separate the two worlds from each other so that they 
could act autonomously according to their own working mode. This allows innovation teams to 
define their own pace, way of working, and used methods.

“It is important to leave standard processes and procedures and it’s worth it: 
you get highly motivated people and creative minds in the innovation area that 
cross-fertilize each other. But you also have to create this ecosystem! You can 
only do that if you can clearly separate it from the rest of the company and at 
the same time maintain proximity to the parent organization – so the challenge 
is not to remain too corporate-heavy but also not to be seen as the crazy place 
buzzing in space.”

The detachment should not only be at a process level but also in spatial terms, for example, 
by renting a co-working space or even a separate building for the corporate startups. Study 
participants claimed that the autonomy and ecosystem within a separate location is of great value 
to foster creative thinking and can be also an important factor for intrinsic motivation. 

“We have our building for the innovation lab so that our startup/innovation 
teams can be more creative and work at their speed. Startup teams also have 
more freedom in working hours – for the better or, the worse. We think the 
spatial separation is important; it’s a different working environment than in the 
business units.”
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Embrace failure as an opportunity to grow

Innovation happens on a trial-and-error approach, and this can also mean failure. Innovation 
without failure is not possible. Unfortunately, a failure culture is still a foreign concept in most 
corporates. Hence, management tends to be rather risk-averse than risk-loving and whenever an 
innovation budget is allocated, excellent results and a fast ROI are expected. 

As already discussed in chapter 3, the expectation towards innovation projects is often to break 
even in one to two years. However, reality is very different. Innovation projects show an ROI 
after two to five years, or they just fail, and this is normal. It is important to encourage and 
foster a corporate culture where management sees failure as an opportunity to learn and 
grow and has a shared understanding of the valuation and accounting of innovation. 

The “non-financial return on innovation”

Many of our interviewees highlighted that employees who were part of a corporate startup for 
some time learned a lot about product validation, new methods and tools (e.g., lean startup 
methodology), and an agile working mode. It is important to leverage this gained knowledge 
and mindset and transfer it back to the company to drive innovation and shape the culture in the 
respective business unit or even in the whole company. 

“It was an AHA effect for me that you could also work agile in a corporate. 
I would like to bring in more like it, but culture-wise we are just not ready.”

Admittedly, one flagship project may not change the mindset and legacy of a settled 
corporate, however, study participants stated that they have already noticed minor changes in the 
corporate innovation culture. Interviewees, for example witnessed becoming the go-to person 
for new ideas or an increased employer branding. 
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Key learnings 

We want to conclude with the answer to the question raised at the beginning: Can 
intrapreneurship shape a corporate culture? Our study participants repeatedly stated that 
innovation projects positively changed the entire corporate culture. So, the answer is YES! 

However, internalizing a culture of innovation does not happen overnight. It takes time to build 
trust in new structures and change a mindset. However, with every innovation activity, like an 
intrapreneurship program, it will become more internalized in people’s minds. It will have a lasting 
impact on how the corporate and its people see the value of innovation. 

We at WhatAVenture have seen that “lighthouse” projects can play a crucial role in this regard. 
Lighthouse projects are business ideas that may have little innovation power, but a strong impact 
on driving cultural change. Indeed, cultural change is strongly driven by making successful 
change visible. Thus, communicating such projects and celebrating their success stories can be 
of high value for driving cultural change within an organization and increasing the acceptance for 
future radical projects. 

“All the people who fell out of the program because the project was not 
pursued further were the best “spreaders” in the company: they learned a lot 
about quick validation and discarding things instead of pushing million-dollar 
projects only to realize ‘oops we missed the market’. This is a knowledge that is 
needed and carried further into the organization.”
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How to
create an innovation culture in your organization

 M Create a protected space: Make sure you protect your innovation project against corporate 
paradigms and systems so you build up speed and the right mindset. This involves a 
separation on behalf of the office space, certain corporate processes, etc., so as to create 
space for agility, learning, failure, and creativity.

 M Get leadership commitment: Educate the leadership to understand the value and valuation 
of innovation and how to drive innovation and empower people in the right way.

 M Activate innovation: Give employees opportunities to learn and get to know innovation 
methodologies as an enabling capability. Offer opportunities to co-invent across the 
organization and encourage everyone to participate in the innovation process (idea 
repositories, intrapreneurship programs, hackathons).

 M Spread the word: Communicate innovation stories and successes to the whole organization 
and spark interest and motivation and create a shared understanding amongst all employees. 
Communicate not only exciting, radical innovation stories, but also low-hanging fruits. This will 
also help project leads to get internal support and understanding for their projects. This is 
especially important if you are just starting to push intrapreneurship within your organization.

 M Make sure to transfer the knowledge: Think about ways that former team members can 
transfer their gained knowledge and new mindset back to their old job. For example, offer job 
rotation or create an alumni for innovation ambassadors.
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Chapter 6

Check Point Questions
 � Is there room to break out from corporate structures? 

 � Is there commitment and support from the management? Is there leadership behavior in 
place that drives innovation? 

 � How do you activate innovation and ensure the knowledge transfer? 

 � Are you actively communicating innovation stories about your project(s) to the entire 
organization? 

6
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Email johanna@whataventure.com Schedule a call at whataventure.com

Want to discuss the insights from our  
corporate startups study?

Let’s have a talk! 

We want to thank all study participants who provided such interesting insight from their 
intrapreneurship programs and innovation activities. We have gathered a great deal of 
knowledge, and learnt about challenges, pitfalls and success factors. We hope that this study helps 
you to successfully implement innovation in your company.

We are happy to discuss the diverse topic of innovation with you. Schedule an appointment 
with one of our innovation experts using one of the options below. 

About WhatAVenture

 
WhatAVenture is a corporate company builder with offices in Austria, Germany and Italy. We leverage 
corporate power to create successful ventures and new revenue streams. Our interdisciplinary team of 
innovation experts, venture architects, marketers and business developers is here to build and scale 
your corporate startup with passion and power. 

www.whataventure.com

https://www.whataventure.com
https://www.whataventure.com
https://calendly.com/whataventure-1/30-minutes-call
https://www.whataventure.com

